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            for John Kerrigan
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        ‘God save thee, ancient Mariner!
      

            
        From the fiends, that plague thee thus! –
      

            
        Why look’st thou so?’ – With my cross bow
      

            
        I shot the Albatross.
      

            The Rime Of The Ancient Mariner

Samuel Taylor Coleridge
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                Thief

            

            
               
                  Dad taught me to steal when I turned twelve.

                  In white apron over butcher’s coat

                  hiked-up a foot to clear the sawdust floor,

                  pencil stub on trussing twine

                  dangling from a buttonhole,

                  boyhood snatched and left behind,

                  I was hammered into a counterman.

                  Smile, say ‘Help you ma’am?’,

                  give her odd weight

                  (even’s too easy to calculate)

                  and add five percent to every sale,

                  or the Chains will eat our lunch.

               

               
                  Long ago I forgave his lies

                  that made me a thief so he could buy

                  a Jersey skiff, flash a two-inch roll,

                  and Mondays after Schvitz visit his trull.

                  But the customers don’t pardon me:

                  should grandee, politician, fellow praise

                  service I’ve rendered, building raised,

                  once more across the counter shoppers stand

                  empty bags in outstretched hands,

                  Blondie, with her seven ragged kids,

                  baggers, dailies, handy-men,

                  discount coupons crumpled in their fists,

                  the working or redundant poor

                  I stole from weekly at his store,

                  stare, point, till I turn aside,

                  crimson, drop my eyes, and convert

                  laudation that should shrive me into dirt.
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          Primer
        

            

            
               
                  Mom slides two bucks

                  into the beat cop’s palm

                  to ignore her Chevy

                  by the hydrant,

                  then goes to her weekly manicure.

                  Dad’s sawbuck

                  buys the checker’s wink

                  at the way-bill he should clock

                  for unbilled items,

                  like the hams chucked in our truck

                  along with our order on the loading dock.

                  Yeah, two-bit bribes,

                  but they knead and mould

                  the plastic mind of an eight-year-old.
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                Impostor Syndrome

            

            
               
                  An hour south of Wall Street,

                  past tulips, toddlers on swings,

                  cyclists, runners, Frisbees tossed

                  by girls in shimmering orange shorts,

                  I walk to the Institute library

                  to borrow the Shorter OED

                  laid by to welcome my stay.

               

               
                  A lay guest here before,

                  haunted by my familiar hissing

                  You have no business in this place,

                  today a librarian’s courtesy, and spring,

                  muffle that devil at my ear

                  until it’s almost impossible to hear

                  You’re a wannabe from a trading floor.
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                Traitor

               
                  For even life in exile… is not as bad

                  as life alone in one’s own country.

                  The World of Yesterday, Stefan Zweig

               

            

            
               
                  Two-ton eagle above the stairs,

                  soldiers cradling M16s,

                  flags everywhere,

                  the Consul’s Why?,

                  the oath I swear

                  to absolutely and entirely

                  renounce my… nationality,

                  murmur Traitor, as I stand,

                  cancelled blue passport in hand,

                  a grey haired alien on foreign land.

               

               
                  Forty years doubts brewed in me

                  about Yankee Doodle verities

                  poured into us as kids,

                  corroded loyalty to hostility,

                  and left no choice at last but quit

                  the homeland I never fit.

               

               
                  I feel no remorse,

                  but wonder, nonetheless,

                  how Dreyfus felt, braced

                  on the square at l’Ecole Militaire,

                  sword snapped, disgraced,

                  reviled for what he did not do,

                  though faith, not fury, stood him askew.
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                Worship

               
                  My heroes have always been cowboys,

                  and still are, it seems…

                  Willie Nelson

               

            

            
               
                  I idolised three simple men,

                  the seaman Holmes, the boxer Joe,

                  the hit-man Uncle Al, and from

                  their lives knocked up a creed

                  I lived by in the streets, a hymn

                  to seas’ remorseless harmonies,

                  rage, and cold control.

               

               
                  To finish me took fifteen years,

                  a Grand Tour through four trades,

                  in six cities under three flags.

                  I fell in with thieves: double-

                  dipping bureaucrats, bent lawyers,

                  peacock generals in a libel case.

                  When these acid travels ended

                  my saints were slag, my brows knit,

                  and all my hymns re-writ.
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          Late Self Portrait
        

            

            
               
                  Venus fades; I stretch, rise,

                  shit, down pills, exercise,

                  blink till an image clarifies

                  that ego will not recognise –

                  sallow, ruptured, rag doll’s guise,

                  melting jowls, pecs, gut, thighs –

                  and with hospice hope avert my eyes.
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            PRACTICE
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                Texaco Saturday Afternoon Opera

               
                  But this or such was Bleistein’s way

                  T.S. Eliot, ‘Burbank with a Baedeker:

Bleistein with a Cigar’

               

            

            
               
                  Talk sputters out, house lights lower,

                  a white wand rises with the scrim

                  and I see Chick not Lohengrin,

                  white coat and apron amid clutter,

                  salt beef, herrings, dills in brine,

                  rye bread piles three feet high

                  crusted with mountaineering flies,

                  stone streets outside his deli lined

                  with trash, graffiti walls and doors

                  where derelicts in newsprint quilts

                  doze like rank question marks on silt,

                  Cadillacs, pimps, and fat arsed whores:

                  childhood holograms that contain

                  lunch break sights when I worked with Dad.

               

               
                  Two decades on, a Yale law grad,

                  I’ve come back, first class, by plane

                  to survey all with widened eyes –

                  dying neighbourhood, dying shop,

                  anglicised surname a prop

                  above steel grates – unrecognised

                  until I interrupt the Jew

                  making sandwiches. Danila?

                  I puff up to launch my vita…

               

               
                  A radio warns curtain’s due,

                  his welcome turns apology:

                  It’s starting now, I’ve got to go,

                  the Met’s doing ‘Seraglio’.  20

                  The store goes dark, the patron keys

                  the lock and leaves me curb side, stunned,

                  complacencies of law courts undone

                  by an old shop keeper’s passion.
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