LI BER JONAE

Had he not becone a glorifier

I'd have delayed himin that fish belly

Until the day that all the dead are raised.
- Al -Qur'an, Surah As-Saffat.

CAPUT ONE

Part 1|.1: PAWNSHOP

| observed proud N neveh nmade anew

Its wal ks re-paved and its parkades restored,
Its shopping nalls and factories re-opened,
Its future repaired and put back in place.
Qut fromthe murk into which it had sl unped,
That brick ziggurat city cane back

Its fate reassenbl ed, shuffled, re-dealt,

And spread out bel ow ny cl utched toehol d.
Here, inside ever-pulsing intestines,

| beheld intricate marvel s take shape

From forns evol uti on summoned from nud.

| saw soft clunps take on detai

And saw each go to its appointed spot

Until each taxation asset class

Adam had gi ven name in Paradi se

WAs now, once nore, represented here.

And each, as it went, was recorded, assessed,
So that its title never grew obscured,

And so that its worth each quarter was known,
G ven current depreciation rates.

Each | oose and liquid thing was nade firm

So that, should | slunmber, it mght continue,
So that it mght, unwatched, retain val ue
Until fully dissolved in accrued cost

O until such day it's disposed for cash

Menmory pushed and non-nmenory pul | ed

And little by little it all came back

The doomed town rose again out of fish.

Its |and, buildings and equi pnent and fi xtures,
Its inventories of goods and |ivestock

I ssued forth in order froma tissue

To whom God had sent, sone woul d say dunped,

A prophet to bear witness and speak sooth.

The town bl ooned again within fishguts,

Each section bright with versimlitude,

Articul ated and etched with detail,

Each el ectron perfect and well -defined

Even though conposed of nutable fish.

And each part, although nothing in itself,

Was here revealed, in this light, as wonder.
Wiile folding itself up around ny perch

Each new piece, in each of its dimensions,

Was shown to bear a mracul ous design

That hid within its folds essence of fish

I saw what shamans saw caught in ice,

And t ook | esson from shades that swamthe |ight
And | earned how, in brief, an effect is caused.
| learned illusions that one prop achieves,
What one can do with one substance al one,

Wth one stuff for lipsticks, walls, and forks,
One substance for boots and latrines and trees,
One for furnishings and swinsuit fashions,

One for planets and fl owerbeds and thoughts.

| saw what kind of things nature can nake,

VWhat pluripotent plasmw Il produce

From just one versatile nolecule.

| saw what variety kitchens create

If given larders filled only with fish.

Nonet hel ess | withel d appl ause at this,

And did not, as sorme would, call it good.

| lacked, I'Il admit, affinity with fish

And thus could not respond as others night,
Shoul d ever they find thenselves, as did I
Stuck in one's gastro-intestinal tract.
There exist, | know, true ichthyophiles,

Who so relish the neat's flavour and grain
They'd willingly perish, extinguished in fish
| know of saints filled with such conpassion
They' Il rescue codfish too weak to swim



And nurse themon teas they brewed fromdried
her bs,

Proof agai nst gout or disease of the bowel.

I know of sone natural phil osophers

Filled with such | ove of mechanical cause
They' Il centrifuge a cross section of shark
To isolate its genes for sushi chefs.

| know too of those who denand beauty,

The aesthetes with educated pal ates,

Their eyes deforned by the need to see scal es,
Neurons hungry to see waters | ashed.

There's sone for whomthe figure is subline
And who so like to see fishforns dart

They' Il go forth with nets and capture a few
To popul ate ponds or indoor tanks

And feed themtheir spirits in rapturous bits,
A pinch or two daily, scattered about.

And what about anglers who cast their flies
Just to make essence leap into air,

Just to see the flash that transforns al

In that strange, subsequent, chain reaction?
But this is how contagi on spreads,

First Mdas to Last, in transitive |eaps,
Until all are fish and fanciers of fish

Wth, of course, one principal exception

And that's why, friend, it's best to stay shy
O any who'd recomrend his own state,

The proselytizer, the convert to truth.

Consi der, oh friend, ad hom nem the source.
Ask each expert w tness who cones forth

Just what percent saltwater he is,

VWhat part are mnerals, what part fish

Exami ne the witness, but not too close.

It's best to keep distant from opened lips
Especially if, as your ear draws near

They gape w de enough to fit it inside.

The | ess enthused approach | nyself take

May blind appreciation to the nerits

That seemto these others so clearly reveal ed,
May draw an excess attention to flaws

That many overl ook in zeal or haste.

Errors of execution, done in gold,

WIIl not so readily attract an eye

As those done in nore unhappy nedi a,

As those done, for instance, upon the goo
You'll find, if you re stuffed there, slicking a
gut .

I wasn't inclined to forgive one fault,

Much | ess the thousands that crowded nmy eye,
Mich | ess the entire mal forned effect.

It's the flesh, in fact, that puts ne off nost,
The characteristic snmell it distributes,

Be it cooked or raw, be it alive or corpse.

And once put off, once sickened by scent,

The very appearance of fish offends.

I couldn't help note, despite their polish
These lucid productions still bore stench

That lost no faith with hunbl e begi nni ngs.

Even if inscribed with patterned circuitry,
Even if put together fromtiny parts,

These were idols fashioned fromclay and sline.
They were foul muck fertilized by |ightnings
Until all the gestating hungers there

Were forced to craw out and new praise.

To my eye, to the one eye still there,

They were, in nature, nediocre stuff,

As base as that basis fromwhich they rose.

| little liked too the function they served,
For this craft was nmeant only to detain,

To paralyze, to teach endl ess | essons

O subject and object, both only fish.

Even if it true | too were just fish

I wouldn't, ever, celebrate a cage,

And that was just what this structure was,

A cage that arose and swal | owed t he prophet
Who' d thought for awhile his Lord had | acked fins.

But what a prophet, to make it this far

Al t hough not in good shape or best form

| still possessed some vision, some voice.
| still stood, though now on plastic |egs,
Above hapazardly stowed cargo

Above nusical instruments, wi nd chines,

St ai ned gl ass | anpshades, basketbal |l hoops,
Rods and reels, firearns and hockey sticks,
Bar becues, canp stools and steaner trunks,
Ladders, weat hervanes and gardening tool s.
And these goods were accorded no vanities,
None you see in giant discount stores,



No gl ass showcases, no spotlights,

And no single product nerchandi sing.

Al were as driftwood dropped aside ai sl es,

Di spl ayed wi t hout order, wi thout purpose,

Wt hout nmuch regard for wheel chair w dth.

And since the Lord abhors hal ogen bul bs

And track lighting' s deened abonmi nation

The interior decorator of the fish

Had specified that | ong fluorescent tubes,
Low in wattage, be fixtured overhead

To shed cool -white footcandl es on weal th

An open maw had scooped up and swal | owed

And stashed agai nst a postponed redenption

In this |ight my green case al nost gl owed,

And al nrost nmanaged to enul ate hues

O the genstones kept |ocked under gl ass

Wth rare coins, wistwatches, postage stanps,
And all those goods best viewed from di stance,
Goods easily stolen, easily fenced.

My body, yes, was green, but with sone red.

A collar of that col our wapped ny neck

A synbol, | supposed, of captivity,

The yoke that nmarks a slave in Ninrod's realm
It acked symmetry, bal ance and contrast,

And did not quite enhance my col our schene

O satisfy other aesthetic needs.

The effect was, in fact, superfluous.

It did not serve as cock's insignia

Di spl ayed in those parades that hens attend,
For no fermal es of ny kind dwelt near

To find a natty plastic case a lure.

Nor did current demiurge think fit

To take the extra anatomic step

And give his bird the means and need to breed
O, if idled, enploy in self-abuse

The | abour | avished on this replica town

St opped short, it appeared, at stylized toys.
The children here, it appeared, were half-blind,
O kept drugged and dimwitted on ritalin

To overl ook so botched an artifice

And let it take part in nursery play.

Wth this kind of attention to detai

I could only raise thanks to blind chance
That Grand Design had bot hered add a head.

Thanks, however, did not quite extend

To those tubes it extruded into | egs

O those crude contours depicting w ngs.
And no thanks at all were due for the tai
And gratitude bal ked and gagged on the fact
It hadn't slipped up and ski pped that beak
But no, this collar was just synbolic.
Exotic birds are made neant for the cage
Meant not for flight and not for |ong hikes,
Meant to stay put until Judgnent Day,

Meant to stare down on the unswept aisles
To which mce cone out to prowl at night.

No caged creature accepts his pent state
Wt hout sone expression of discontent,

And prophets get nore critical than nost
And let |oose their floods of jerem ads

At even the | east of sabbath infractions.
Birds are even nore difficult to please

And sonetinmes throw fits or go berserk

If grains or seeds are spotted out of place.
And yet it's not nmy style to nake a fuss

On niggling issues such as cluttered aisles
O how downmar ket this shop appears,

How filthy and rodent-ridden and di m

No question can exist nmy expertise

Woul d not greatly benefit this dunp,

And not just the surefire sal es techniques
That God gives servants for prophetic work.
I knew ways to pull gold up from nuck

And all the paths to true retail success:

Di spl ay ideas, pronotional schenes,
Conput eri zed inventory control

Secret recipes for all-purpose cl eansers,
And how to reduce tax w th cooked accounts.
Perhaps | m ght've vol unteered advice

If there seemed hope that sonmeone woul d heed,
But no evidence supported such hope.

Mor eover, as God's el ect apostle,

It wasn't proper to appear too shrill,

Too obsessive, too fixed on mnuti ae.

Any captive, living within limts,

Regi sters protests agai nst |ocal conditions,
But those who suspect God is behind all
Those not totally suffused in glory,



Tend to focus on matters of policy.

They | ook at notivation and reasons why,

At contingence, accident and necessity,

At issues of existential nanagenent.

My gripe did not pick fault with features
That no cage on earth is ever without.

It was, instead, the very cage itself

That drew ny sol e, continued conplaint.

It wasn't bad food or abusive guards

O tattooed skinheads, buggery or bugs.

You don't need to | eave home for those.

Not your hone? Take anot her | ook, fool

No. It was this shop with its barred w ndows
And ai sles piled high with secondhand crap.
Why this? Wiy here and not el sewhere?

WAs an avi ary perhaps too apt?

Way not a museum di orama?

VWhat about a city zoo exhibit,

Near the snake pit's peaceful rock terrain
To watch mce go mssing one by one?

Why not a game park or bird preserve?

Way not just tag nme and |let ne go,

A homi ng pi geon under house arrest

That cooes within its hindbrain egg coop?
Let me go frompole to pole on parole,

On those well -known, well-marked flight-paths,
Al ong guano-caked gui de neri di ans:

"Il not swerve, |I'd swear, an inch off course,
Just follow shit beneath, back and forth.
But all requests for changes to venue,
Because never filed or given voice perhaps,
Were routinely ignored, in effect denied.

The pawnbroker, al nost al ways present,

WAs seated near the front behind his desk
Barred wi ndows on right, register on left,
Handguns hung up on a wall behind.

Sorreti mes, not often, he scowl ed ny way.
He occupi ed his day w th nagazi nes

That taught goddess worship w th photographs,
Anci ent anecdotes and witless jokes.
Fromtine to tine his obese wife was heard
Movi ng around with thuds in other roomns,
Reverberating floors with heavy step
Launchi ng clunsy attacks on scraps of food

Rodent s had passed over or overl ooked.

Hs wife, it seemed, did not house the goddess,
Al t hough anpl e enough to fit nany,

But had, as house, fallen largely vacant.

Her sl abbed flab, robbed of inner creatrix,

| maged instead a universal glut.

And each day | observed the sullen thieves
Derelicts, crackheads and prostitutes,

Who stunmbled in with boxes filled with goods
And stunbl ed out again with cash or drugs.

Q hers canme by too, a few per day,

And stal ked |i ke graverobbers down the aisles,
Bargain hunters with no concern for past,

For etiologies, old ownerships,

For any nenories what soever

No bill of sale that proved clear title

Was ever offered here or ever sought.
There's only one nmonment in this world,

The now at hand, the current transaction
They all possessed Ninrod' s scouring gl ance,
The sane that pawnbrokers learn to perfect,
The one that scow ed, judged, and dism ssed or
kept,

That stripped away mass and found the nonent
O found it gone, mssing, a waste of tine.
These shoppers wanted only val ue,

And none of them ever evinced a desire

To hold me up to light with fingertips.

If, as seldom one shoul d pause near by,

| saw the scorn that lifted mouth corners
And gave bent shape to sounds that cane out.

Look, it's little nore than an outli ne.
It's skeletal, just a cartoon parrot,

A scrawny caricature poorly drawn,

A young person's version, a |aughingstock
Not to be brought out abroad in public
Unl ess conceal ed from vi ew by paper bag.
It lacks all the necessary features,

The renpte wirel ess network connection
The phone, internet and hi ghspeed ganes,
The nouse and keyboard and canera fl ash
The fax modem the cigarette lighter,
Phot ocopy function, bubbl egum di spenser,



Corkscrew, nailfile and hacksaw bl ade.

The col our clashes with lizardskin boots
And tailfeathers are too retro for words.
The style is too, shall we say, bonbastic,
To put it all too, nmuch too, briefly,

Too operatic, too overbl own,

Too twi ddl ed, too tweezed, too two bit
And nuch too nuch a Babyl on thing,
Archai c, out of fashion, obsolete.

Part 1.2: 1 NQU SI TORS

More di scrim nating, perhaps, were cops,
Investigators trained to spot a fraud,

Who came by in search of a vile prophet

And the networks of trained killers he |ed.
Two nmen entered, one with hol stered gun
And hand lifted up with open wall et,
Identification card put on view

At face level and next to a slight smle.
H s conrade held toolkit and | aptop

And was, evidently, a technician.

Since the card upheld for display was bl ank
This meant, as any N nevite knows,

That these woul d be secret police officers.

My nane is Vince, announced the man with card.
| represent your Civic lnquisition

And bear warrants to search this residence,
Mot or vehicle, or place of business,

The | ands and out bui |l di ngs, records and files,
For any infornmation that may pertain

To present whereabouts of that person

Her ei nafter given the name Dhul - Nun,

Any of his woul d-be associ at es,

And any wor ks published under that nane.

Never heard of him said the pawnbroker
Do you have on hand a recent photograph?

Excess zeal already destroyed themall.
After an inspirational pep talk
Delivered one norning to office staff

On all the nonstrous acts the man perfornmed
Enraged functionaries shredded t hem up,
Egged on by the secretarial pool

Adm nistrative details, however,

Need not concern the general public.

He is wld-eyed, bearded, sackcl ot h-garbed.
At last report he had only one arm

VWat ? Do reports vary? You di sappoint.

Your instrunents of inquiry have grown bl unt
If inconsistent witness can be all owed.

An arm shortage is sel dom overl ooked

Unl ess of course the crook's an octopus.

I nmyself have seen no one |ike that.

And what about those seditious witings?

Has anyone recently conme in here

Wth propaganda to sell or pawn

O a spiritual or prophetic nature,

Wth witings bound up as panphl ets or books,
Tapes or disks, audio or video,

O any kind of a recording device?

