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For Fred. Forgiven.






and every thing, now bridles its desires, and limits its anxious longings to two things only—bread, and the games of the circus!

—Juvenal








Legacy Costs
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Acknowledgment


It is not from the benevolence of the butcher,

    the brewer, or the baker, that we expect
 
    our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.

—Adam Smith








March, 1969

back at the church the best man draped the groom’s shoulders. passed a flask of hundred proof. a mother fondled her fake pearls. walked the aisles in search of a soloist to replace the cousin who canceled an hour earlier. will you sing His Eyes on the Sparrow or Amazin’ Grace, she asked each guest.

across town on Hanover Street,

a young woman in a taffeta and lace gown huddled on the cold tile of a YWCA bathroom stall. she heard the lobby phone ring incessantly. the receptionist trumpeted her name over the intercom. she balled up wads of Angel Soft and blotted the Revlon fleeing her lash. for the last two hours, the cost of the dress, flowers, drinks, the soloist, the hall, and her mother’s second mortgage to fund the matrimonial circus paraded across an embedded reel. thoughts of a fatherless baby pushed her to decision.

that inevitable bride called a yellow taxi to deliver her to fate. outside, a homeless prophet touched her shoulder while she waited, reassured: it’s better for the baby girl, Honey.

three hours later, an understudy organist played the sorriest wedding march. the bride tripped down the aisle. busted her knee wide open. bled through her stockings and silk slip. her groom, many swigs in, balanced by his best men, could barely stand. her mother ran to the altar to lift her daughter, her sole investment. while an unholy congregation craned their necks and swished their church fans, advertising a local funeral home, to watch a lovely commodity reluctantly agree to her own barter.






Debord’s Redacted Spectacle
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The image of blissful social unification through consumption merely [suspends] the consumer’s awareness of the actual divisons until his next disillusionment with some particular commodity. Each new product is ceremoniously acclaimed as a unique creation offering a dramatic shortcut to the promised land of total consummation. But as with the fashionable adoption of seemingly aristocratic first names which end up being given to virtually all individuals of the same age, the objects that promise uniqueness can be offered up for mass consumption only if they have been mass-produced. The prestigiousness of mediocre objects of this kind is solely due to the fact that they have been placed, however briefly, at the center of social life and hailed as a revelation of the unfathomable purposes of production. But the object that was prestigious in the spectacle becomes [the] mundane [once the object] is taken home by its consumer — at the same time as by all its other consumers. Too late, it reveals its essential poverty, a poverty that inevitably reflects the poverty of its production. Meanwhile, some other object is already replacing it as justifica-

tion of the system and demanding its own moment of acclaim.






The Troubles


Man watches his history on the screen with apathy and an occasional passing flicker of horror or indignation.

—Conor Cruise O’Brien, Irish historian




It’s January 1972 and inside

Ma’s television buzzes. Oddly

accented men wearing crucifixes

call for work and housing. Children’s

coattails drag along the seats

of burnt-out cars walling in

their free Derry. Tanks thrum

through the rubble thrown, stones

ricochet off umbrella shields, bullets

plunge into some husbands’ flesh like

rose thorns burrowing chest deep.

A priest waves a handkerchief

as flag of surrender, begging

passage for the shallow-breathed

whose blood slicks his boot.

Unknowns will die cradled

in the arms of strangers

who moments earlier sang

We shall overcome, someday,

faithfully clinging to the same

distant hope that finds Ma

thousands of miles away

on a different continent,

wailing on her bedroom floor,

arms flailed across her belly,

mourning an unwanted

who spine-swims against her

backbone’s curve,

holding vigil for blood

that will not come and

me who surely will.








Severance


200 years after Franklin signed

the Declaration of Independence

Amtrak purchased the crumbling stone

viaducts and decrepit bridges between

Boston and Washington. In five years

the federal government would surface

245 miles of track, lay 171,000 ties,

renew 2,868 joints, interlock

5,800 switch timbers and order 492

Amfleet cars including sixteen sleek

Metroliners like one of the two

housed at Trenton Rail Station

where the authorities found

my father in stuporous nod

while on the official clock.

