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               Wagtail

            

            
               
                  Sometimes, as I turn a corner in County Tyrone, a roof of PVC

                  or corrugated iron

                  will scintillate no less persuasively

                  than an unperturbed stretch of Lower Lough Erne

               

               
                  abutting the lost kingdom from which my family hails.

                  Primarily a thatcher, my grandfather knew mange

                  was a complaint to which his Clydesdales

                  were all too prone, yet may not have recognized dementia

               

               
                  as a trait of the Muldoons. Sometimes a phrase

                  such as “Hugh had begun to dote”

                  will weigh as a Clydesdale’s withers would weigh with withies

               

               
                  while the pied wagtail crossing freshly turned furrows

                  is a tiny rowboat

                  glimpsed now and again in the trough between storm-waves.
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               American Standard

            

            
               
                  1

                  Not for nothing would I toil through Manhattan Valley on the very horse

                  I’d “borrowed” (if you get my drift),

                  from the gymkhana-mad daughter of a rum heiress

               

               
                  I met on the night shift

                  in Balthazar. The face at my left stirrup

                  pushed and shoved

               

               
                  along my thigh. A child’s face, but worn. A leather strop.

                  His mouth a razor.

                  “Por favor,” he said. “Sorry to disturb

               

               
                  you but I’ll need your steed.” He needed, too, to reassure

                  me I’d have him back just as soon as they returned from San Antone.

                  “San Antone?” “They picked us up at Rosario’s,

               

               
                  my brother and me, and he’s still detained

                  in the Center on South Laredo.”

                  “How do you come to be so far north?” “I slipped out through Anodyne.5

               

               
                  The guards had given us a PlayStation 4. They weren’t alert

                  to the fact we could escape

                  by our own devices. Check out this lariat

               

               
                  I made from the lid of a jar of Super Chunk Skippy.

                  It should fit our steed nicely, though it might be ever so slightly snug.”

                  “Does rescuing a brother fall within your scope?”

               

               
                  “If I can make San Antone without a snag

                  the rest should be as easy as falling off a log.”

                  That was a phrase my uncle Jim used betimes. He’d worked with SNCC

               

               
                  in Mississippi during the hard slog

                  of voter registration. “Particularly if Señor comes along for the ride.”

                  My own security had been so slack

               

               
                  the boy had shimmied up behind me on the saddle. His pint-sized heart

                  fluttering at my back. My uncle still spoke of Freedom Summer

                  when so much else along his life-road

               

               
                  had been lost to Alzheimer’s.

                  A razor-mouth at my ear. The blood-plastered

                  heads of Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney. The smash and smear 6

               

               
                  of their pulverized

                  child-faces. We were heading down Amsterdam at a trot when a voice uttered

                  as a voice had uttered that first night in Balthazar:

               

               
                  “Hello. My name is Virgil and I’ll be your waiter.

                  We offer steak tartare as an appetizer for twenty dollars and twenty-eight as a main course.

                  May I start you off with a little water?”
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                  As the first deaths from Hurricane Florence are being reported,

                  President Donald Trump claims

                  Hurricane Maria’s death toll of near three thousand in Puerto Rico

                  was inflated to cause him political harm.

               

               
                  Co co rico Puerto co co rico

               

               
                  On the Georgia Sea Islands, where white islanders outnumber black,

                  resort development has driven prices so high—

                  not to speak of the raise in property tax—

                  many of the locals can no longer afford to stay.

               

               
                  Shanty. Shanty. Shanty.

               

               
                  Highlights of Gullah cuisine include Frogmore Stew, Hoppin’ John,

                  Purloo, and Calabash with oysters and clams.

                  “That’s no harness jangle,” Virgilio insists, “but the jangle of chains

                  from their ancestors stirring under the palms.8

               

               
                  Co co rico co co rico

               

               
                  My own ancestors were Irish. The San Patricios.

                  I’m proud of all the Irish blood that’s in me.

                  My great-great-grandfather’s cheek was branded with a D. Deserter.

                  Divvil a man can say a word agin me.”

               

               
                  Chantey. Chantey. Chantey.

               

               
                  A cooked rooster is served to a magistrate.

                  When someone is brought before him accused of a crime

                  and the dead cock comes back to life and crows from the plate

                  this miracle may be taken as proof that the accused is without blame.