No, he said. Nothing like that at all

Is that not a parrot there, said Vince.
The green plastic toy on the upper shelf,
Wth just one eye, a diode, present?
Wul d that not be a recordi ng devi ce,
One that reproduces conversation

The toylike | ook notw thstandi ng?

If so, our visit here has met with |uck
| brought al ong an expert assistant
Adept in seniconductor mnysteries

And wi se in ways of software forensics,
In case we need to find conceal ed data
O access password protected files

O crack open encrypted bl ocks of text
Interl eaved anong the renote sectors
Found on personal conputer hard disks.

We use no conputers here, as you see,
Personal or inpersonal, not one.
But who is this Dhul-Nun? What's his crine?



He's a fal se prophet, said Vince, and charged
Wth practice without |icense and sacril ege,
Di ssem nating hate literature,

| mpi ety, msrepresentation

Utering threats, slanders and foul |anguage,
Wth |ibel and bl asphemy and other crines.

| onmit here many | esser charges,

Traffic violations, parking tickets,

M scel | aneous mni sdeneanours,

Bl unders, coughs, gaffes and nental | apses.
Al'l his teachings have been ordered suppressed,

Sernons, panphl ets and books have been condemed

To be seized, shredded and transforned to ash
Any reproductions of voice and face

That bel ong to Dhul - Nun have been ordered
Edited out of public consciousness

In a likew se catastrophic nanner.

Those foll owers not yet in custody

Are commanded to di shand and di sarm

And undergo a reeducation

To reinstill respect for God and State.
The primary target of this cleansing

Is that fal se prophet hinself, Dhul-Nun
Orders say he nmust be put to question,
And not just to confess his many sins,

For there's noney missing, a tidy sum

Not even counting the delinquent tax.

The pawnbr oker of fered no objection

As the technician plucked me off my perch
And brought nme down to where on countertop
Hi s open, activated | aptop sat.

Under ny tailfeathers he found the spot,
An input output jack that allowed

An easy parrot-conputer connection

He plugged in one end of a cable there,
The other end going to the | aptop.

The pawnbr oker |aughed at this process.
Beware the parrot, upended and poked,

If not yet cold and set rigid in death.

You might, inimtation, |ose an eye,

And go forward in future half-blinded.

|'ve heard of the divinations perfornmed

By priests in vestnents caked with pigeonshit

That use entrails, giblets or crops of birds
To hel p denystify clouded futures.

The birds thensel ves sel dom survive the rite
And so, ny friend, it cones as no surprise
Their tidings often bear a sonber cast.

At last | understand, his end in sight,

Wiy the thing has al ways seemed so gl um

And what news of that absent Dhul - Nun

WIIl this rude augury expose to light?

And have you so closely foll owed the spoor
That you think you'll |ocate m ssing persons
By the rear extraction of thread-Ilike clues,
Intestine-twi sted parasitic worns

That dangle out itching invitations?

O do your harbour a darker suspicion

That the fugitive hinmself may hide inside,
Hol ed up in the cavernous rectal space?

VWhat brought you here, in such close pursuit,
You end up rear-ending a stalled bird

And crawl i ng nose first up the tail pipe?

Pl ease desist with your dimwtticisns.
And what was that thud | heard just now?

My wife, replied the pawnbroker, briefly.
Ah, noted Vince, we've found a sore point.

Confiscate her, sir, if you |like, he said.
She's nost likely, of all suspects here,
To have m ssing persons conceal ed inside.
Bring your truck around and entice her in.
Interrogate her at |ength at headquarters
VWi | e soneone el se hoses out the truck

We're going fromdoor to door, Vince replied,
To canvass the shops in this part of town.
This is just routine investigation,

But | aw mandates citizen assi stance.

Qur warrants grant us wi dest |atitude,

Permit us to | eave no stone unturned

In this pursuit of uniformjustice.

As you know, no part of proud N neveh

I s unscrutinized by overseers.

Qur prosperity and productivity



Requi re the continuous supervision

That we, servants of State order, provide.
Surveil |l ance works as benefit for all.
Slight correctives may sonetinmes be required,
Adj ustments to a misaligned conponent,

To ensure all work together snoothly,

That close, tight teammork is not betrayed
And uni versal discipline is naintained.

We provide that too, if necessary:

A touch of lash, a boot tap to the ribs,
An minute or two in the pillory,

Public evisceration now and then

Only the worst of scum are ungrateful

And none shoul d begrudge the searchlights we train

Over all spaces, public and private.

Both a good eye and visible target

Are needed for an unerring enforcenent.
This stern vigilance therefore extends
Into each alley of each precinct

Into each of the nerves of each person
Even into a printed circuit board.

These now conme equi pped by | aw with chips
That log all the relevant intercourse

And that we nmay audit as whi m demands.

This one is not functioning properly,
Said the technician, quietly, to Vince.

The bird's been sonmewhat reticent of |ate.
This parrot, in fact, said the pawnbroker
I s apparently altogether speechl ess.

We have ways to make it talk, replied Vince,
Confess wi thheld secrets wi thout torture,
Wt hout sweet nothings of hypnotism

O sodium pentothal, truth serum

A small trickle of current does the trick

A judicious jolt of juice up the jack..

And this parrot will becone your |ove-slave?
But this, sir, was not stated in advance.
Such exotic pl easures cost you extra.

Regardl ess of any associ ation
Wth the elusive Dhul-Nun, Vince remarked,

You are clearly in need of sone correction
Wuld you like to try, wi fe al ongside,
A second honeynoon in our holding cells?

Way not jail the parrot, while you're at it?
A desperation seens to gui de your search
Surveill ance must be | ess than always cl ai ned
If track is lost of so foul an offender

And how did this di sappearance happen?

Do felons turn to bird and take flight?

Is the press aware of how you' ve failed?

I think, Vince, said the technician now
Wat chi ng the nunmbers scroll across his screen
That vol tage spi kes and atypical flux

Di sorder interface al ong the bus,

Interfere with prefetch queuing reads

O associative | ogic output.

Any data found here will be corrupt,

Wt hout value, of no possible use.

Were it to lay eggs they'd hatch scranbl ed.
This parrot is nothing but fire hazard,

And it represents, | fear, a dead end

Very well, said Vince. Let's nove on.

To the pawnbroker he said, Watch your step
You sound like a troubl enaker to ne,

And troubl emakers, sir, in this city,

Are not tolerated for long at all

Nascent |uck had kept my secrets intact

Agai nst bureaucratic interference

And kept the bureaucrats thenselves intact.

My fury, once woken, will not abate

Until all around is smoking ruin.

| laughed to see them go swaggering off.

Had they known how close their fate had | ooned,
They' d have radioed in wild requests

For backup, for swat teans, for bonb squads,
For army reserve units actified,

For stealth aircraft |aunched, m ssiles depl oyed,
Spi n doctors engaged and consul tants hired.
Lucky N neveh! They've deferred their fate

By overl ooki ng heaven's keystone,

The one whose renoval brings down all



It galled, yes, to acquiesce quietly,

To stand wi thout power to do battle

Agai nst violation of ny privacy,

To rob nysel f of well-earned bl oodshed,

But future benefit required restraint.

Only a tight control thwarted desire

To go nano a nmano, eye to eye,

And anni hilate friends and foes alike

In one, glorious self-imolation

Legend has it that holy nen exi st

Lodged unrecogni zed in key | ocations

Whose very exi stence maintains the world.
They're nystic stickpins, tacks in the map
By which geography is kept in place,

Each a pole that pulls its surroundi ngs cl ose
And keeps the sky's sudden, twi sting suction
From hauling it all off to outer space.
Esti mat es have varied w dely on nunbers,
Ranging fromforty up to four thousand,
Since who, after all, ever counts thenf
They're all gone now, renpoved, obsolete,
Taken out of service by God hinself

Who sent along nme as sol e repl acenent,

For I'mnore influential, nore holy,

Much nore powerful, far nore advanced.
Those holy nen were mere precursors

To the | ast, nost deadly, of all prophets.
| alone now sustain this structure,

And when | go I'Il take all this along.

Yet the inquistitors had passed nme by.

The fools left me behind to stand and wait,
For we al so serve, we who stand and wait,
Sone as beacons of truth in darkest tines,
Sone as doorstops, some as paperwei ghts.

| needed do nothing to spread my |ight
Except stand around and survey the grounds,
Look around at things while |ooking good,
Perform my now cerenoni al role

O good luck piece, charm ng | ucky charm
System c trunk, totenic figurehead.

If not for ne, the Iightning stroke of |uck
That illunmines all in this nei ghbourhood,
Al would go unobserved to perdition

Just erased, never brought back to life

To face leisurely reconsideration

Al'l these things would husk and bl ow away
If not for ne, sent to see and recollect.
It's a full time job, but the job's mne,
And thus 1'd kill themif | ever slept,

If ever | left off |ooking around,

But sleep | did, every chance | got,

And felt so much better afterwards
Despite the high, consequent death toll
The life lost, after all, was not mne.

Part |.3: PRESCI ENT DREAM

I slept standing up, |egs |ocked akinbo,
Regenerating in standby node.

My dreans, for nobst part, weren't noteworthy,
Except for one prescient dreamthat cane
Shortly before nmy chance to nmake escape.
Perhaps this dreamforetold the future

And perhaps not, perhaps it was pretense,
Mock prescience sent to goad and confuse;

It was dislikeable enough to be either

| dreant of nyself, as always ny habit,

Not as | once was and not as | am

But fully, finally evaporated

As a nere shade of ny fornmer fine self,

For this was afterlife, the hereafter

The net hernost net herworl d herein,

The place sonme call Sheol, some Hell,

And sone Hades, easily recognized

By those who have spent any tine at al
Sanpling the charnms of its rugged | andscapes,
Its crags and chasms, its al pine vistas.
It's not as bad as many ni ght have thought.
Mich is nade of tornents suffered in Hel

By souls consigned to dammation and fl anes,
But this is all calumy, falsehood,
Mal i cious |ies designed to discredit,

Spread around perhaps by jeal ous rivals.
There's no tornented souls, and no flanes.
Heavy traffic has had sone inpact,

Brought nore crowds, nore noise, nore litter,
And put under construction vacant |lots

That once were just w nd-haunted wi | derness,



But overall the place is still unspoilt, It's true, of course, that nmy visions still cane,

Still offers a relaxing holiday, But not the sort you' d share with fell ow man,
And tineshare condos, | understand, And not the sort that holds out rmuch hope.
Can still be had at bargain basenent rates. Before he turned away to rush al ong

There are many mansions in this resort To attenpt interrogation el sewhere,

Wth private roons booked and prepared for guests To find seers who'd work at cl oser range,
Where each is sent to nmeet his just reward. | brought up a few questions of ny own

The place assigned fits you like a glove, On futures ny death had left curtained off.
The perfect match, the right mcroclimte,

The situation best suited for each. Have you heard, | inquired, of one Dhul - Nun?
And my own place in Hell | knew at once,

The sane nmonment | saw it introduced, Dhul - Nun! he replied. H's nane's well known,
A hospital bed wi th norphine drip, One of our tinme's nost inflanmatory,

Wth eager half-clad nurses on hand Hi ssed as curse, screaned as a battlecry.

To fetch me snacks and drinks around the clock, Hagi ogr aphy di storts past persons

To gush praises as if 1'd really done Until the truth is |ost beyond the glare

Al'l of those deeds that I'd |eft half done That hal oes their beatific faces,

O undone or never even consi dered, Until runmour al one informs vision

For my own unreconstructed viewis this: I have heard much said, both good and bad,
An undeserved praise is solid profit, O Dhul -Nun, his character, words and deeds,
All the nore so if it comes unsumoned, But now all the praises have slipped from nind
Achi eved wi t hout the work of prior boast. However, this won't inpede ny reply.

Just usher ne in and pop ne in place. Vilifications entertain enough

To spring to mind, to bear repetition.
| grew fond, very fond of that room

So fond indeed | alnobst threw fits But that's often the case with nen of note.
VWhen someone canme by and spake a name Pl ease tell me, sir, just what you've heard.
Meant to compel strict cooperation

Fromall |ocal or year-round residents. The prophet Dhul -Nun was an angry drunk

I won't repeat the nane, now or ever. Di sputati ous, violent and bellicose,

In Hell the unanswered receives reply Sent to prison nore than once for assault.
In that season fatted cattle are slain, A j eal ous, nean-ni nded, abusive sou

At slaughter tinme when roadside ditches Led himto stalk, to bully, to beat up

Fill up, flood and spill over w th bl ood. Any wonman who ever caught his eye.

Thus the tourists flock there then in droves, Restrai ning orders gave no protection

And all will come armed with burning questions Against a will bent on inflicting pain

For which only the dead, prophets by choice, And a hel pless, cringing fear on | oved ones.
Can satisfy with unadulterated truth. An estranged girlfriend, tradition informs,
This tourist who'd conjured nmy attention When asked what the holy prophet was |ike,
Fol | owed up with queries designed, it seened, Replied, Just like his prophecies, the pig.
To chart the course future events woul d take. In word and deed he offered no quarter

After brief confusion we worked it out, And wanted only to see victinms squirm

That |1'd predeceased him | dead, he not, Any living creature who net his gaze

By countless years, by half an epoch at |east, Ei ther | ooked aside or perished at once.

And was thus unlikely to give much hel p. Hi s revel ati ons proved just as brutal



Just as unrel enting, unforgiving,

As all his interpersonal relations.

He really didn't have a cogent thene,

Any well-articul ated nessage

O profound thought, or wi sdom or insight.
It was nore a point of view attitude,

More of just a nasty disposition

But this, sir, |I said, is just insult!
VWhat of Dhul - Nun's profound theophani es?

After one drink he'd begin to rant.

His voice would rise as he rail ed agai nst
Forei gners, dog owners and hi gh taxes,

Agai nst the politicians and sports stars,
Agai nst all the enpty parking spaces

The | aw reserves for handi capped drivers.
After the second drink, prophecy starts,
Vitriol, an undiluted venom

He wote and nailed letter after letter

For | ocal weekly newspapers to print

That pointed out those who deserve to die,
And what col our and rmake of car they'd drive
In case readers saw a chance for a shot,

A chance to put slugs through the wi ndshi el ds
O cars of that nodel that stop for |ights.
His list of names grew | onger each week,

And grew to include those who'd dispute his word,
VWho found it | acked the divine force of |aw,
An unruly utterance, badly conposed.

An angel, he clained, dictated his work,

That all was authorized by God hinself,
Despite strangely frequent spelling m stakes
That nost angel s woul d never tolerate,
Despite the hatred for dogshit on | awns

That our Lord had never henceforth expressed.

You' ve never read one Dhul - Nun sernon
If that's how you' d characterize vision
That strips away world and exposes God.

Soneone, |'d guess, saved each colum inch

And brought out scissors each week and cli pped,
And kept those letters fromgetting re-pul ped.
These were | ater bound in random order

To formthe text of that savage scripture

Hi s movenent nade its nost sacred of books.

It was used to launch jihad, holy war,

An angry backhanded swi pe at the world.

To join all you need to do is submt,

Admit to all the prophet's right, you' re wong,
CGod is great, Satan bad, and manki nd,

On a sliding scale, is only so-so

And only when under a watchful eye,

Only when enpl oyed in holy mayhem

Under gui dance of God-drunk madnen.