Having decided several offers

of rehab enough, Amtrak severed

all contractual encumbrances.

It was 1977 when my father stumbled

from the station into a recession but

first into Pete Lorenzo’s bar

to pilfer time through a bottle

then plot provision—

three square, four souls—

strategizing who to feed

to whom.








Smith on Exchange
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Swindle


Learn the suits, Ace:

a club looks like a three-leaf clover

a spade is an upside-down heart

a diamond looks like two kissing triangles

a heart is a goddamn heart.

A hand is five cards:

one card, each finger.

The Ace is the highest

followed by head cards—

King, Queen, Jack—then

count back by 10.

That’s the rank.

You get what I’m givin’?

Bring a Barbie doll

something to play with.

Circle the players from afar.

Eye your sneaky Uncle Nate

nigga tucks cards under his cuff.

Pull on his sleeve, ask for a hug

if it feels stiff say you’re thirsty.

Don’t crawl under that table

’less you want a gun in my mouth.

Don’t sniff the powder on the felt.

And, boy, don’t touch those chips;

they worth more than us both.

You see what I’m sayin’?

Aim for loose play

every motherfucker’s hungry.

When the game is tight

stakes get too fat, too quick.

You’ll lose before the draw.

Spy those hands, Ace. Tell me

what you see. Scratch your chin

rub your nose, pull on your ear—

we got a code.

Eat.

Thing is that Ace is tricky

hinges on what’s held;

it can play high or low.

A full house ain’t shit.

Bend the straight.

Fuck a pair.

Fear that flush.

If you see those head cards

in order with the same suit

grab your baby doll

go to the bathroom

flush the toilet twice

stick one finger down

your throat

bloat your cheek, run out

force lunch on the table. Say:

Daddy, my head hurts.

We make dust, baby boy.

Only lose what little you left.








Ain’t No Snitch, 1978


We are sitting in one living room of our two-family house.

The Edge of Night, my grandfather’s favorite soap,

has just ended and he lifts himself off his La-Z-Boy to head

to the bedroom. I hear the closet open, a shoebag unzip,

the smell of Old Spice fresh from the red bottle wafts

down the corridor. It’s summer and my tiny legs are

sticking to my grandmother’s shrink-wrapped couch when

Pop-Pop says Dee Dee let’s take a ride to see Ms. Durum.

She lived across town, across the Trenton Makes Bridge.

Everyday our routine the same. I’d walk downstairs to Pop-

Pop and Mom-Mom’s apartment. Eat a scrambled egg,

some juice, and watch Sesame Street until his stories

came on. Then, we’d drive to see Ms. Durum or

Ms. Rye. I’d always liked Ms. Durum more.

Her treats were sweeter. She’d have a glass dish

filled with Now and Laters on her kitchen table.

Sometimes her teenaged son, Bran, was home.

When Pop-Pop and Ms. Durum would go upstairs to

“look at somethin’ needs fixin,’ ” Bran would babysit.

We’d perch on that velour couch and binge Mister

Rogers, or Bran would read comics aloud since I feigned

illiteracy and shyness. For fun, Bran might kiss my neck

or put one finger down my panties. He was cute. I liked

his tickling. Ms. Durum would be moaning, making

some kind of noise upstairs. Once, I heard wood bang

against the wall in a pattern—bump, breath, bump,

breath. It sounded like a song. Bran wasn’t there that day,

so I just listened and devoured candy while Mister

Rogers slid his hand under Henrietta Pussycat’s dress.

Pop-Pop joked that “nahenlatas” bought my silence. I

promised to hush long as his mistresses gave good sugar.

He smiled, knowingly, pinched my cheek.