               

               
                  Co co rico co co ricorso co co rico.
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                  What comes around goes around for the ten-ton alligator

                  that can tear up your tarmacadam drive

                  while turning on a dime.

                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

                  of the Red Rocks Amphitheatre

                  where Trent Reznor only recently performed “The Perfect Drug” live

                  for the first time.

                  “Virgil. Right? Your waiter.

                  Tonight we’re offering gator-ribs marinated in Colt 45

                  with a reduction of primeval slime.”

               

               
                  It was my own apostle,

                  Thomas, who put his hand in the vent

                  in my side so as to banish my misgivings. My doubts.

                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

                  of the fossil 10

                  of a forty-foot sea serpent

                  that flourished here 200 million years ago, or thereabouts.

                  That was back when there was one colossal

                  supercontinent.

                  Long before each nation was persuaded it had some clout.

               

               
                  The fact that I offered the pediluvy

                  of my disciples as a proof of my selflessness

                  would often translate to a much bigger tip.

                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

                  cast by Lost Highway, yet another movie

                  that’s at once a masterpiece and a mess,

                  and into the soundtrack of which “The Perfect Drug” was slipped.

                  Oh groovy, groovy, groovy.

                  We drank absinthe with sugar cubes till the road of excess

                  ran alongside an eight-lane Möbius strip.

               

               
                  The fact is it’s the washed-up, the whack-jobs, the world-weary

                  who are most likely to prevail

                  in the current zeitgeist.

                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

                  of that little dune, that former foothill of Dhaulagiri,11

                  its meld of igneous and sedimentary shale.

                  In Lost Highway the characters of Pete and Fred are similarly “spliced.”

                  One likable, if unlikely, theory

                  is that Trent Reznor’s band name, Nine Inch Nails,

                  refers to the crucifixion of Christ.

               

               
                  A half-empty carton of eggs in Luby’s Cafeteria

                  in San Antone brought to mind the mud-loving dinosaur

                  and the evolution of its open nest.

                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

                  of the Jurassic period and the rise of the Eutheria,

                  such animals as bore

                  their offspring in a womb and clutched them to their breasts.

                  That was back in the day when a refugee from Syria

                  might easily have been cast ashore

                  in the American west.
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                  We’d landed up outside Luby’s on the way to the junior prom.

                  There was myself, Ezra, and Tom.

                  I was wearing my party dress.

                  Ezra said that he was a great believer in less

                  being more. His blue pencil was always at the ready.

                  The pair of them were slightly unsteady

                  on their legs. They must have been drinking Cherry Bombs

                  and now imagined we were in a rom-com

                  when, in fact, we were in Rambo III.

                  Next thing I knew Tom claimed to be quoting John Donne.

                  Only if I let him put a finger in me

                  would he know I was the One.

               

               
                  The limo driver glanced back from his cage

                  while Tom and Ezra the Scribe eyed me like a blank page

                  on which they might yet make their marks.

                  A strange name for a limo company. Shark.

                  Before I knew it they were on top of me. I was pinned under.

                  While Perkwunos, the Indo-European god of thunder,

                  is at the root of Quercus, Quercus virginiana seems to reflect the age

                  of Elizabethan plunderers. In the midst of the sage 13

                  stood a Quercus virginiana, a single live oak tree.

                  I was in shock. I’d been hit by a stun gun.

                  Only if I let him put a finger in me

                  would he know I was the One.

               

               
                  I remember, as we passed the Mudslingers Drive-Thru,

                  the uproarious laughter between the two

                  and their having fun at my expense.

                  I somehow managed to escape. A picket fence

                  gave way to the road on which the man I took for a vagrant

                  turned out to be fragrant

                  with aloes and myrrh. Even now no one believes that what I say is true.

                  They claim we stopped at Luby’s for chocolate Yoo-Hoos.

                  The pair of them are still laughing uproariously.

                  Just frat boy stuff. Just having a little fun.

                  Only if I let him put a finger in me

                  would he know I was the One.
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                  The pocket gopher, like all gophers, has borrowed its name

                  from gaufre, “a honeycomb.”

               

               
                  Such is its capacity for burrowing under a live oak

                  it might well have toppled Rome.

               

               
                  It turns out San Antonio de Padua was born in Lisbon.