Once you' ve let the Lord take over,

Al other law, they say, falls in place.

Just submit, make yourself one with God

Who both provides spears and flushes the boar
Who subsunes nervous ticks into his plan

But still distributes his fliers through space
To sumon home all the scraps of static,

All the dark materials that snagged on barbs

You mss, sir, the hidden nessage beneath,
The approach a | over takes to the bel oved.

Don't bother, shade, wth eschatol ogy,

Wth deep nystic or parabolic truth.

It's far too nebul ous to stick in thoughts.
VWho anong us ever renenber depths?

VWho ever keeps straight which one he is
When i nmrersed in Godhead' s shifting neani ngs?
Is he Iover or |oved, other or self?

But surface truth al one does not baffle.

It al one stays after headaches depart.

| speak of that surface the faithful see
Those too hurried to court veil ed beauty
And find ways through her |ayered underwear.

Is this then how prophecy's now taught?

You don't, if you' re smart, teach believers nuch,
And what all the faithful were told is this:
Profess this creed and enter the fold

To receive God's unrestricted |icense

To hunt down the foolish unbelievers

During that nine nmonth hunting season

CGod set aside for their |lawful slaughter.
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And dogs, of course, are always fair gane,

And the handi capped drivers, if not slain

WIIl first get tickets, and then get towed.
It's best, nbst found, to just go al ong.

You really have no option but to join.

O herwi se, those al ready onsi de,

Mount ed up and wearing the team col ours,

Are given permt to spit you with | ances,

Rape your wife and enslave your small children
And cart away all your portable wealth.

| believe |I recall a nention nade
That sonme tried to avert this grimfate.
Efforts were nade to scotch the holy war
Long before it got so out of hand.

But these efforts nust have come too |late

Ni neveh had reached prine, and rot was next.
First handfuls, |ater hordes, turned aside
Fromwealth's pursuit to put their questing trust
I n hands of the born agai n nystagogues,

dib and snmoot h-tal king, out for a buck,

Who canme from nowhere to supply denand.
Dhul - Nun was one such, the worst of all

He came into Nineveh and started to talk

And once his seed spilled on a fertile ground
It took root and grew, an invasive vine.

It spread through town |ike the norning glory,
Entwi ned itself around comnpani on plants

In so tight an enbrace it strangled life

And redecorated gardens it found

Until they grew with uniform bl oom

And what happened to Dhul -Nun in the end?

No one knows, he said. He di sappeared.

But holy war continued w thout pause
Bringing his good news to all the nations.
Large portions of once-civilized real nms
Have been thereby returned to desert.

I've inside information on the man

That doesn't quite jibe with what you' ve
descri bed.

| have formed a far different inpression

And believe you err on many key points
And give distorted truth on many nore.

But it's what | renmenber, not what was.

If we knew now what we one day will

Then we'd surely attend nore to what is.
Today's wisdomis tomorrow s negligence,
Though, | rmust say, the opposite too is true,
Tormorrow s wi sdomis today's negligence.

Have you heard, | then asked, of a parrot,
An electric parrot of the same era?

You speak, | think, of that sacred relic
Venerated still by the Holy War

It first enters historical records

At around the tine that the prophet flourished
At a nurder crime scene in Assyria,

The grisly afternmath to a bl oodbat h.

A coupl e, man and woman, were found dead

In a snall one bedroom apart nent.

The corpses had been hacked and nutil at ed,
Organs had been renpved, possibly eaten,

And wal | papered walls were splattered with gore,
And pools of clotting blood covered carpets.
Despite this no tracks, no footprints,

No fingerprints were anywhere found.

Baf fl ed homicide investigators

Could find no notive and no suspect,

And yet accident seemed so unlikely.

Could two persons, first one, then the next,
Stub a toe, stunble, and then end up
Falling repeatedly on a sharp object

Until disenbowel ed and flayed to shreds,
Hacked up and possibly partly eaten?

No, that didn't seemto explain things.

Al t hough hom ci de investigators

Are predi sposed to suspect hom ci de,

They made attenpt to keep an open m nd.

Was this crime, in fact, a double mnurder

O was it rather nurder suicide,

In that order, or suicide mnurder

O even perhaps doubl e sui ci de,

The end to some strange, tragic romance?

At thought of this last possibility
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Detectives only shook their heads and wept
At all the heartrendi ng pathos invoked,
Taki ng care not to contam nate

Wth stray tears the crine scene underfoot.
But if, as seened |ikely, double mnurder
Were they then | ooking for a double culprit,
Twi ns or siblings or two perfect strangers?
If so, both had used the same weapon,

A toy bird found abandoned at the scene,

Pl astic beaks sneared over with dried bl ood.
They bagged and tagged this bird as evidence,
A prosecution exhibit at trial

Shoul d ever they happen track down and trap
The perpetrator of such a grave offense.

The bird, they planned, would stand w tness,
A mute, bl ood-caked appeal to jurynen

To hang the fiend who'd so pervert a toy.

| agree, | said. Such nonsters should die.
What deity delays the day they're judged?

That day is what prosecutors await.

That day, they trusted, would surely cone.
Sins like this cannot go unpuni shed:

They're predestined to draw retaliation,

Bred |ike noths to snuff thenselves in flane.
And dar kness, by nature, seeks to draw sight,
To highlight the Iines of deconposed fl anks,
To show just a glinpse of its flaking hide.
Devils, sly though they are, |eave debris,

Di sturb dust, drop fibres, |eak senen,

Litter the letters that spell their true nanes.

And N neveh, foul cesspool that it is,

Has so nuch darkness its pavenents are slined,

Clues drift hip deep by piss-stained walls,
And nisted evidence discolours air.

If not for guilt loudly spewing out guts
Into each gutter, each cul de sac,

The native background noi se of that town
Wyul d not exceed those nunbl ed confessions
That insects make when draggi ng broken w ngs.

Ni neveh, then, still stands, still exists?

It's lost a lot of charm but yes, it stands.

Cities like that will never quite fall

They slowy sink into the ground instead,
Easi ng under brickw dth by brickw dth,

In inches per year, clay reclained by clay.
Once Nineveh |l ost its divine support,

It no I onger had spine to drive for height
And now woul d rather relax into slack
Assur, its god, has grown feeble in nind
Ever since that bath attendant Zu

Stole his power and fled to earth to hide.

A Zu, 1've heard, is part man, part bird.

| thought that jet travel w ped out Zus,

A species too stupid quite to realize

You can't copulate with so |arge a pl ane
And not end up squashed under the tires

O sucked through the turbines and atom zed
Wth just a soft whup to mark departure

No, that's sonething else, not the Zu

It's a smallish kind of flightless biped,

A nost treacherous pest, by all reports,
That feeds habits by robbing other nests.
Assur nust've already lost a | ot

O both mental function and commpn sense

To give such a creature a trusted post.

As Assur hid glory behind shower curtains
And | athered suds in his arnmpits and crotch
The Zu took the chance to rifle his pants
And purloined Assur's Diner Club card,

A fifty, and change of sixty-three cents.
So distraught by this |oss has God becone
That Nineveh the Holy has hit the skids.
Its streets are prowl ed by drug-addicted thieves,
By teen prostitutes, arned bi ker gangs,

And honel ess nen who sleep in alleyways

And shout obscenities at grey-crazed skies.

Ni neveh's state reflects that of its God?

That's it, he said, theol ogy condensed.

He now gives his town little attention

Once his pride, his treasure, his chosen ground,
It no longer stirs his recognition

Now God | ooks down around the Tigris
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Wth just a puzzled expression on his face.
Nowadays Ni neveh's football team

Cl unsy rookies and crippled old-tiners,

Pl aces a distant |ast every year

Let's be honest: the place is just a dunp
Qccupi ed by | osers, nanaged by fools.

But that's now. Nineveh still ruled the world
During the days in which the bird appeared.

VWich bird' s that? | said. Parrot or Zu?
The parrot. The Zu never reappeared.
So, the city's Inquisitors were stym ed

By that crime for which the toy was a clue
Did the killer they sought escape justice?

The killer slipped through the dragnet, it seened.

None whom detectives found to interview

Fit evidence or |acked an alibi

Thi s, though, was thought just a setback

They thought, in tine, that they'd find the right
man,

Though sone thought justice served just as well,
Further crime deterred, revenge exacted,

If courts and cops didn't make such fuss

That cul prits they catch match up with crines.
Bad luck and guilt are alike, they'd suggest,

So just pick a citizen at random

String himup without trial, and we're done.

The scapegoat theory, | said to this.
But | know it too well to give it assent.

The days went by, then weeks, then years,
And the hei nous nurder remained unsol ved.
Usi ng nmodern forensic psychol ogy,

A profiler speculated the crine

Bore the mark of an enraged psychopath,

The work of a deranged nutcase begri pped
By acute personality deficit.

This guy, he said, is a real sicko

And published six papers to prove his point,
Wth tabled data and piecharts attached.
The press dispensed with all close argunent

And ran page one the gory photographs
Under the headline "N neveh Ripper!"”

The press knew, on gut instinct alone,
That this was a serial killer at work.

Si npl e i nduction soon verified it

After the next unsolved nurder occurred.
Every subsequent suspici ous death,

Not al ready linked to soneone el se,

Was therefore the work of the same nonster,
For why conpound causes when one will do?
He'd often kill three, four tinmes a day,
Kill once, wait an hour, and kill again.
There were, too, the simultaneous crines,
One nurder up north, another south,

And too far apart to travel by cab

This wasn't just a serial killer

But worse, far worse, one that's parallel
VWhat amazed police the nmost was how

He changed not only the way he appeared
But even the very DNA

He'd | eave behind at each new crinme scene.
And each one padded statistics further
Until he ranked as | eading cause of death
In nobst parts of Mesopotania

Just ahead of old age, brain cancer
Strangul ati on of tenple prostitutes,

And freak falling brickwork accidents

Was there no defense against his attack?

None were safe here for none coul d predict
What kind of victimwould attract his |ust.
There existed no pattern, no | ogic,

No correlation to reduce your risk

He was a nodern murder virtuoso,

Master of all nodus operandis,

As handy with poison as gas chai nsaws,

And endowed wi th superhunman stam na,

Still killing well into his nineties,

Wel | after nost have buried the hatchet.

What about his first |ethal inplenent?

The toy bird, an electrified parrot,
Renmi ned war ehoused in a subbasenent
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O the nmassive brick Mnistry of Justice
Until eventually cops sold it off

In an annual evidence cl earance sal e.

It then passed through the hands of collectors,
As a trophy for the true crine fanatic,

The i nfanmous Ri pper's nurder weapon

In that first, |egendary butchery.
Sonewhere al ong the way ji had

Cane upon it and smashed it into pieces,
Judging it an inducenent to idolatry,

It rem nding them sonehow, of Dhul-Nun
This came at a nmonent in the novenent

When his |ikeness was observed everywhere,
In graffitti and nudstains on walls,

In statuary, in the dolls of children

In natural formations of stone and cl oud,
In faceprints on washcloths, in tea | eaves,
In ink blots, in ice cubes in rum ads.
How t hey coul d recogni ze his |ikeness,
Since its depiction was strictly forbidden
Is a nystery that no one can explain

The parrot, now in pieces, was acquired

As a holy relic by the Hierarchs,

As a nenmento of their founder, the prophet.
And that, | believe, is how matters stand,
The fragnments stored away in a shoebox.

Why, if holy, does the toy renmin broken?

To piece that relic back together

Wth nodel airplane glue squeezed from tubes
Is sin too deadly even to nention

Among the prophet's well-arnmed proponents.
They won't pause to seek your mtigation
They won't shirk duty to decapitate,

To renmove sin's grinning, offending head.
And yet it's believed to have a nystic force
This parrot in thirty plastic pieces,

And faithful gather near its box to bask
Were it not for a power seeping out,

Li ke water from subterranean springs

To feed the worl d's heedl ess popul ati on,
They'd all be dead, just automatons

Steppi ng through a stiff, pre-set routine.
O so pilgrins believe, a sinple folk.

So no |likeness survives of Dhul - Nun?

These are first to go in iconoclasm
Whenever it breaks out anobng faithful

The nost fervent of God's holy warriors
Take the concept a step or two further
And burn all the copies of sacred texts
On which or in which his name appears,
For no human tongue may profane his nane.

It must nake worship a difficult task

They' ve got thensel ves conpletely tongue-tied.
No one may repeat the prophet's teachings.
One may not nake these into idols

Nor replicate his holy utterances.

Si nce words, they would reason, are just signs,
Not hi ng but a few arbitrary sounds,

To set themout in some pictorial fashion
That represents transcendent entities

I's once again idolatry nost foul

Even a paraphrase is not condoned.

Any thought of God is |ikew se sin,
Substituting idol for true presence,

And nmust be bani shed from nmental process.
Thi nk not of prophet, of God, or of book,
They urge thensel ves, paradox apparent

And yet a face to which the eye is drawn.
The nopst zeal ous of these in end becone

Al nmost i ndi stingui shabl e from heat hens

And sone are even burned as apostates,

I ncorporated with kindling in bonfires,

By those |l ess attentive to consequence,
Those who lift eyebrows, w den nostrils,
Not knowi ng these traits initate God.

Their victinms stare back, therefore, aghast
As flesh ignites, as searing pain begins,
At seeing those characteristics near

So eerily close to true reflection

They are true saints though and never renounce
Perfect adherence to the secular world
Until the | ast gasping of hot gases

That takes God's image up to God hinself.
They clinmb to upper atnospheres as snoke,
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Pul ling the | adder up behind as they go.

Part |.4: ARVAND

At last the day arrived that brought Arnmand
To grasp and pull open the pawnshop's door

| was, by then, undusted and forgotten
Locked in rigour, seated on ny high shelf
Wth a price tag manacled to ny ankle,

A last insult added to injury.

And the tag's thrice-corrected pencilled price

Charted the long fall in nmy market val ue,
The history of ny slide into disgrace.
Once the world's forenpbst visionary,

| was only one step fromthe landfill,
Shadowed by the rising backhoe bucket.

Even so, | renmmined proud, defiant,
Secure in the grip of high self-esteem
| still heard, after all, the djinn's how,

Dire, conposed of fear, born of snokeless fire.

| still saw signatures, the thin threads
Wth which | oose events are bound together
Al t hough | was cursed, enslaved, paralyzed,
Dej ect ed, unsexed, greatly belittled,

And eyel ess on one side, on the right side,
That eye havi ng somewhere dropped of f,

| still retained great prophetic powers.

My spirit was broken, wll-power sapped,
Batteries al nost completely depleted,

But | could still detect a |ucky break
Shoul d one wiggle its butt beneath ny beak
The subtle drafts raised by the opened door
Del i vered scents, sweet spices of rel ease,
M xed, of course, with autonotive exhaust
And heavy stench of uncollected trash.

Nor mal parrot nasal sense is enhanced,
Augnented by circuits, filters and chips
Until it picks up one part per billion

The one particle that's partly benign,

The one that hasn't turned itself away.
Even in ny now fallen state | knew

That this entrance neant a chance for escape,
That a means of deliverance was at hand.

And it was hard to say which beady eye

d eanmed with greater desire and greater greed

As Armand picked his way around the shop
That of the hated pawnbroker, or nine.