On Origin and Use
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The Family Room in ’79

Before there was a room, there was a family. That family had a mother. That mother’s children called her Mama. Some nights, Mama cowered in the corner of the family room. Her head rested on the faux-wood-paneled organ sitting unplayed against the east wall. The sheet music for The Nutcracker, yellowing on its shelf. To the left, the bookshelf housed dust interrupted by tiny handprints, Encyclopædia Britannica, and one knockoff copy of Gray’s Anatomy dog-eared to da Vinci’s sketch of the Vitruvian Man with the next page highlighting the number of bones in the body. In the crook of the window framed by chipped lead and the diseased gums of a rotting house, Malibu Barbie tanned in the moonlight posed at an awkward 30-degree angle, all but forgotten. No matter if the window was open or closed, the room always smelled fetid like something was going bad slowly, out of sight.
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When the division of labour has been once thoroughly established, it is but a very small
part of a man’s wants which the produce of his own labour can supply. He supplies the
far greater part of them by exchanging that surplus part of the produce of his own
labour, which is over and above his own consumption, for such parts of the produce of
other mens labour as he has occasion for. Every man thus lives by exchanging, or
becomes in some measure a merchant, and the society itself grows to be what is properly
a commercial society.
But when the division of labour first began to take place, this power of exchanging must
frequently have been very much clogged and embarrassed in its operations. One man,

we shall suppose, has more of a certain commodity than he himself has occasion for, while
another has less. The former consequently would be glad to dispose of, and the latter to

purchase, a part of this superfluity. But if this latter should chance to have nothing that

can be made between them.

of, no exchange

the former stands in need

more meat in his shop than he himself can consume, and

The butcher has
brewer

the

and the baker would each of them be willing to purchase a part of it. But they have

nothing to offer in exchange, except the different productions of their respective
trades. and the butcher is already provided with allt he bread and beer which he has
immediate occasion for. . . .
the number of cattle which had been given in exchange for them. The armour of Diomede,
says Homer, cost only nine oxen; but that of Glaucus cost a hundred oxen. Salt is said to be
the common instrument of commerce and exchanges in Abyssinia; a species of shells in
some parts of the coast of India; dried cod at Newfoundland; tobacco in Virginia; sugar in
some of our [water] India colonies; hides or dressed leather in some other countries; and there
is at this day a village in Scotland, where it is not uncommon, I am told, for a workman to
carry nails instead of money to the bakers shop or ale-house....

The man who wanted to buy salt, for example, and had nothing but cattle to give in exchange for
i t s
must have been obliged to buy salt to the value of a whole ox, or a whole sheep at a time.
He could seldom buy less than this, because what he was to give for it could seldom be
divided without loss; and if he had a mind to buy more, he must, for the same reasons,
have been obliged to buy double or triple the quantity, the value, to wit, of two or three
oxen, or of two or three sheep. If, on the contrary, instead of sheep or oxen, he had metals

to give in exchange for it, he could easily proportion the quantity of the metal to the precise
quantity of the commodity which he had immediate occasion for.
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Man some-
times uses the same arts with
his brethren, and when he has no other means of
engaging them to act according to his inclinations, endeavours by
every servile and fawning attention to obtain their good will. He has
not time, however, to do this upon every occasion. In civilised society
he stands at all times in need of the co-operation and assistance of
great multitudes, while his whole life is scarce sufficient to gain the
friendship of a few persons. In almost every other race of animals,
each individual, when it is grown up to maturity, is entirely indepen-
dent, and in its natural state has occasion for the assistance of no
other living creature. But man has almost constant occasion for the
help of his brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it from their
benevolencel[:] only. He will be more likely to prevail if he can interest
their self-love in his favour, and shew them that it is for their own
advantage to do for him what he requires of them. Whoever offers to
another a bargain of any kind, proposes to do this. Give me
that which I want,
and you shall have
this which you want is the meaning of every such offer; and it is in
this manner that we obtain from one another the far greater part of

those good offices which we stand in need of.
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