                  No wonder he’s the patron saint of Loss.

               

               
                  Tonight Virgilio and I will sleep on gunnysacks

                  stuffed with Spanish moss.

               

               
                  The pocket gopher is a tunnel within a tunnel.

                  Get a load of the cheek pouch!

               

               
                  The live oak rests on one elbow

                  like a Roman king on his verdant couch.

               

               
                  The Roman legionaries were renowned for digging pitfalls

                  that would give way under an enemy’s steed.

               

               
                  The Roman king was known to feast

                  on dormice marinated in honey and poppy seed.15

               

               
                  They reckon a pocket gopher, in the course of a year,

                  will shift two or three tons of soil.

               

               
                  The live oak seems to favor blond highlights.

                  Each year the hair salons of the world dump 195 million tons of foil.
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                  The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that the Republican-led Legislature in Texas improperly used race

                  to draw a predominantly Hispanic House district in Fort Worth.

               

               
                  The division between Democrats and Republicans still partly reflects

                  what’s known by some as the War Between the States.

                  The thing about silencing debate is that it cuts down on a lot of the back-and-forth.

               

               
                  The Supreme Court overturned a lower court ruling

                  that invalidated other legislative and congressional districts under challenge

                  for allegedly diluting the voting power of black and Latino voters.

               

               
                  What’s all that mewling and puking?

                  Since it has rarely to do with righting a wrong or correcting an imbalance

                  the urge to gerrymander is rarely the urge of an honest broker. 17

               

               
                  The 5–4 decision, written by Justice Samuel Alito,

                  leaves in place much of Texas’s political map for the 2018 midterm elections,

                  upholding political boundaries that have been under court review for nearly a decade.

               

               
                  I take a frontiersman as my alter ego

                  in the shortly-to-be-released prequel to Red Dead Redemption.

                  He wasn’t so much of Ulster-Scots background as Huguenot, Davy Crockett.

               

               
                  One of the congressional districts under challenge in Texas

                  is Congressional District 35.

                  It runs from Austin to San Antonio in the shape of a 200-million-year-old sea serpent.

               

               
                  Uncle Jim says we need no help from the Russians when it comes to rigging elections.

                  Virgilio’s mother lives in a district contorted to within an inch of its life.

                  The toilet she’s wiping down is an American Standard.
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                  I’d already gone cap in hand to the rum heiress (Stetson, maybe, rather than cap),

                  to bankroll the western I was developing with Pat McCabe

               

               
                  but she balked at the idea our remake of A Fistful of Dollars

                  might be shot underwater. Even though she knew I’d have a firm hand on the tiller

               

               
                  she was concerned about the negative impact on the coral

                  of the Florida Keys and, more specifically, the logistical problems of a sea horse corral.

               

               
                  In this case, she was more than happy to underwrite

                  our putting together a crack team for the assault on the facility on South Laredo.

               

               
                  Virgilio had already signed up his mother, Uncle Jim, and Jim Bowie,

                  and had calls out to Billy Bones, Blind Pew,19

               

               
                  Annie Oakley, the English setter she used in her most famous sharpshooting routine,

                  Father Michael Muldoon (who, in 1837, had helped William Wharton

               

               
                  escape in the guise of a nun

                  from the prison in Matamoros), Calamity Jane, and the Lee Van Cleef of High Noon.
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                  Although his uncle may have dealt in arms

                  that sure don’t mean a body’s safe from harm.

                  The killers of Khashoggi musta had nerves of steel

                  when they stopped him from showin’ a clean pair of heels.

                  They shoulda known things ain’t gonna turn out right

                  if you bring a saw to a fistfight.

               

               
                  At Hidalgo, Texas, U.S. troops are deploying concertina wire

                  to protect the country from a migrant caravan.

                  Every plot of waste ground is filled with guns for hire,

                  guano spotters, Middle Easterners, swarms of ragged ruffians.

               

               
                  Did he take the fact his uncle dealt in arms

                  as some kinda good luck charm?

                  The killers of Khashoggi musta had it in their heads

                  they were close to bein’ the sharpest tools in the shed.

                  They shoulda known things ain’t gonna turn out right

                  if you bring a saw to a fistfight.