We wat ched, like twin surveillance caneras,
And we saw bent bicycl es bypassed,

Unshar pened hand | awnnmowers rej ect ed

And stringless electric guitars disnssed.
VWen he drew near the pawnbroker smled,

St ubbed out his partly snoked cigarette,
And sl i pped his pornographic nagazi ne

Under a pile of yell ow ng newsprint.

Can | help you, sir? the pawnbroker said.

Yes, |'m here shopping for an appliance,
Repl i ed Armand, | ooking vaguely around.

And what type appliance? said the other
A hair drier, perhaps? A di shwasher?
An air conditioner or a stereo?

An el ectric can opener, a bl ender

A refrigerator or an intercom

A golf cart or a cell phone or a fan?

Woul d you, by any chance, happen to have
A conbi nation clock and radio,

One which, at given tines, will turn on
And regale you with soft rock favourites,
Traffic reports, crank-hosted talk shows?
And that's what 1'd really like to see,

If you have one at a reasonabl e price.

| must go away every day to work,

And while I'"'maway nmy wife is al one,

And so | need a gift to entertain her

She wants a col our television set,

One of the new interactive nodels

Wth screen as huge as a drive-in theatre,
But flat and sleek, ultra high resolution
But | can not yet afford such expense.

Cl ock-radios? | sold ny last this norning.
But what about some other appliance?
A toaster, say. \Wat about a toaster?
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No, a toaster woul d soon cease to anuse
And, besides, she already has a toaster

But wait! | have the very thing you need,

Sai d the pawnbroker, suddenly inspired.

A thought had struck, one whose time had cone,
And he turned around and his eye caught nine,
My bl ue eye, the unblinking yogic eye,

The one that had not yet fallen off.

He reached up and brought ne down fromthe shelf.

Here's just the thing: an electric parrot.

And Armand sai d back, What does it do?
I've never heard of an electric parrot.

It is a personal digital assistant.
Handi er than a pocket cal cul ator

More versatile than a hone conputer;

Not only can it add, subtract, divide,
And multiply and integrate and sol ve
Any problem answer any riddle,

And denystify any nystery,

It can al so conduct a conversation

It speaks unaccented Assyriac,

Usi ng easy-to-understand phrases,
Educat or - approved vocabul ary ,

Non-toxi ¢ netaphors and siniles,

And with upbeat exanples fromreal life.
It is afully interactive device,

It will offer advice, foretell futures,
And narrate the nost nmarvel | ous of stories,
The nopst bl atant and outrageous of Iies.

Upbeat exanples? This is a new one.
Pol | yanna wanna cracker? | thought.

The pawnbr oker was al nmost as inventive
As the paragon of parrots he descri bed,
But clearly he knew not with whom he dealt.
Prophets will rarely wax optimstic.
Har bi ngers of doom are rarely upbeat,
Rarely prone to strike a positive note,
Rarely inclined to overl ook the kind

O the self-absorbed self-satisfaction
Found t hroughout this city's environs.
They will rarely dismss as mnor sin

The propensity for self-destruction

Ni nevites elevate to high art.

But 1, of course, should know better by now
Than think nyself an open book to all

Not all who raven first scream warning,

Not all who are rabid froth fromthe nouth,
And not all who strike will first bare fang.
Here, as so often, uncomon birds

Endure m staken identification

It wasn't long after | awoke here,

Her e anmong t he heedl ess, the undi sgorged,
That | heard the pawnbroker give his wife
An apprai sal of ny provenance and val ue.

The bird is just a free gi veaway toy,

He expl ai ned as he touched up ny paintjob
Wth green and gray felt tip nmarker pens,
From a corporation marketing canpai gn.
There's a little ten cent chip in there.
They're only programred for a few |lines,
Probably just a pronotional jingle,

But it mght be a collectible sonme day.

| did not make haste to correct the man,

Al t hough correction is ny raison d' etre.

I, who have corrected an entire nation

VWho have erased and rewitten the future,

VWho have wearied heaven with acid conpl aints,
VWho have rail ed down the supermarket aisles
For hour after hour, day after day,

Agai nst overpriced tomatoes and fruit,

Agai nst cashi ers who short-change you a dine,
Agai nst data-mning loyalty cards,

I, who God nade spring-loaded to pounce,

Bit ny tongue and let error slip by.
Fromthat day forward | sat there nute

Never speaking one word to my captor

Except for once or twice to blurt a curse

Or to rasp out a static-scratched cackl e.

And he had no way of knowing that the lies
He delivered so earnestly to Arnand
Possessed an uni ntended accuracy.

And why should | do himany favours

By showi ng hi mthose neani ngs that el ude hin®
Let those with eyes see and with ears hear.
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Al others, blind and deaf, can just rot
O hire, fromyell ow pages, an exegete.

It looks like a cheap plastic toy bird
That sonmeone tried to flush down the john
Are you telling ne it can tal k? said Arnand.

It has a hol ographi c nenory bank

O virtually infinite capacity,

And will never tell the same story tw ce
It is conpletely portable, without wres,
Operating fromtwo snmall batteries

That need be replaced only once a year.
It's entirely encased in sturdy plastic,
Stain proof, shock proof, dishwasher safe.
VWen new it ordinarily retails

For ninety-nine ninety-five plus tax.

For the instruction books in three |anguages,
Two al nost new penlight batteries,

A handsone | eatherette traveling case,

And of course the electric parrot itself,
I will ask only ten squinting quinties.

What ? Ten gold coins for a nmere parrot?

The pawnbr oker now turned my current on

Thus al erted, ny dormant power surged,

Fl ooded deadened circuits with hornet hum
And the hive's pent-up rage rose from sl eep
Moved from standby node to active flight

And swarned forth in stinging counter-attack

A mere parrot, | cried, a nere parrot?
My illustrious |ineage, nere hunman,

Shoul d be plain fromthe heraldry of ny plunage

Am | not an egg of great Harifarnan,

O whomyou'll alnpost certainly have heard?
Was not ny hatching an auspi ci ous occasi on
Celebrated in the astral altitudes

By an unprecedented full conjunction

O Saturn and the star Beta Oionis?

VWl l, you've got nme there, renmarked Armand.
You never encounter on npst store shel ves
Such a strange and ungainly invention

And | nyself could not explain nmy speech
What circuit dreant these nenories up?
Fictions like these only invite scorn
Benuse others a bit before they turn

And dive into sone nore likely lie.
However, once started, | couldn't stop

Being wi se to portents displayed above,
Parrot flocks arrived fromas far afield

As Cathay to the east and Spain to the west,
As Kilimanjaro to the south,

And to the north Greenl and's verdant pastures
But to witness ny beak enmerge fromthe shell.
When t he nonmentous event in fact occurred,
The very angels in heaven did shudder

And did squeeze tight their |ong-1ashed eyelids
Agai nst the triunphant screeches that arose
From the huge multitude on hand.

A bodhi sattva countl ess | eagues di st ant

Wke from parinirvana and cane

By a nystical self-tel ekinesis

To find what it was that had disturbed him
From t he snooze of suprene realization

Upon arriving at my treetop nest,

And upon seeing ne, wet and featherl ess,

Di scarded eggshell shards underneat h,
Pronounced what nost birds believe to be

A brief but beautifully subline blessing

In an unintelligible foreign tongue.

But what's a bodhi sattva? said Arnand.

It is, | said, a | egendary beast

Now extinct fromthis planet's risky clines,
Described in Pliny's Natural History

Where the exaggerated claimis nade

That even an inmature bodhisattva

Can weigh up to seventy netric tons.

But nmuch of what we know of this creature
Derives froma Tibetan medical tract

That bears the quaint title, in translation
The Bodhi sattva's Great Cosmic Stupa

And Circumanbul at ory Consci ousness,

Wth the subtitle, Statistical Studies
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And Anal yses of the Principle Effects

O Random Subcortical Lesions in Cats

Most of this tract is now, sadly, |ost,

Due to a certain Doctor Fitzgibbons,

Ful | professor of noral phil osophy

At the Ni neveh State University.

He expunged | arge parts of the ancient text
Due to poor diction and scranbl ed grammar,
Bei ng under the odd, ni staken view

The whole tract was witten in Urgo-Turk

| begin to perceive, interrupted Armand,
That you're truly no ordinary bird.

Pl ease pardon ny thoughtl ess and hasty tongue.

It often takes advantage of ny absence

To entertain itself in random wal ks
However, you'll not fail to appreciate
It's only with greatest respect | voice
Despair at the price this nerchant denmands

I'"'ma bargain, | said, at any price.

What cl ock-radio can rival ny power?

In addition to other acconplishnents,
I'man AM FM shortwave,

Police and citizen's band, marine band,
One nman band radi o receiver,

And there's no frequency that's beyond ne,
For none alive has keener ears than |

| hear the flat crackle of conet tails,
The hydrogen whi sperings of distant suns,
The continual hiss fromthe collision

O two dimgal axies in Cygnus A

I"mnore farseeing than Finn MacCool

The Irish thunmbsucker and finlicker,

For | too have eaten forbidden fish

O it ate me, as | now recoll ect,

The sane thing in the end, inside out.
There's no insider nore inside,

No privil eged observer nore privy,

No prophet nore profitable than ne!
I"'mworth nmore than thirty other birds
Rolled up into one, feathers and all
Stewed for hours until the flavours conbine.
And if it's music you want, a songbird,

| outwarble themall, in pairs or flocks,

Qut-sing nightingales and | arks ali ke,

And do all requests however obscure,

All the golden ol di es of Babyl on,

The Nabucco and Semi ram de,

Do all parts nyself in counterpoint
Provi di ng synt hesi zed orchestration

Wth built-in baritone flugel horn.

But it's true that | am | nust admt,

Not the nmpst trustworthy of time-pieces.
Yet how can you hesitate at the price?
This, ny friend, is the deal of a lifetine
And if you can't afford to snatch it up
Your finances clearly need sone gui dance.
Luckily, I'ma financial consultant,

An investnment counsellor of first water.
Human wi sdom you know, isn't confirned,
Until threescore and ten years have passed,
And so none are known to beat the market
Until too late, until assets sell

Until estates finally |iquidate.

But al pha like nmine is beyond conpare,

It brings unholy returns in just days.
Buying nme is |ike buying good | uck

Once you've paid the price for this service,
And filled out a two page questionnaire

To establish your taxation paraneters,
Client aversion to residual risk

And beneficiary or next of Kkin,

I will parlay your mserable pittance
Into a fortune so incredibly huge
It will maintain twenty generations

O chinless parasites in polo ponies,

H gh- powered sports cars, personal chefs,
And solid gold kni cknacks for the mansion.
And here's atip | let you have for free:
Never try to enploy market timng

I n maki ng any investnent decision.

If you were to buy on the nine days

The stock market reached its all-tine highs
And sell again on all-tine | ow days,
Research shows that you would | ose a bundl e.

Wy woul d anyone do that? said Armand.

Because they're amateurs and conpl ete fool s,

18



And it's just the kind of stunt they'd pull Covering pillowases and bedsheets,

In the absence of ny professional guidance. Even ny own naked and hairl ess thighs,

And here's another tip, again for free, Wth inked diagrans and cal cul ati ons,

Never put your cash in nutual funds. But never finding the correct solution

It's as bad as playing the slot nachines,

The house percentage is always too high. You don't know, then, parrot, where it goes?

In the end your investment dwi ndl es away.
You night as well ask fromwhere it has cone,

| admit I'"'mnot a fiscal w zard, The val ue in val ue-added products.
Said Armand. | try to nanage noney, This is the sane issue indeed, reversed.
But somehow it just slowy vani shes. Qur civilization in Ninrod' s tine,

If all its assets were |iquidated
And that, | remarked, is an excellent point, And all the huts, cattle and grain were sold
Rai si ng one of the age-old conundruns. And converted to cash at market prices,
Where, we might ask, has all the noney gone? Wul d fetch only six shillings three pence
Who anong us has not dug in pockets To state the total sumin terms
For absent coins, opened enpty wallets O that now antiquated currency
O up-ended purses for nmissing bills? Wth which mankind first assessed its worth.
Qur cash, without consent, without know edge, And how it nust have tenpted our forefathers
Wt hout any kind of fond farewell, To do just that, sell everything
Leaves us bound on some nysterious errand. O trade it for a handful of magic beans.
It works, we know, for greater glory of God, Now, of course, it is worth many billions
But just exactly what is it doing, Qut of what hole did all that cash craw ?
For what future benefit does it lay plans It is the sane as the one to which it goes,
And rearrange affairs in such a way The sane dank and stinking lair, | wager,
That rich get richer and poor get squat? As the one to which it drags honme its kills.
VWho has not audited his own accounts Its tiny teeth chews us all in the end.
Looking for clues to that destination Where are those huts, cattle and grain gone?
For whi ch debits have made qui ck departure? VWere, for that matter, is N nrod gone
It's as if each is silver-tipped dart, That titan also naned Ni nus the Geat?
A spermthat scents renmenbered counterpart, But | jest. Hi s whereabouts are well-known.
A quivering, north-inclined steel needle. He is gone to Hell, snatched off the surface,
Money can sense what human m nds cannot. St owed underground to utter gibberish
Its archer eye aligns with arrow shaft At passersby, bypassed hinsel f
On sonething small that steps with stealth through By pentecost, by paraclete, by God
bush.
If only we could intuit that target, Just where are you going with this, parrot?
Its nature, its allure, even its distance,
W feel we m ght deduce our own intention, My intent is to establish the rel evance
Plot the line that runs out fromchildbirth O all ny renmarks at sone | ater date
To intercept down-swoopi ng deat hbed. How much later is beyond conjecture,
It is the one principle that unifies Beyond al | possi bl e human know ng.
Spendthrift and mniser, beggar and banker. It may arrive, in fact, so lateinlife
All are alike in this futile grappling. Demand for relevance will have spent its force,

| nyself have | ain awake on | ong nights So that the patience you nust cultivate,



If you wish to see things tied together
WIll be highly rarefied in its nature.

But for now, let ne offer you this advice:
Pay the man what he asks. I'"'mworth it.

| can only agree. How does one price

Asked the pawnbroker, the pricel ess?

Never before, in a long career of dealing
Wth high quality nerchandi se only,

Have | encountered an item of such worth
That | would be reluctant to affix a price.

And just what the hell is this tag then,
| said, that you have tied tight to ny |leg?

The parrot's rather dusty, said Armand,

As he examined the price tag on ny |eg.

It nust have sat on the shelf at |east a year.
Is there a fast forward or a rew nd?

And what about the parrot's power swtch?

I"'mfully automatic, plug and pl ay.

On off is obsolete in platforns

For the operating system software

That manages nodern handhel d parrots.

Your brain lacks the requisite skill and speed
To judge when ny presence i s necessary.

I'"l'l decide on and off using heuristics
Your human intellect cannot fathom

Al gorithnms so subtle, so conplex

And so remarkably el aborate,

Your eyeballs would flip sunnyside up
Shoul d you attenpt to duplicate their art.

| possess the proper degree of detachnent,
The right |ong-range econom ¢ nodel s,

The mul tiway decision trees required

To maxim ze payoffs at each turn

Where you woul d choose a tasty goose di nner
I choose the everlasting gol den eggs.