               

               
                  Though it was handed down to us from Sinai’s spire

                  we should not make an image that may be described as “graven”21

                  the fact that Christ was caught in his own cross fire

                  means he’s sometimes represented as a lion-bird—a gryphon.

               

               
                  Although his uncle may have dealt in arms

                  that don’t ne’ssarily mean he shoulda bought the farm.

                  The killers of Khashoggi were slow to recognize

                  they were s’posed only to cut him down to size.

                  They shoulda known things ain’t gonna turn out right

                  if you bring a bone-saw to a fistfight.
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                  By the mud walls of an ancient city, where Escort Drive runs into Sunup,

                  a construction worker finds a packet wrapped in clear

                  plastic and lined with Egyptian papyrus.

                  A frog chorus. Backup beepers.

                  As for the dog that lies by the gate,

                  you may be sure the horse at whose heels he’s wont to snap

                  is a horse of a whole other color.

               

               
                  The idea of the superhero’s mask and cape goes back to Zorro’s.

                  Not that Zorro’s cape was sewn with sequins.

                  The word zecchino, by the way, was a term for the Venetian gold ducat.

                  I’ve never trusted the superhero’s impulse to do good.

                  As for the dog that lies by the gate,

                  however attached he may once have been to Lazarus and his sores

                  he now prefers Science Diet Sensitive Stomach and Skin.23

               

               
                  What I do recall is the bare shoulder

                  of a young woman in the belly of a Shark limo

                  and the dim but distinct smell of turf

                  from that packet found where Sunup transmutes into Escort Drive.

                  As for the dog that lies by the gate,

                  he remembers nothing of his months in the shelter

                  never mind the Alamo.

               

               
                  It’s the same bush. Some call it greasewood. Some creosote.

                  It was on June 13, 1691, this shallow plash

                  was named after the smooth-talking San Antonio de Padua.

                  “Will that be Perrier?” Virgilio pipes up. “Perrier or Badoit?”

                  As for the dog that lies by the gate,

                  he’s a lot less prepared for the second coming of Christ

                  than had seemed at first blush.

               

               
                  The virgins, though, will be trimming their wicks.

                  They’ll have made ready the upper room.

                  The trumpet shall sound even as the guests are settling at the table

                  and the dead shall be raised incorruptible.

                  As for the dog that lies by the gate,

                  you may be sure his head is a whole other ball of wax.

                  His heart is a whole other can of worms.
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                  In the 2018 midterms, the 35th Congressional District has gone to Lloyd Doggett,

                  running yet again on that doggone do-good

                  Democratic ticket.

               

               
                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

               

               
                  of the blue wave running down a urinal at JFK

                  where, day after day,

                  Virgilio’s mother, Verónica, works a second job. She has labored in vain

                  to wipe out a housefly baked into the porcelain.

               

               
                  A rat creeps softly through the vegetation.

                  The wind sock on the runway. That’s what passes for passion.

                  A wind sock on the runway gives but little sense of the wind’s ambition.25

               

               
                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

               

               
                  of Delta 370 to San Antone.

                  Virgilio is remarkably composed, given this is the first time he’s flown.

                  The rum heiress has moved on from absinthe to Pernod

                  and is displaying a touch of braggadocio.

               

               
                  David Bowie, meanwhile, has docked

                  on the River Walk and is securing his glistening, three-hulled dugout

                  when a voice calls from across the duckweed.

               

               
                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow

               

               
                  of the rum heiress’s life vest.

                  Throughout all this Virgilio has had my back. I am an egg in his open nest.

                  His breath smells of nicotine and licorice.

                  “Pardon, Señor, but do you have any food allegories?”

               

               
                  Come in

                  Come in under

                  Come in under the shadow 26

               

               
                  of the two-party system,

                  the failure of which seems more and more ad rem

                  now the archers are ranged against

                  each other like two ditches, both barbed-wire-fenced.

               

               
                  Lloyd Doggett swears by Hill Country Lavender Goat Milk Body Lotion.

                  “My name,” says Lloyd, “my name is Legion.”

                  As far back as 1996, he beat out a Republican, Teresa Doggett (no relation).
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                  Through fire and flood we rode towards Paradise

                  where every disaster’s a natural disaster

                  and every word a word of advice

                  from the ringleted Buffalo Bill, our ringmaster.

               

               
                  Santee. Santee. Santee.