Fast forward and rewind are |ikew se

Too demandi ng a task for your slow wit.

Rel ax yourself, settle back on the couch
Once ny fertile imagination is turned

And exposed by the plowbl ade of attention
My orchards shall appear of their own accord

Untended trees thick with plunmp olives,
Grapevi ne-entwi ned, lavish with foliage

I create for you gardens of paradi se,

I nhabi ted by dark-eyed mai dservants

Who shall swiftly address every concern
No nmore struggle and no nore effort:

Deci si on-maki ng, for you, is history,
Once you have gained title to ny services

...And so | set, in an arbitrary way,

A price of only five quintus pieces

For this priceless, nellifluous assenbly

O plastic feathers and transistors and lies,
My only boon conpani on now ny wife

Suffers the terrible, terninal stages

O a costly, mysterious, wasting disease..

We don't converse, the two of us, ever.

And whatever it is, | told Arnand,

That this costly wasting di sease wast ed,
It's surely not his super-sized wife.

Al t hough she is, of all the Lord's creatures,
Least likely mssed, |east essentia

To whatever the providential plans

Qur ever-schenming Lord has put in place,

Far from dw ndl e she grows ever |arger.

Her bul k has blown so great it blocks |ight
And casts so bl ack a shade underneath

It kills the vegetation yards around.

She suffers a peculiar conbination

O al coholismand great obesity

Unencount ered by science up to now,

And what astounds doctors assigned her case
I's that, although she's reached that coma
That comes to brains the | aw defines as dead
She yet retains presence enough of m nd

To find, confiscate and quickly consune

Any | east scrap, crunmb or note of food

Wt hin range of energetic waddl e.

These are fal sehoods, said the pawnbroker

| note, said Armand to the pawnbroker
| never hear the parrot voice his words
In such a way they coincide with your's.
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You two don't both speak at the sane tine.
Are you, sir, perhaps a ventril oquist?

| don't, as rule, defame nyself, he said.
The bird converses, just as advertised.

But it only has one eye, said Armand.
Even a half price parrot should have two.

Ask the pawnbroker where it went, | said.

The treacherous bird, said the pawnbroker
M xes fal sehood and the truth too well

To contest these tales. Beware you buy him
The bird's two fifty. Take it or leave it.

Take it, | advised the hesitant Arnand.

Can | begin to recount the benefits

That shall surely and eventually accrue?
Yes. O course | can. Nothing s beyond ne...

Never mind, said Armand, | will take it.

The price | bid will mate the price you ask.
Here's two fifty. Wiere's the traveling case?
And how do you turn the thing on and off?

I"'mfully automatic, | repeated.

A wi se choice, far better than a toaster
Sai d the pawnbroker, clearly relieved
Finally to be rid of the electric parrot,
That unsal eabl e, plastic piece of junk.
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CAPUT TWOD
Part 11.1: MARGUERI TE

Menory arises from non-nenory,

Hangs above the void w thout Iingering,

And returns, dissolving into nystery.

And so it is with your city, N neveh.

Its foundations are seanml ess with the bedrock
Its walls and towers formed fromcountry cl ay.
When the soft nortar of menory crunbles,
Masonry sags, |eans overs, coll apses.

The flat | andscape takes back its rubble

To line the ravines and enpty streanbeds,

To slide down sl opes, to gather in nounds,

To anchor the roots of weeds and desert shrubs.
Menory is tamari sk and j uni per,

Witten where twig forks and stens divide

In enigmatic strokes, in strokes as sw ft,

In strokes as slight as lizard sign in dust,
As deliberate and as strong as wasp-flight.
Non-rmenory, first and last, is wtness.

It drinks what is witten and | eaves husk

It counts each bud the wild rose has nade,

It marks each petal of each bl oom shed,

And each is ever first and ever |ast.

The djinn trunpet as they pass overhead

And that which is created is uncreated,

And nenory returns to non-nmenory.

And so it is with your city, Ni neveh

It is born, it flourishes and it perishes,

Unr erenber ed and unrescurrected.

Paper gift wap ripped and fell away

To hatch ne onto ny next stage of life,

A place devoid of both warm h and wel cone

Li ke many that birth throes open up
Marguerite's visage fl oated above ne,

St or m dar kened cl ouds that spat hot I|ightnings.
And | recogni zed that face, that | ook

Armand's wife, it seened clear, was not pleased

Wth this gift her thoughtful husband had brought.

My own attitude, however, differed,

In degree of distress if not in kind.

Al t hough nmy stiff wings will never unfold,
And never spread and never |ift my weight,
| believed nyself renewed, a new bird,

One of those transmgratory fow,

A phoeni x perhaps, or speckled garuda.

An el ectric parrot, he said hel pfully,

In case this silence and | ack of delight
In which she'd quickly rewapped his gift
WAs due to poor eyesight or bird lore,

In case she had identified nme wongly,
Had confused ne with, say, a frigate bird
O seagull, or pelican, or albatross.

My plumage was not quite as well defined
As an expert birder mght have |iked,
Despite the pawnboker's renovations,

But was, still, unm stakably parrot.

That's exactly, she said through her clenched
t eet h,

Just exactly what | always want ed.

And how, just how, could you've ever known?
Your gifts, Arnmand, are always so thoughtful
Li ke that toaster | got for ny birthday.

And is there a nore appropriate present?
Worren and toasters, to hazard qui ck guess,
Must appear to your judgment nuch alike,
Bot h perform ng very narrow functions,
Though not quite as narrow, after all,

As the cheese-slicer | received for Christnas.

It wasn't, said Armand, a Christmas gift.
It was, instead, on our anniversary.

That date was, she said, at any rate,
Last observed many | ong years ago.

A |l engt hy, heated exchange t hen ensued
Wiich, | regret, | mnust decline to repeat,
Not because | cannot now renenber

Nor, God knows, for lack of space and tine.
No, | will not rehearse the words exchanged
Because even ny own degraded taste

Found this crude and bl asphenmous invective,
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Al t hough entertai ni ng enough

Truly offensive, cruel beyond the pale.
Eventual |y doors slamred and sil ence fell,
And darkness fell and the night slowy passed,
Until dawn at last curled rosy fist

And began with sunlight to punch the face

O each sleeper with an eastern exposure.
Armand arose, |left w thout breakfast,

Wthout the slightest slice of toasted bread,
And departed for his workpl ace downt own.
Craven retreat, Marguerite called out,
Strategic withdrawal, responded Arnmand,

Doi ng his best not to slink as he |et

Hi s scornful wi fe possess the battlefield.
During this strife I'd been left to sit,
Still nested in festive-col oured paper

To survey this dismal situation

Into which nmisadventure had dropped ne.

The suite of roons was quite sparsely furnished
But this was not the mnimalist's sparse,

The tasteful and fine design kind of sparse.
No, this was the sparse of a salt desert,

A place that the Godhead had scoured with fires
And | eft devoid of spirit, bereft of life.
Where were the cockroaches, the silverfish?

A potted tropical plant was nearby,

Atree or vine that | couldn't identify

O, indeed, easily categorize

Wth nmy built-in standard taxonom es,

Beyond the fact that it appeared to be dead.
And despite nmy botannical shortconi ngs,

The cause was well within nmy expertise

In the lessons that nature inparts to man:
Here was yet another victimof God,

A recent object of a powerful wath

Delivered here with surgical precision

It was not fungus, not rust, not nites,

Not aphi ds, |oggers, or spruce bud worm

That the Lord sent against this, his creature.
A desert had sprung up inside the pot,

So that any organic life trapped there,

Rat her than flourish, nust perish of a thirst.
The plant had been hit by a withering drought
That had robbed potting soil of all noisture.

And this | knewto be a favourite trick
Wl | -docunmented in literature
Devoted to God's periodic plagues.

And next to the plant was a large arnthair.
This too had suffered the Godhead's wrath,
As witness the cushions, the upholstery.
Directly across the roomfromthis chair
WAs a pre-col our television set,

And this device was al so the object

O the particularly nasty curses

That heaven reserves for selected targets.
The gl ass gol dfi sh bowl was cursed of God,
And the fish itself, on which | kept ny eye,
Fl oated belly up in the stagnance there

It was evidently the victimof curse.

The sofa was cursed, coffee table cursed,
Wal | paper cursed, the very air was cursed.
Thi s apartment was a barren wast el and,
Cursed wall to wall, cursed bottomto top
Cursed fromworn carpet to flaking ceiling.
Turn on the taps and dark curse spits out.
Qpen the drapes and bright curse floods in.
This is not a place where any being

Shoul d have |ingered, |et alone reside al one,
W apped in curse-saturated bedcl ot hes.

I could see, by virtue of ny second sight,
Marguerite truly needed diversion

She' d never had children nor nmade a friend
Nor held down a job for nore than a week,
And thus she stayed here, at hone all day
Wth nothing nmuch to do but sit and brood.
Books and crosswords were only a bother
Drink too expensive, housework a bore.
Just one soul had ever broken through

Her lonely, self-inposed isolation.

At one point she had acquired a | apdog,

A t horoughbred Assyrian ankl ehound,

A variety of the mniature poodle,

That proved to be the perfect conpanion
Pati ent and obediant, tolerant and kind,
Especially after Armand stepped on it.

The resulting nassive spinal injuries
Turned the dog into a stuffed ani nal
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Soft and cuddly and |inp, a basket case
Curled up in alittle w cker basket,

A quite incontinent quadriplegic.

O course, his wife never forgave Arnmand
And Armand had never understood why.

He'd cl assed her pet anong those life-forns
That not even a saint tries to protect,

Those who stare on |life through their beady eyes

And recogni ze nothing that isn't food,
Those that have nasty if non-fatal bites,
Non-sentient, lowin noral fibre,

Li ke the despi sed spider or centipede,
Upon whi ch one m ght acceptably step
Armand' s best guess and theory was this:
It's not by bite, not by inferior size

By whi ch you distinguish breeds of this class
But rather by lack of stiffened backbone
Sheat hed i nside a warm and responsi ve skin.
True vermn | ack an endoskel eton

And t hus, having stepped on that dog once,
Making it functionally invertebrate,

He then may safely do it once again,
Perhaps junping froma table this tine,

A conmmando' s Japanese bronco ki ck

For a npbst satisfactory coup de grace

But this experiment was never perforned
Due to absence of ideal conditions,

Until it was clearly unnecessary,

As that sharp, querul ous yap | ost command
And grew each day ever |ess strident,

Ever |ess pitched, ever nore distant,

More infrequent, nore intermttent,

Until it became clear to all concerned,

To all but Marguerite, the beast was dead.
H s theory thus remained unverifi ed.

And so it was that, until | arrived,

Her only friends were slick gane show hosts
And the pathetic soap opera actors,

Neither intelligent nor interactive

And avail able only in black and white,

And avail abl e only infrequently,

Avai |l abl e only when the static storns,
Prevai li ng wi nds whi ch bl ew signhal s away,
Whul d take a break, abate a nonent,

And | et some sense penetrate the gl oom

And it's just such tinmes | will claimas nne,
For quiet times belong to God's prophets.
These are the tinmes we give voice to visions
And warn all that the worst is yet to cone.
Storms will subside and fl oodwater recede
Only so that devastation can rise

And wreckage gain its due recognition

O herwi se the |l ash woul d never flag,

Never allow the tine for open wounds

To close, fester and bear witness to pain,
Never allow the crippling fear to build
Agai nst the next flagellation of gales.

But prophets can make use of such nonents,
And not just to air grimpoints of view
Not just to list conplaints on ness |eft
And damage done in prior bouts with God.
Respite can bring time to refortify,

To brace agai nst the next savage attack
And one can use gaps between onsl aughts

I f not overwhel med by the nunbi ng seas,

If not ready yet to admt defeat.

Part 11.2: I NVITATION TO SPEAK

So, said Marguerite. Wat can you tell ne?

| didn't give voice to nmy first reply.

The truth was, sad to say, nothing nuch,

Not hing, that is, that 1'd want to repeat.

| speak best to nmyself, sotto vocce.

QO hers rarely accept the truths | speak,
Rarely wel cone the dread tidings | bring.
It's not easy to swall ow prophecy,

And not just because a nasty future

WIIl always await us somewhere ahead.
Prophecy itself emts putrid funes

Designed to drive off all foes of truth,

All those who, |ike King Qedipus,

Woul d rather |look for their truth over here,
On well-lit, well-kenpt picnic | awns

Than over there, in twilit charnel grounds
Where ol d corpses breed dreans and pestil ence.
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No one wants to know it's not the crines,
It's coverups that draw the satans down,
The eyes you pluck and then stick back in.
A speech that foretells inpending horror
W1l denonstrate an adaptive strategy

Li ke those | oathsone insects who survive
By i nbuing otherw se tasty flesh

Wth a foul and unpal atabl e fl avour

So that the birds are not enticed to eat.
They're |i ke ganebeasts, ungul ates nostly,
Who denonstrate unbecom ng nanners,

Who chew cud, who defecate in public,

Who will let fly derisive snorts and farts
Whenever asked to swear fealty to flags

O file voluntary incone tax.

And this they do so not to go tane,

So that they don't serve a greater power,
Suf fer donestication and get penned up
Herded and m | ked, then slaughtered and eaten
But tricks, of course, are played to no avail;
They reckon not with human perversity

O demands specialty restaurants nake.

Do you hear, parrot? she said. | want tal k!

Words that voice doomget little respect
From those for whomthat doomis sl ated,
Little indeed but disbelief and scorn

The dammed take dammation with nore grace
If they need not al so bear the abuse
Fromthe ever-present self-righteous nags,
Hyperactive seers, neddl esone saints,

Who never swerve fromserving up truth

To evade their own richly deserved fates.

You' ve seen too, |'msure, the deaths they neet,

Martyred and hanged with public | ooking on
O found fallen in foul-snmelling alleys,

Sil ent now, necks broken or throats slit:
Holy, yes, but insensitive to the end

To what wel come a sharp critique receives
I'd do better to bob Iike a hen

And peck around at nonexi stent specks,
Circunspect, with low profile clucking,

Than strut proud al ong the henhouse roof

And crow my warning words to hostile crowds.

Such cries lack any endearing trait

That mght invite waves of grateful applause
To drown out that |oud, netallic sound,
Wet st one scrape al ong axebl ade bite.

Just my luck, said Marguerite. A dud.
A dud parrot, deader than a dodo.

My prophecies want only to feel sun,

A moment of warmth before winter cold,

And so they pursue the nobst prudent course,
One that defers a bit their own dem se

Yet still indulges a self-expression

They wish to avoid on one hand the fate

O that now extinct species of serpent

So venonous it dies of self-Ioathing,

And, on the other, claimno anbition

O bringing forth bel oved children's classics,
Read and re-read for year after year

If it's deened necessary they be kept,
Lawyer - advi sed docunentary proof

That notice of denoblition was duly sent,
Then enshrine themin index mal oruns

Qut of reach of idle public regard.

Current regul ations on foods and drugs
Forbid the display of a dubious fruit,

One that lacks the little adhesive tag

That with nihil obstat marks it safe to buy,
Lest they ease corruption of our young folk.
One may not tenpt these innocent babes

By giving vile concoctions sugarcoats,

By cutting cocaine down with sucrose,

O topping off nalt scotch with soft drink
Nor shall the law pernmit sly seducers

To work art anywhere near a schoo

O near a paradisical playground.