               

               
                  Every wind is a wind that freshens.

                  Every shock is an aftershock.

                  Every digression began as a brief digression

                  and every clock is an alarm clock.

               

               
                  Shandy. Shandy. Shandy.

               

               
                  For every opinion is a public opinion

                  when every cheek is cheek by jowl

                  and every minion a bend-me-over minion

                  just as every barn is possessed of a barn owl.

               

               
                  Shinto. Shinto. Shinto.28

               

               
                  Though every true owl is an Athenian

                  and every god a godsend

                  every marriage is a marriage of convenience.

                  Every friend is a fair-weather friend.

               

               
                  Shantee. Shantee. Shantee.

               

               
                  Now every mortgage is a mortgage to the hilt

                  for the woman who’s transgender.

                  Every quilt is a patchwork quilt.

                  Every offender is a repeat offender.

               

               
                  Cento. Cento. Cento.
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                  I have seen the eternal footman hold my coat and knickers

                  while I took the enchanting East River air.

                  As I strike out with Father Muldoon and Barbecue

                  in David Bowie’s perilous three-hulled canoe

                  Je pense à la négresse

                  who bowdlerized Baudelaire.

               

               
                  It has to be said, in the matter of the perm,

                  every streak is a losing streak.

                  “Pardon, Señor, but there was something askew

                  from the day and hour I ran into you.

                  Manhattan Valley? Don’t you know that term

                  has no currency? It’s realtor-speak.

               

               
                  For every abode is no fixed abode.

                  Every doctor has it in her to make at least one house call.

                  Just as each of us now gets to choose

                  whatever might be the most appropriate news.

                  Just as every area has an area code

                  I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all.30

               

               
                  To have any truck with Emerson may be tantamount

                  to denying the slayer is slain.

                  The downside of running a second unit, as Henry Wilcoxon knew,

                  is trying to figure out what Cecil B. would do.

                  For every fly is a fly in the ointment

                  though it be engraved in porcelain.

               

               
                  Now every hunger is a spiritual hunger

                  and every cough a persistent cough

                  that signals the soul may shortly break through

                  to a place where things are only slightly out of true.

                  Ô Mort, vieux capitaine, il est temps! levons l’ancre!

                  Oh, Death, old captain, hoist the anchor! Come, cast off!

               

               
                  Off with that wiry Coronet and shew the hairy Diadem.

                  La plus belle des ruses du Diable

                  isn’t only that he manages to feed the cast and crew

                  on Super Chunk Skippy and Frogmore Stew

                  c’est qu’il nous faut consentir à toutes les forces extrêmes

                  like a patient oysterized upon a table.”
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                  When Trent Reznor performs David Bowie’s “I’m Afraid of Americans”

                  he hits it out of the park.

                  I say “David Bowie.” I mean David Jones.

                  David Jones took the name Bowie from the character portrayed by Richard Widmark

               

               
                  in The Alamo. The last five times I’ve flown

                  I’ve been selected for a random security search.

                  Many of my friends reckon

                  it’s because I’ve made so much of the relationship between the Coptic church

               

               
                  and early Irish monasticism. Saint Anthony of Egypt

                  is not to be confused with our own Anthony of Padua, who had such a gift of the gab

                  his tongue remains imperishable.

                  Annie Oakley was able to hit a target smack-dab

               

               
                  in the middle of the Chapel

                  Perilous while (1) shooting over her shoulder and (2) using a Bowie knife 32

                  as a mirror. It was only as I lay in Nicodemus’s crypt

                  I came to understand that the half-life

               

               
                  of the myrrh Balthazar first offered me in Bethlehem

                  is a good thirty-three years.

                  I’m sitting in 12d, right? That means Virgilio must be in 13d.

                  Only last week, in the Mudslingers Drive-Thru, an old coot in an ’89 Cavalier

               

               
                  embarked on an all-too-familiar threnody.

                  A porpoise snored upon the phosphorescent swell.

                  Vis-à-vis Trump, we have only ourselves to blame for giving ourselves over to pablum.

                  A triton rang the final warning bell.
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                  Not

                  Not for

                  Not for nothing

                  do we remember that we seem to have said good riddance

                  to what was meant to be our children’s inheritance.