They totter, these infants, on knife's edge;
Wth just one shove they'll dive delighted
Into those infernal pits, swimthere,

d eeful dol phins who sport in steanming filth.

Maybe it needs batteries, said Marguerite,
A new bl ack box, new Adam s appl e,
O new el astic band wi ndup spring.
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No, 1'd better watch ny | oosened tongue;

A pure prophecy should not be broadcast

Wt hout the nost stringent of safeguards.

This is not to say that a fear exists

O expurgation or bow derization:

My repugnant messages are tanper-proof.

It would be for best, | thought, not to start,
Best not to launch nyself at ny targets.
Perhaps the two of us could just converse,
Have a little chat, sonme tea, a biscuit,

O swap sone stories, bring out the booze,

But keep a light touch, nothing serious,

And just idle away the afternoon

I'd regale her with tales of ny exploits
Wthout dealing with the downfall and death

O this town and every soul within,

Not directly at |least, and not to start.

But how start? Comment on the wall paper?

VWhat a very lovely floral pattern

I could say, Are those bloons camllias?

And that is wallpaper, is it not?

O just what sort of fish floats on nurk

I nside of that glass bow over there?

I's that a subnerged weck that gashed its side?
It's Iike the littl e wooden nodel boats

That children build to make thensel ves sail ors,
O those | arger ones cargo cults scul pt

To draw ashore an overdue shi pnent.

I'd say al oud, so, Marguerite,

From what port did that scuttled craft hail?

Talk, bird, or I'Il wing your bloody neck
Cut you up, boil you down to soup stock,
O maybe nake sone parrot fried rice

Pl asti c enhances all flavours, | said.

For the best results, try the m crowave.

Ni ne m nutes on defrost and five on high

Makes me into a thick, sticky puddle.

And when |I'mcool, cut nme in squares and serve.

Ha! You do talk! It's a start, at | east.

If I"'mto start, | will do it properly,
In classic manner, with an invocation

Proceed, said Marguerite. |'ve grown bored.

Part 11.3: THE M DDLE OF THI NGS

| struck my best declamatory pose,

Cocked ny head, raised ny beak, cleared ny throat
Opened up passage for ny quickened wit,

Coughed out ny reluctant, craw caught thene,

The tragic tale of a parrot's eye |lost:

Sing oh holy muse and | end nme your voice...

Now hold it right there, mister parrot.

I've heard these sanme words sonewhere before,
O simlar words, words to that effect.

I think, parrot, she said, you plagiarize.

I am as you can clearly see, a parrot,

An extraordinary electric parrot
Whom el ectroni c wi zardry has taken

Beyond pol | y-want s- a-crackeri sns

And rote repetition of stock phrases,
Beyond a conversation of snmall talk

And the wege des weiter und nachsreden

And beyond your jargon and beyond your Kant,
Beyond your Hegel i an gobbl edygook

And your proto-Joycean jabberwocky,

Beyond towering babbl e's parapets,

In reverse stoop through cloud cuckoo | and
To that enpyrean stuffed with qui ntessence,
To transcendent skies of subline poesy!
Yes, | say hail to me, blithe spirit,

Even if twirping bird | never wert.

"' m capabl e of optinal perfornmance

In the stringing together of ny syllables.
There's not in any bard's restless head
One thought, one grace, one | east wonder
My capacitors can't digest into words,
Into words common, into words rare

Into words so exceedi ngly scarce,

Words so absol utely obsol ete

The nost unabridged of dictionaries
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Mentions them if at all, only in passing.
O course, there will be the odd overl ap
Wth other, lengthy, nuse-bitten texts,
And a literary allusion or two,

Wi ch are considered a great delicacy
Anong the refined, enlightened Chinese.
Even so, as long as batteries spark

"Il collect strength to bitterly deny
Your ill-conceived, poorly expressed charges.
So, Marguerite, if you'll kindly hold

Your appl ause, cat-calls and nasty remarks
Until the tale's done, you' Il w tness here
Thi ngs unattenpted yet in prose or rhyne,
In blank verse, arcade gane or haiku

Such as that last fine, inpressive line,

Di ssonant, yet sensitive, yet bal anced,
That just tripped so glibly off ny tongue,
Bacchiac trimeter or I mss ny guess.

If you think you have any talent, parrot,
You're very, very sadly m staken

If we could subtract that accusatory tone,
Your voice would have just the ethereal touch
That one seeks in a muse, nmy Marguerite.

| once sang for country and western bands
Bef ore neeting Armand, but why, parrot,
Am 1 telling you? Just pick up speed.

And spare nme the bullshit, the wonman sai d.

Sing oh holy nmuse and | end nme your voice.
"Il huma few bars to get you started.

| could really use your husky contralto
If you've made no previous engagenent,

A folk mass, say, or hip hop sonnet,
Drunken shouting match as one-act play,
Bi rdsong transl ated, |oosely, to prose,
Wth Eskinmo throat-clearing background,
O sone other equally worthy task
Conmi ssi oned and funded fromthe public purse.
If it's just not permssible, oh nuse,

To stand offstage and feed ne sone |ines,
Render what ever assi stance you can

To notivate, organize and depl oy

Thi s untrai ned, undisciplined word rabble
Freshly risen fromvalleys choked with bones.
The cowards refuse to Iine up and march

Not knowi ng where it is they nust go,

How it is they' |l get where they go

And why the hell go el sewhere at all

This, | admit, will be one tough sell

Infuse them inspire them fill themw th resolve.

And do you listen? Is anyone there?

In the name of the Godhead, | conjure you
Send me, nuse, visions and visitations

To reveal the rel evant conceal ed events

That my ommi scient narrator requires,

And answer ne, please, the foll owi ng question
How might | initiate my history

To expedite the delivery, the birth,

O this nonster, this bent, prophetic sport?
| know that you start in the story's mddle
Because | read the book you co-aut hored,

How to Wite the Mddern Epic Poem

Wth Exanples fromthe Current Bestsellers,
And that's where your own nasterpiece starts
And hal fway al ong a sentence, in fact,

Ei ther that or pages have gone m ssing.
Where, then, does the dead centre reside,
The bal ance point, the nmean between extrenes,
The place best suited to begin nmy tale?

Note that | start you off easily, nuse,

So not to tire you out too early,

Not to exhaust finite resources

At the place where nedi um neets nessage,
Spirit neets letter, parrot neets nuse

Not to overtax your ectoplasm

Wth el aborate systens of table-taps
Punctuated by the odd, holl ow groan

I | ooked so good in ten gallon hats

Ti ght toreador pants, a bandoli er,

And that standup bass just to ny left,
| sonetines think I'Il try it again.

Ni neveh, surely, the navel of nature,

The pivot-point of the known universe,
The fanous privileged frame of reference,
Respl endent gem nonad of npbnads,
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The capitol and seat of the King of Kings,
Sits squarely in the centre of all tales,
O all the tales, at least, worth a bother
It's indeed the great city Nineveh

That acts as axis, the pin around which
Al nyths, all legends, all tales spin.
Are not the very heaven's stars above
Arranged to shed their spectral influence
On the fates and destinies of her citizens?
Is not the curve of the high hem sphere
Designed to focus all light on events

That transpire in her pal aces and hovel s?
Is it not in N neveh that Godhead,

VWhom we know from our various holy books
To speak only our city's dialect,

Stages all his divine interventions,

Ri ght outside the Lord' s downtown Tenpl e?
I's not Nineveh the nmicrocosm

In which the macrocosms gross effects
Are finely reflected in the traffic jamns,
Gridl ocks and autonotive stal emates

That bl ock access to God's parking |ots?
And pl ease place ticket face up on dash,
The matter's beyond all possible doubt.

I will begin ny epic history here,

In this city, heaven's chosen target.

And this is so much easier, mnuse,

Than |1'd ever hoped, ever dared expect,
That |1'm conpelled to note the unpl easant fact
That this effort really doesn't need you
Retreat sweetly into nute amusenent,

Smile and nod and go el sewhere quickly.
Take off, oh nmuse, I'll do this nyself.

| am greatly encouraged, said Marguerite,
For I'mnot fond of |ong introductions
O imaginary interlocutions.

During the reign of the king Quintus the Geat,
Monarch of N neveh and Assyri a,

A monent arrived, falling |ike shadow,

For Godhead to give consideration

To smashing flat this, his fairest city.

He'd done this before to other towns,

O her places he'd favoured for short tines

Before finding one fault or another,

Before he'd start |ooking around for flaws.
A nonent conmes when he'll start to pick holes
Draw notice to | oose threads, nicked veneers,
Fal | aci ous | ogi ¢ and peel i ng paintjobs.

And just | ook at that eyesore, he'll say.
He'll criticize how the town's arranged,

The river too near, shopping too far

Too little transit, too many whores.

Sages say this nonment al ways cones,

A point in tine when God's interest flags
And starts casting about for other sport.
And since denolition brings such joy,

And the chance to stonp sand castles | eve
Brings a satisfaction none can rival

It's not clear just what held hi mback
Caused himto send subtle rebukes instead,
Little hints that luck's gone on the nove.
Standard practice, in fact, was say nothing
And give no clue of dissatisfaction

Until fatal blows nade thenselves felt.

VWhat better joke than see victins reel
Stagger |ike drunks struck down from behind,

Sucker punched when rel axed, when | east prepared,

Wthout a clue to what hit them or why?

It's how the world, and CGod its maker, works.
But Ni neveh, Marguerite, caught a break

And it's this that keeps sages nystified.

Exactly when did this nonent occur?
I'd heard, bird, nothing of it before now

Many synptons of divine displeasure
Wth carefree nmetropolitan lifestyles,

If that, in fact, was God's cause for conplaint,

Began to erupt, rash-like, all over.

Tiny precursors of doom small blips,
Sorre too small for naked eyes to see,
Began to eat away at normal life.
Statisticians were first to detect blight
From certain mniscule perturbations

I n nunbers tabul ated over tine.

Househol d inconmes in correlation

Wth new |iquor |icense applications,
Showed anomal ous devi ati ons from norns.



Traffic accidents between taxi cabs

And | eft-handed bicycle couriers

Wre a little nore frequent per annum
Par ki ng nmeter vandal i sm was down,

Refi geration nal functi ons were up

Pol ydactyl i sm becane commonpl ace

Among the troops of tame, Oracle apes
Tethered to the tenple' s sandstone col ums:
The priesthood' s cautious enquiries reveal ed
I nsurance prem uns woul d not conpensate

For the loss to institutional prestige.
Priests thensel ves, noting sonething am ss,
Began to grow wary, retired early,

Took pensions and took up other jobs.

And this, of course, would only feed unease

I n wor shi pper and worshi pee ali ke.

Hastily hired replacenents nmade it worse

By flubbing prayers, reading wong scriptures,
Si ngi ng funeral hyms at bridal feasts.

Even t he pigeons neant for sacrifice

Began to fidget watching liturgy botched

And grew di scontent with religi ous work.

They | ost wei ght and shed feathers fromworry
That badly ained, |ess than deft knifestrokes
M ght take off a leg, put out an eye,

Leave a poor bird still squirnmng in blood
Instead of rising on updrafts to CGod.

Nor have | heard any of this before.

Tax accountants were next to neet probl ens:
St andard depreciation all owances
Pre-cal cul ated for certain itens,

Pencils and wi re coat hangers, notably,

Now di verged from observed repl acenment rates
Zoo tigers brought forth stillborn cubs.
Archaic well-water, pure fromcreation
Turned salt-brackish and clouded with silt.
Then newspaper daily horoscopes

Began to | ose their usual accuracy,

Forcing astrologers to postul ate

Fourteen extra planetary objects

In cold, dark Trans-Neptunian space.

To chart even an approximate future

Defied the capacity of computers

O the current digital generation

The conbi nati ons and pernutations

O new orbits with old, and new with new,
And old with old, forward and retrograde,

Epi cycl es upon epicycl es,

I nduced in nore than one of their machines
Madness and breakdown, fits and convul sions.
The public fountains and the shaded benches
In the parklands and al ong boul evards

Becane the roosts for grinning, rabid bats,
VWi ch are far worse than pigeons for excrenent,
Far worse than rats for constant chittering,
And who attack small children and seniors
Wthout the victims | east provocation

These subtle signs were nostly overl ooked

By an al ready distracted popul ace

Until divine ire increased its pressure.

| sol ated events began to unite.

They knitted fingers together, clasped hands,
And hi ssed out seething rage as though one.
Ri vers dwi ndl ed, forests w thered away,
Pol | uti on poi soned the air, sea and earth
And attendance at sports events fell off.

The arts were sterile, all the pastries stale,
And | andscapes plundered of all their beauty.
Qur enenies grew stronger and we weaker;

Qur currency's once-strong val ue decreased
On each major foreign noney narket

Until you could buy nore gold with a quart

O a twice-used | ow grade notor oi

Than with shopping carts stuffed w th banknotes.
Unenpl oyment grew and inflation soared

And the bank's prime interest |lending rate
To its nmost creditworthy of custoners
Increased to a level that stifled profits.

Di stressed donkeys began to bray constantly.
Al'l the econom c indicators

I ndi cat ed an i npendi ng di saster

No human agency coul d ever avert

W thout some celestial intercession

Fol k grew pessim stic and neurotic,

And the work force grew surly and restless,
And even bureaucrats were dissatisfied

Wth the government's cl ear m smanagenent

O its ill-conceived, half-baked prograns.
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They pl ayed at badminton on their lunch tines,
In white shirt sleeves on the mnistry | awns,
Swat ti ng urgent nenos, wadded up

Back and forth over untri med hedges.

The tinme was over for stopgap neasures;

Time was ripe for a prophet of the Lord

To appear with a solution to our problens,
And yet no prophet of the Lord appeared.
Consequently government officials

Decided it tinme that action were taken

Time that the State Oracle were consulted.
And so the King in edict commanded

That the Coll ege of the Oracle be convened
And some kind of efficacious advice

Be wrung out of the defaulting deity.

Part I1.4: ORACLE.

From where do you obtain your information?
It has the spurious air of the tabloid,

H ghly suspect and not to be trusted.
Certainly N neveh has its problens, bird,
But life here is perfectly acceptable.

And there has been nothing in the papers
About any ki nd of inpending doom

O any urgent need for a prophecy.

Wuld wire services fail to pick it up?
And what, exactly, can threaten the city?
Do you refer to the barbarians gathered

To the north, led by the thug Tamberl ai ne?
| understand that the |egions have hi m checked.

Mark ny renmarkabl e words, Marguerite.

The legions are in a greater disarray

And t he barbarians closer than you think

If those are neighing northwi nds that | hear.
Never believe that tonorrow defeats foes:

CGod turns colours if your sleep's too deep
And overconfident archers soon | earn

It's best to eat victory feasts first,

On the night before, when you still have a chance,
Before it's clear that, along with |unch,
Along with boots and even uni forns,

Fiel dm ce ate bowstrings while you slept.
But there is worse to fear than human force
Not wi shing a pani cked popul ation

The powers-that-be have kept under wraps
The city's unhappy predi canent.

They' Il await the results of the Oracle

Bef ore going public with dread tidings.

And therein is found a new conundrum

The Oracle has failed to produce reply.

I can find a solution to that problem
Tell the Oracle to produce a result
O tonorrow we will eat Oracle stew.

Direct action is not always the best

O nost effective of our human net hods

To deal with the nystery-shrouded divine.

| see that | should take a short digression
Into the theory and practice at work here.

I'"'mnot too keen on theory - or practice.

But you will thank nme in the end, Marguerite.
Now al |l agree that the State Oracle

Qught to be both ostensibly random

And ostensibly speech-like in its nature
O else fail to neet the purpose set,

Fail to evolve the signal out of noise,
Fail to sinulate the resol ution

O present confusion to future order.

On this point the experts are enphatic.

Al fate depends on Godhead's fiat;

The whol e parole of this visible world

I's generated from God's holy speech

From our twenty-six nystic hieroglyphs,
Fromthe vivid and vociferous al phabet

VWi ch in random novenments of noveable type
Exhausts his conversational resources
Manki nd' s speech was created in image

O the divine commands which set in notion
The Cartesian vortices of all things.

In the begi nning was neither word nor deed
But an inarticulate grunt, a | ow npan,

Anot her grunt, another and anot her,

Until at length, after a great | abour
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A rudi nentary sentence was emtted.
Twenty-six grunts in all, each unique,

Were permuted in such a way to provide

The living cosnbs with a genetic code.
However, doubt remains on the nmeaning
Expressed in this first expostul ation.

Sone say that it meant "Let there be light!"
Some claimit meant "Ch Christ, turn it offl",
And sone mmintain that it had no meaning,
None at |east we'd ever understand.

These last also will dispute the belief
That a first light, hot and penetrating,
Ever blazed forth to illum ne the world.
They say that darkness was never total

Li ght was al ways there, just nuch di mrer,

G owi ng bright by degrees, by rheostat.
This is only the first disagreement.

VWile all agree that the Godhead' s sayi ngs
Are nmanifest in all events and things,

None agree on how best to deci pher

The | ong, boring, and pointless anecdotes
That seemto construct the bulk of creation
Wil e all agree that apparent nonsense

Is inreality high quality sense,

None agree on two basic principles.
Students of divination are divided

Both on the Oracle's interpretation

And on the oracul ar process itself.

I know that this is not the end, she said.
I amnot at all inclined to give thanks.

At every juncture in N neveh's past

There never cane cusps so sharply defined
You ni ght decide a course w thout advice,
Wt hout ways to judge which way was best.
You saw nmany futures contend for choice,
Each one equal in evident nerit,

Each a beauty queen who al so has tricks
Desi gned to give herself sonme distinction
How she plays harp with grace and sings too,
How she juggles rolling pins, two at once,
How she sucks sincerely a judge's tongue
VWil e he's easing off her bathing suit.
It's so hard to choose at times |ike these,

And so ancients devised the tarot deck

To gain insider access to heaven

And catch glinpse of what fate had in store.
This was the Oracle, traditional style,

A way to shuffle and deal out the cards

That centuries of practice had made perfect.
Perfect, that is, except when clearly wong.

Tarot, |'ve heard, is just a game of chance.
You see it played on casino tables

And aut odealt inside the slot machines.

The house takes its percent and others | ose.

Wt hout a random background, Marguerite,
You'll never find events that buck the trend.
The problem though, you often get with cards
I's that outstanding hands that thrill a heart
May come once a decade, even | ess.

Until then you watch others take pots,

Wat ch others cel ebrate good | uck

And go wild with joy, a wild nade w | der

By how tanely celebration is shared

By those many who | ost so one could win.
That's why we tried other nethods awhil e,

To get better yield, nore frequent hits,

More signs per click to stream down from God
A nunber of novel approaches were tried

And found to fall somewhat short of hopes.
The npst recent of these was the attenpt

To seat at typewiters a troop of apes

And | et themjust randomy poke the keys,

A concept Quintus cane across once

Wthin sone waiting room nagazi ne.

For three reasons this was judged a failure.

Wy tell of failures? asked Marguerite.

And why rehearse the reasons why they fail ed?
We'd get done with this in tinme for |unch

If some were condensed, others sinply dropped.

—h

it's lyric verse or haiku you like,
find yourself a dying Zen nonk

some equally short attention span,

In too great a rush for exhaustive work.
Let's make it clear, before | go on,

Qg
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That this isn't the kind of tale you know,
The old, famliar kind with point or plot
And peopled with types |ike those you' ve net
And set in places to which you mght go

If a quick confort's what you really want,

A cheap injection now can get you one,

A nice, easy life, done while you wait.

Be glad this tale's even told at al

And told in words you even understand.

Al the fortune that Godhead' s rai ned down,
Al the grace with which this place was soaked,
WIll go atrickle by to find its drain,

And you, ny girl, are last to see it flow

Even so, bird, three seens excessive.

First, ape transcriptions weren't trustworthy.
Apes woul d tend to inpose false gestalten
That interfered with God' s intended word.
They rewor ked raw oracul ar out put

In second and third and subsequent drafts
To resenbl e contracts, cookbooks, plays,
Reasoned phil osophi cal argunents,

Novel s with plausible characters and plots,
Abri dged French-Assyrian dictionaries,

And other itens of finely wought prose
That substitute nicely for idle talk

But not for good, authentic clairvoyance.
An Oracl e should produce neither fiction
Nor non-fiction, but rather signify

The Godhead's nysteries in cryptic verse
Unintelligible except to those

Recogni zed as nenbers in good standing

O the professional augur's guild.

Apes come, in tine, to consider thenselves
To be artists and intellectuals

And hang about in cappucino bars.

One prodi gy among them a | arge chinp,
Wth an eye on the literary prizes,

Typed a long and detailed description

O slender fingers typing a description

O slender fingers typing a description
This was di sm ssed by npbst of the critics,
Because of erratic spacebar usage

Due to the | ack of an opposabl e thunb.

And that's the first of three, with two to go.

Don't fret, Marguerite. |I'm keeping count.
Second, it seens altogether beyond

Any human teacher's nortal patience

To urge an ape to type any faster,

Even when at an electric typewiter,

Than ten words per m nute without m stakes.
And third, there occured a great tragedy
VWhen an Oracle ape flewinto a rage

And bit a young concubi ne on the thigh
After she quite tactlessly terned his work
I ncoherent, shallow, boring and banal
Rendered unfit for her duties by the bite,
The young concubi ne had to be destroyed,
An event that brought Quintus such regret
Use of apes was forthw th abandoned

And the ancient Oracle reinstated.

You see, parrot, she said, we coul d ve skipped
That whol e ape bit. Who needed that?

Certainly the unhappy apes thensel ves

M ght have wi shed anot her, better outcone.
You can see them now down on the enbankments
Begging for rotten fruit from passersby,

The King's harsh reward for failed prophecy.
And next to the apes, dressed in filthy rags
Rat her than sil ken robes, is the H gh Priest,
Now reduced to panhandling for pennies,

Oroe his name, highest of Magi

From ancient tines it was his solenm duty

To performtraditional Oacle rites,

An undermandi ng task in normal tines.

Novi ces woul d bring a deck of tarot cards,
Where each inmage on a card illustrates

A different letter of the al phabet,

And ask himto pick a card, any card.

And this he would do, repeatedly, unti

The cards spelled out the nessage God sent.
But on this occasion, with every pick

O oe drew the same card, the ninth,

That one that neant a | oss in sone ganes,

In some neant nothing, in some was trunp.

32



Al ways the one-eyed parrot card was drawn,
And each tinme, with each draw, the sane card.
This incredi ble run of bad | uck

Has | eft N neveh unclear on its error

And how to avert God's grimcorrection.

A one-eyed parrot? | think, she remarked,
That this whole account is self-indul gent,
Self-serving, and likely a waste of tine.

Self-referential is the preferred term
In the visual |anguage of tarot cards
Each i con has both a sound and sense.

I nside sound is sense, the flesh-cl oaked ghost,

Ba, the man-faced bird with deep regrets.
The parrot is both a noun and a verb,

Par adi gm for all human inflection,

The first name, first noise that Adam nade,
The primary offense of the first person
Initial issue of original sin,

The nonot onous magi ¢ nmonogr am

Stitched on every subsequent handkerchi ef.
The rebus represents the letter "I',

O 'Ta' in your language, the ninth in nunber.

VWhat do you nmean by ny | anguage? she said.
And from where do you hail ? Not Ni neveh

For | can spot one of our own right off.

You bear the gawdy | ook of an inport,

The tropic thene, the bright garish col ours,
The exagger ated sweep of tailfeathers,

The oversized feet, the prom nent beak,

The tacky styling and the of fensive |ines.
Al these are the unmi stakabl e signs

That mark a product as made of f shore.

And who are you to belittle ny plunage?
I ama son of the race of nesonorphs.
No Ni nevite, dwarfish, foul-breathing,

Hirsute, fat-fingered, flat-nosed, doubl e-chinned,

W Il cone close to the ideal that | cherish
The forests of paradi se, where manki nd
Corresponded cl osely to nodel life,

Are distant indeed fromthis fallen nation

And your garb! You should | ook on yourself through

eyes

School ed in the delight of naked perfection
The wonen of nmy land, if they dress at all
WIIl dress thenselves only in lingerie.

It was a shock to witness the fashions here.
You dress |ike one of those bag | adies
Stinking under thirteen winter coats,
Swaddl ed i n her whol e wardrobe despite heat
That strips the nmore fortunate down to skin.
Take a tip, Marguerite, and disrobe.

Not likely, bird. You dislike it here?

It's true | canme here fromout of town.
True too is ny dislike for this place,

These clines, the snpbg, the traffic, the people.

That accent you hear that inpedes ny speech

Is the distaste with which | speak your tongue,

A | anguage whi ch, although not dead yet,
Is surely fated to turn to nonsense

That passing time will bury undergound
To sit forgotten in unread inscriptions.
And | amnot fond of Ni neveh at all
Qdours linger here that do not endear
Unwashed human bodi es, rotting trash
Exhaust, greasy cooking, a whiff of fish.

Are you a foreigner, then, an inm grant
Who cones for the avenues paved with gold
And stays to draw the dole and fulmnate
Agai nst the state of civilization?

If you don't like it here, go back hone,
Drink pal mbeer in your third world shanty,

And we wi |l pursue our business unhi ndered
By your whines, conplaints and negativity.
Better yet, we'll deport you and your kind,

Put you on a barge, towit out to sea
Then, once out of sight of shore, sink it.
The parasite who wiggles overnuch
Invites action fromhis disgruntled host.

| amfar too buoyant for such treatnent,
Mor e buoyant indeed than rubber ducky,
I nner tube, or message-bearing bottle.
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Sink me a dozen times, inundate me

In each of seven seas, each of their gulfs,
Each of countl ess coves, bays and inlets.
Every tinme | will pop up again,

Spitting water and breathing hard, but back
Today m ssing, tonorrow back at worKk.

A foreign object of ny size, once here,
Cannot be so easily disl odged.

Ni neveh must stomach nme a while nore.

M ghty Nineveh is iy city now.

CGod gave it to nme, assigned ne this town.
Here you go, kid, it's yours, he announced.
Go there and talk to them use their |anguage,
Keep tal king, nag themuntil they get it,
Advertise, negotiate, browbeat,

Wheedl e, inmportune, plead, nock and scold
Until the N nevites have understood

Just exactly what ny requirements are

For I am Marguerite, or at |east was,

That m ssing prophet, the m ssionary

Whose mi ssion brought himto pass sentence,
Pass |i ke gas God's wei ghty sentence

Whose subject is the Lord, object the city,
Whose verb is conplete annihilation

It's inperative they hear the inperative.
Hear, or else. Do what | say or else.

Thus sayeth the Lord. On the other hand,
Hi s prophet repeats this w thout coment,
O fers no opinion on the contents,

Makes no representations of his own.

| amjust, Marguerite, a conduit.

You're not a conduit, spokesperson

Prophet or oracle. You're a toy bird,

And | don't know why | even listen.

And why are you standing in that position?
You | ook like you' re about to | ay eggs

The size of overinflated footballs.

At the limts of nmy range | catch signals,
Wi spers, cross-tal k, ancestral voices,
Djinn how, the distant flushing of toilets.
Here you hear Ishtar Fishwife instruct

The queen of penguin yoginis on technique,
Sinple tricks to revitalize romance

Six quick tips for sensational sex.

And it's here | overheard Hi ndu gods

Exchangi ng secrets of |ongevity,

And forenpst anobng these recipes

WAs Siva's instruction on contortions which,

If properly practiced, will extend your life
Beyond that of geriatric carp

This pose of nmine is that nystic stance.

It energizes, strengthens, keeps nme fit.

"Il teach you that stance if you'd like to learn

No thank you, she replied. |I've heard enough
No real prophet's short and putrid green

| just knew you'd say that, Marguerite.

It's the sane response prophets al ways neet,
The scepticismall seers expect.

And this too's a sign, as aml, and you
We're signs of how signs will not acquiesce,
The signs of times that won't know ngly pass.

Woul d the Lord send a prophet, unl ooked for
As plastic toy that doesn't walk or fly,
Anatom cally correct, but |ifeless,

As cold and stiff as a rigoured corpse?
Woul d he send a toy so under power ed,

Not even a muscled action figure?

This, Marguerite, is a cold call

For it's Nineveh's pure bad luck it gets
Not a superheated superhero

But subzero subhero instead,

Chilled in icy waters, served up cold,

A presentation truly substandard.

Don't you want to know what happened to me?
How | ended up in the sorry state

That now nmeets your discrimnating gaze?

Ckay, then, what happened to you? she said.

| don't want to talk about it, | said.
It was horrible, Marguerite, horrible.

Tal k, or else, she said. O else you're garbage
Beak first in the congeal ed bacon grease,



Contorted around the clunped coffee grounds,
M ngling your being with the potato peels.
You're in atied plastic bag on the curb.
That sound you hear, that whee hee whunp?

That's the garbage truck. Ready? You're next.

Gar bage? But what, ny dear, of ecol ogy?
Every one of us perfornms a part,

Except industrial polluters, of course,
VWho for hardship's sake will stay exenpt,
In transform ng these arid wastel ands
Back into a pristine paradise.

It is a duty we owe to those we sire

To return city streets to garden paths
That wi nd anong the sol ar-heated hones.
Pay your debt to future generations:

It is tine for a garden conpost heap

It is easy to do and takes little tinme.
As it happens, | amadept in that art.

| can teach it to you if you'd like to learn

| picture you, parrot, a few days hence,

Shoved by a relentless bull dozer bl ade
To a stinking pit, to an unnarked grave.

| hear, Marguerite. And now hear ne.

Make yourself confortable and I wll speak,
Tell the whole thing, what you want to hear
And what you don't, for there exist matters
Not di scussed in nore genteel circles

That speech must, perforce, plunge itself through

To find the right way to predestined ends.
And, to digress upon digression a bit,

There'll be, of course, a swerve here and there

In order to provide background you | ack

Al ong with any other pointless points,

Non- obl i gat ory observati ons

Local colour and irrel evant asides

That my narrative circuits shoul d generate.

And you'll learn here, for instance, nany facts

That overhasty standard texts onit,
Tidbits of truth on God and his angel s
And secrets of how heaven works wonders
And how, sonetimes, it just botches jobs.