                  We’d hoped they might fetch some flax

                  and whites of eggs to apply to an eye in flux,

                  a compound eye giving back the pixelation

                  of a world that self-destructs even as it comes into being.

                  The fact is that’s the legacy of all heirs-in-waiting, including the eight D’Ascoynes.

                  A fly is no less fated to be a denizen

                  of a jar of myrrh or aloes than a so-called “monk” parakeet

                  is fated to be a denizen of Jamaica, Queens.

               

               
                  Some presidents seem to say “hi.”

                  Some presidents seem to say “howdy.”

                  Some are in bed with a Soviet spy.

                  Some are still in bed with the Saudis.

                  Some of us are still trying to figure out why George W. Bush would bestow

                  the favor of stowing away on a plane to thirteen bin Ladens.34

                  We all know that if you spend time in the stew

                  your goose will be cooked like a goose in Baden-Baden.

               

               
                  Not

                  Not for

                  Not for nothing

                  did we lend an ear to the rooster crowing that third time

                  for the Jew-bashing Ezra and Tom.

                  “Pardon, Señor, but can’t you see that getting a Facebook ‘like’

                  is as easy as falling off a log

                  when Agni, the god of fire, may take as his locus

                  the wild iris or the wild crocus?

                  The fact is Agni’s confused with the man-bird, Garuda, known to bear ambrosia

                  to the other gods of the Aryans.

                  I’m reminded of how, in Kind Hearts and Coronets,

                  Alec Guinness plays all eight D’Ascoyne family members.”

               

               
                  Some presidents surround themselves with lickspittles.

                  Some surround themselves with lackeys.

                  Some snack on peanut brittle.

                  Some snack on wacky baccy.

                  Some of us aren’t sure if it’s “bestowal” or “bestowment.”

                  We’re all of us desperately trying to weigh

                  the moment of the moment.

                  “Pardon, Señor, but the best cure for a colloquial horse is a touch of Say Whoa.”35

               

               
                  Not

                  Not for

                  Not for nothing

                  do we worry that even the mildest critics

                  of Israel’s domestic policies are characterized as being anti-Semitic.

                  Last week I overheard a girl in Shake Shack

                  explain how the word shiksa

                  means “off the menu.” Now we must each take a position.

                  Now we have something like a go-situation.

                  The fact is, as we ready ourselves for the charge,

                  there’s a tension reminiscent of the tension

                  down in the Venice borghetto

                  that time Tom and Ezra snuck by in their limo-barge.

               

               
                  Some presidents love a big-ass motorcade.

                  Some don’t mind the repercussions

                  of going to bed without having drawn the shades.

                  Some are still in bed with the Russians.

                  Some of us like to worship, then kill, the fatted calf.

                  Some of us like to keep our diet varied.

                  Some of us know that Orson Welles sawed Rita Hayworth in half.

                  Some of us know where the bodies are buried.36

               

               
                  Not

                  Not for

                  Not for nothing

                  did I set out to be seen to eat broiled fish and honeycomb

                  but to prove that I was back in the game.

                  I am the third who walks

                  between you and Zorro, between you and the Swamp Fox.

                  So far as I can make out the world has always been a hodgepodge, a hocus-pocus

                  that never quite comes into focus.

                  The fact is that the new orthodoxies are the old orthodoxies,

                  what with the rerun

                  of water cannons and tear gas grenades

                  along the border from California through Arizona to Texas.

               

               
                  Some presidents’ attempts to make America great

                  are less than gratifying.

                  Some presidents are lying in state.

                  Some are plain ol’ lying.

                  Some of us have already taken off from LaGuardia with Southwest.

                  The Swamp Fox is set upon finally draining the swamp.

                  Some of us will don a yellow vest

                  at the Washington Monument as at the Arc de Triomphe.37

               

               
                  Not

                  Not for

                  Not for nothing

                  do we despair of the idea that, however much we once felt rooted,

                  we’re all now disinherited.

                  “Los Desheredados. That’s why every man jack

                  of us has a D branded on the cheek.

                  That’s why it’s a D we fly on our ensign.

                  That’s why Red Dead 2 is the nearest we’ll get to redemption.”

                  The fact is, as the rum heiress has often remarked, when it comes to a finale,

                  it’s hard to beat the recording of Alfred, Lord Tennyson,

                  reading “The Charge of the Light Brigade,”

                  recently reissued on vinyl.
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                  When it comes to a finale it’s hard to beat the combined forces of Buddy Bolden,

                  Captain Beefheart, the recently cashiered Cap’n Crunch,

                  Charlemagne and his twelve paladins,

                  William Tell, William Holden

                  and the Wild Bunch,

               

               
                  Cyrano de Bergerac, Anthony Burgess,

                  Frank Zappa, Frank Wedekind,

                  Jorge Luis Borges, the Borgias,

                  the Man in Black, the Thin White Duke, My Last Duchess, Preston Sturges,

                  Buffalo Bill, P. T. Barnum, Jenny Lind,

               

               
                  Bennie and the Jets, Bernardo Bertolucci,

                  Bernard of Clairvaux in the Vallée d’Absinthe,

                  Pocahontas, John Smith, Joseph Smith, the prophet Elijah,

                  Amelia Earhart, Emily Dickinson, Émile Zola, Emiliano Zapata, Emilio Pucci,

                  the Duke of Aquitaine (a.k.a. John of Gaunt),39

               

               
                  Sister Sara who long ago gave up the cloister

                  for life with two mules,

                  Maria Tallchief, the Tailor of Gloucester,

                  Ralph Vaughan Williams, our friend Ralph Waldo Emerson, Ralph Roister Doister,

                  Nancy Cunard, the New York School,

               

               
                  an ever more erratic Uncle Jim, Davy Crockett

                  and his faux coonskin hat,

                  Jimi Hendrix, Jiminy Cricket,

                  April Bloomfield, Anthony Bourdain, Kermit the Frog, Toad the Wet Sprocket,

                  Jelly Roll Morton, Jumping Jehoshaphat,

               

               
                  Calamity Jane, Annie Oakley,

                  Alicia Keys, the Keystone Kops,

                  St. Vincent, Saint Cecilia, Cecilia Fire Thunder and an elite war band of Oglala,

                  the Carmichaels Hoagy and Stokely,

                  not to mention a Special Ops

               

               
                  division comprising El Chapo, Robin Hood, Harry Houdini, and Zorro.

                  As we’re pushing away from the gate

                  the Man in Black is heard to remark to Sister Sara

                  and a Man of Constant Sorrow

                  that a red-and-white striped sock will surely help our archers compensate 40

               

               
                  for wind speed and direction. The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles

                  needn’t mind losing their reputation for being tight-lipped.

                  Nor need we mind the serial ordeal

                  of being watched by forty cellular phones as we hurtle

                  along the dimly lit South Laredo, worried mostly our steed might be tripped

               

               
                  in a hole engineered by such pocket

                  gophers as have gone over to the other side.

                  “Pardon, Señor, but what the worker found in the packet

                  at Sunup and Escort was an Irish Psalter wrapped in the screenplay for Bottle Rocket.”

                  Virgilio still has my back. “That’s where I got the idea I should slide

               

               
                  down a sheet when making my escape.” Macmorris and his petard hoisters

                  are augmented now by Kurt Weill, Kurt Vonnegut,

                  Buckethead the shredder, the shredder Banksy, Castor and Pollux, Lady Astor,

                  Lady Hamilton, Nelson Rockefeller, a half dozen West Coast oysters,

                  the 7th Cavalry, Slattery’s Mounted Fut,

               

               
                  Omar the Tentmaker, Amerigo Vespucci,

                  Nico, Nicolas Roeg,

                  the Man Who Fell to Earth, Geronimo, Hieronymus Bosch, 41

                  Mad Max, Muddy Waters doing the hoochie-coochie

                  with Lewis and Clark in their three-hulled pirogue,

               

               
                  Guy of Gisbourne, Guy Burgess,

                  Aretha Franklin, Edward Longshanks,

                  Patti Smith, the San Patricios, a snatch squad of Brigantes in their distinctive britches,

                  Frank Zappa himself desperate for the slightest purchase

                  on the steep bank

               

               
                  of breaking news, Conan O’Brien cohosting our brutal

                  assault with Conan the Barbarian even as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s

                  assuring us our hope we might gain access to the Detention Center by way of Bridge Constructor Portal

                  on PlayStation 4 isn’t entirely futile,

                  assuring us it’s not entirely for nothing we toil. 
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