And here those parts they blacken out,

The very parts you nost wanted to know

In your freedom of information requests,
Here those parts appear naked, smling,
Frankly, fully disclosed for all to see.
Yes, you'll hear it all, the entire story.

I have sone tine before dinner, she said,
So go ahead, talk away awhil e.



CAPUT THREE
Part 111.1: AN ORDI NARY GUY
Once, Marguerite, | was not a parrot,

Not inhuman, not at all chimeric

O possessed of plastic exoskel eton.

At birth I wasn't yet a netanorph

And hadn't yet taken on wi ngs and beak
My name was Jonah, son of Anitay,

God soak ne with glory, dunk nme in peace.
I wore a human form the sane as you

In fact, wonan, we night have mated once
And nmade together a babe who'd breed true,
A child with human nose and human hair,
Wth fully human, working private parts

Keep your beak to yourself, parrot, she said.

I know well how some hate hybrids,
Centaurs, manticores and feathered snakes,
I napt, sterile, dysfunctional nonsters
Never really suited for what you need

Li ke a portmanteau with two conpartments
One side for coat, the other bag | unch
Nei t her roomy enough to take a nuke

Shoul d God want a doom dropped of f by stealth.

And that's why such | uggage goes extinct,
Why all such |ife goes out of vogue.

Unabl e to cope or to range through the wild,
They now survive caged in bestiaries

O doing tricks for food in circus acts

O prowing the grounds on a rockstar's ranch

And its not just bigots who turn their backs
On mixed bl ood races who cannot succeed.

Zool ogy too hates failed designs,

Sel ects agai nst the beasts who can't adapt,
The jacks of all trades and masters of none
That stand in pens unenpl oyed and unyoked,
Haggard and | ean without hope of reward,

The gryphons, mnotaurs, toads and giraffes
That can't do the jobs that users expect,

Li ke conbi nation cl ock radi os

That neither keep the tinme nor carry tunes
Nor rightly foretell news, weather and sports.

Had | a knob to twist for tone contro
I'd find a way to tune away your whine.

The worst part of a bad fate, | resuned,

Is that cross-breeds rarely get offspring,
Rarely see their |ikeness re-cast in young.
They're like mermaids that shipwecked sailors
Haul up out of brine onto the beach,

Over the driftwood and into the trees.

And hungry though these mariners may be,

It isn't to frypans they drag their catch
The neat too ganmey and stringy and tough

To tenpt them away fromthe fresh shellfish
That gasp on sand after breakers retreat.
No, though fani shed, though greatly confused,
No man marooned woul d dine on this dish

O not right away, not while she's fresh
Certainly not until pickled or snoked,

Not until preserved in wax-sealed jars

That vow to be true till early next spring.
But the sad news a sailor soon |earns

I's that such a prize has no better use.
Westl ed ashore, it just thrashes about,
Taken to bed it grows cold, goes |inp,
Transforms perfect union to perfect flop
And stops a passion well short of its goal
And not hi ng danmpens ardour nore than danp,

More than chilled slick when rubbed up agai nst.

These sweet-natured, full-breasted beauties
WIl often wed but sel dom consummat e,

Sel dom perform functions nen nost |ike,

Not for want of |ove but for want of want.
You'll never fit with msfit fish girls;
It's best instead just to throw them back

Al t hough, despite their fins and sliny scales,
They really can't swimnore than a | eague
And only truly excel at short dives,

At bobbing up and down, at treadi ng water,
At | ooking their best when stared at by men.
One wonders how such species nmultiply.

Maybe it's just a mracle, she said,
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The way God prefers things nultiply,
Wthout the great shane of prior cause.

Per haps an anti podal tribe exists,

A faroff race of breadl oaves with | egs
For whom the hal f-fish gene is recessive.
Thi nk how nortified they'd be to find
Doubl e- ni ppl ed m nnows anong their get,
Partly baked fry who can't swima stroke.

Had you fewer brains they wouldn't rattle!
Br eadl oaves, you fool bird, don't have genes.

But what expl ains why one is sourdough,
One rye, one multigrain whol e wheat?

Per haps spont aneous generati on

She said, or perhaps intelligent design

The actions by which God made barnacl es
After seeing the need for something hideous
Wth which to encrust bare seaside rocks,
The finishing touch to a job well-done.

Qur Lord abhors abom nati on;

Ki ndness conpels he kill creatures he mains
O sees at least they will not reproduce,
And prolong the pains that blight fine design
Wth throes they undergo to replicate.
Mortal mnds too can't stand bad art,

And human critics are quick to find flaws,
Quick to nbck a substandard creation.

I know the open scorn and frank di sdain
Wth which naturalists view such |ife,

M scegnat es, nutants, fabul ous beasts,

Life that if not already sterilized,

Al ready drained of spermor robbed of egg,
Woul d beg for clean, eugenic scal pel strokes.
And | see nyself in that sane fashion

Wth that same disgust, that sane distaste
Pity, Marguerite, nonsters born hunman,

Wth human sentience and human eyes,

Partly above surface, partly bel ow,

Who swell up with the air swall owed at ebb
And then bloat with fluid inhaled at fl ood.

Pity you, parrot? | don't think so.

Nor do | quite believe the tale you tell

| see no sign of human warmth in you

Nor any trace of human ancestry

Behi nd the words you blurt across the room
| can't believe any human not her

Gave birth to the thing that becane you
And didn't turn thought to infanticide.

Never inmpugn ny nother, Marguerite.

A warmer woman never wal ked the earth,

A real beauty in her day, and smart too,

A credit to her long-lived ancestors,

A race of stock pronoters, goons and thieves.
She sold ne rights to utilize her genes

Over which she hel d exclusive license,

At only ten percent the going rate,

And then she let me work the bal ance off
Doi ng chores after school, after dark
Robbi ng nei ghbours of their antique jewels.
No, Marguerite, | was carried to term
Encount ered no abortifacient drugs,

WAs born wi thout undue interference,
Headfirst, then feet, then afterbirth.

I met no resistance, no reluctance,

Met no inmredi ate hostility,

Nei t her dropped on head nor snmothered in crib.
I wasn't exposed in snowstornms to die

O ki dnapped by fey folk, snatched at play
And put to work cursing, curdling the mlKk.
I wasn't a foundling taken in by beasts,

Wet nursed by wol ves or fostered by apes

Who sal vaged a basket found snhagged in reeds
And reared the contents as one of their own,
Later to see it turn surly and mean.

My birth, which cane w thout conplication

O signs that mark a child bel oved of Cod,
Li ke the el ephant ears that buddhas get

O shrivelled balls revelators receive
Brought forth an ordinary infant.

And though it then seemed unrenarkabl e

Al nmy parts and organs were quite hunan,
Not that anyone anal yzed tissue

O went to any lengths to verify

How far that conclusion mght be pushed.
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They gave ny ass a whack to clear my throat,
Counted fingers and toes and washed their hands,
Then col |l ected fees payable, in cash.

Ch, those were heady days, infancy,

The days before ny head was stuffed wi th thought,
Days ny self was made of snall anbitions

And babbl e bubbling up, warm fromthe dream
Talk was only a carefree pasttine

And not the current, conpul sory | abour,

Not drawn from future, not pushed from past,

Not anortized, not metered or cl ocked,

Not sel f-enslaved by quality control

| talked but didn't judge a word | said;

They came as hearsay only, not truth.

| pronounced them dead w t hout taking notes

As they fogged on air and then disappeared.

And those childish notions of mine, of course,
In retrospect are best left forgotten

Best di snmi ssed and suppressed and stricken out.

And that's fine with ne, said Marguerite,
For ot herw se, judging by what |'ve heard,
You'd just read theminto the record now.

Juvenilia, you know, is often crap

Even prodi gi es who reach their peak young
Woul d recant such work, were they not dead,
O burnt out husks or drunks by age siXx.

Don't think, parrot, that age inproves thought.
Your dying words, should fate give you the chance,
WIIl prove just as enpty and infantile.

And don't expect they'll somehow hang there,

G ow awhile for survivors to jot down.

I f anyone at all attends your death

He'll likely press pillows over your face

To cut off your breath and nuffle your words

To give you peace and to take sone hinself.

But just listen to what |I'm saying now.
My youth, in human form was paradi se.
And though that nercy didn't |ast |ong

| grew to adul thood human throughout

And enjoyed all the virtues of that state
Along with small sanplings of ninor vice.

Nor mal appetites did accumul ate

As grow h triggered the organs and hornones
Dormant in early stages of boyhood

And gave a new and stronger sense of will
To otherwi se listless, indolent flesh.

Nor mal hungers, cravings, thirsts and desires,
Di verse in content but united in form
Drove ny organi smforward and back

Wth atavistic determ nation

Pushed nme around and yet kept nme in place,
Kept ne distracted while teaching ne dance.
Young | adi es soon learned it m ght be best
To stand well outside ny tight anbit,

Al t hough those who didn't, didn't conplain,
And many who did | ooked on with regret.
Many taverns refused to sell me drink

And many mal e peers shunned ny conpany
After talk, innocent conversation

Led to broken linbs, in one case death.

And along with desires cane frustrations,
And the certain mld dissatisfactions

That any young man must encounter.

| learned to contend, to argue and curse,
And sometimes | woul d shout out a warning,
But only to avoid househol d acci dents,

Never for inpending gl obal disasters.

Al my political and religious beliefs

Were bl and, undi stingui shed and conmmonpl ace,
And | didn't then hold strong opinions,

Q her than those | shared with cl ose nei ghbours.

The entire village disliked Assyrians,

An anci ent, deep-held, racial enmty
Conpounded by the heavy tax burden

They' d inflicted throughout their great enpire,
But hostility rarely turned ugly,

Rarely turned to automatic weapons

O suici de bombers di sgui sed as nuns,

Unl ess swift reprisal seemed unlikely.

It | ooked as though my future course of life
Woul d foll ow the age-old human patterns,
Work hard, nmarry, raise children, retire,

Sl eep and eat and drink and sl eep sonme nore,
Copul ate, praise the Lord, and then die,
Until strange revisions of circunstance
Brought forth the profound change you see.
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It's now my purpose to relate the tale

O those actions and reactions that brought
God to punish nme in this odd fashion

And this punishment mght've gone nuch worse
| suppose, given all that |I now know,

But Godhead in endl ess nercy refrained

From putting all his weight behind the punch
And had he chosen, he might've delivered

A really lethal and heavy-handed swat

And thus with this single, casual blow
Project my three dinensional volune

Across some two di nmensional surface

As if | were a nmere, irritant fly.

He m ght've splattered ny soft viscera

Over floral thenes on his parlour walls,

A grimsign, deterrent to other pests.

You offended himin some way? she inquired.

I f bad things should happen to good peopl e
VWho el se but Godhead shoul d shoul der the bl ane?
He m ght pretend it's all part of a plan,

And what ever happens, happens for best,

But deal w th himonce, you know how he worKks.
It isn'"t a plan that keeps things intact

But | ong-nursed grudges that plot their revenge.
Godhead hi des and snol ders under gr ound.

He counts and re-counts age-old resentnents,
Awaits a chance no matter how slim

To mete out vengeance for honest m stakes.
That ommi potent brute took offense

After one business deal went sour

Due, | should add, to his own bad judgnent,
And transformed ne into ny present shape.

The nature of that deal, what went wong,

Is along, twisted tale, and, in the end,

O no concern to anyone but ne,

To me and possibly a few cl ose friends,

To me and small nunbers of Ninevites

Who suffered divine collateral danage,

To me and that handful of researchers

Working in self-inposed isolation

In locations scattered across creation

On the long range effect of God's fury.

|'ve seen a few articles, here and there,

That specialist journals will sonetimes run
That m ght seemto bear on ny current plight.
Radi ation will rarely work well

But sone success with herbal treatnents
Was seen in rodents found nesting in |abs..

I think, she observed, that there is no way
To stop you fromtelling your tale short of..

Short of what? But |let us not consider

Al'l of the various possibilities,

Which, | should add, | could easily do,

And perhaps | should do, notw thstanding

The narrative that awaits nme just offstage.

| could generate all the nmany options,

Just march through them quickly once or tw ce,
| know al ready which to mention first,

The trick, you see, is knowi ng where to stop

A compul sive tal ker? she said. Talk, then
And until | have becone entirely bored
I will try ny best, oh parrot, to listen

Part 111.2: CALL ME JONAH

But don't call ne parrot. Call ne Jonah,

For so ny parents, the poor fools, named ne,
Believing it sonehow a | ucky nane.

They were devot ees of numerol ogy

And churned out extensive cal cul ations

To ensure that ny luck was not inpeded

By badly wei ghted consonants, by vowels
Divisible by five, by seven, by twelve,

By hidden suns that |acked quadratic roots
O spun off into continued fractions.

But luck was against me fromthe very start,
Resul t, perhaps, of mscal cul ation

O exotic al gebraic concepts

Enmpl oyed despite | ack of rigorous proof

And which, in fact, have no other virtue
Beyond a scant, recondite el egance;

That is, they're beautiful but always false.
They sketched out treacherous, curvacious paths
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That ever after led ny life astray.

I think 1'l'l name you Twi nky, said she.
"Il cover that socket with an eyepatch
And set you up next to Barbie and Ken

The chances are that our names mean not hing,
Wth no inpact on how events unfold,

Too soft, too form ess to injure nuch,

To kill or miima foe, to dent fenders,

To make the slightest nick in stainless skies.
And there's no ink indelible enough

To make signatures stick on covenants

After the hand that wought themrots away
O paper that took themturns to dust.

A name, even spoken slowy or spelled,

I s understood by neither ants nor gods.

It's only noise that dwells in ear canal s,
That reverberates, echoes there awhile,
Softly repeating first detonation

Yet never achieving denotation

It does its best to make itself essence

And style itself a body's overlord

And gather up rich possessions for itself
Shoul d any such be left |ying around

And unattended by some ot her nane,

But time comes when proud sounds rnust fade,
Di ssol ve, vanish into background noi se,

And | eave nunbers free to fend for themnsel ves
And build their sums to transfinite heights
Wt hout any human hi ndrance or |et.

True nunbers, | say, can't be known.

They come from God, then back to God go

W thout taking stop in human | ocal es.

Those nunmbers we use are man-nmade t houghts,
Al inperfect, fake, flawed through and through
Al false, all except |og nine cubed,

True just enough to make pedants weep.

But why, said Marguerite, is high C
Precisely twice the count of nmddle C?

It's a trick of how ears neasure sound.
Use fewer letters, or nore, |ike God,
And such correspondence w |l di sappear

And cease to bother a true connossi eur
Who |ikes his strings to thrunb with nicrotones.

So nunbers, you claim do us no good?

Modern astrol ogi ¢ research has shown

That numerol ogy's cl ai ns are nonsense,

Al toget her unrelated to stars,

Gal axi es and pl anetary noti ons,

To the primeval fireball's ignition

To forces that resulted fromthe rotation
Cool i ng and expansion of this firebal

That then becane nmalicious pranks designed
To set up the situation in which

I'd little choice but to participate.

First Cause cascaded, cast off sparks,
Corruscated, scintillated with spite,

Sent secondary causes to ordain

That 1'd receive in the end the rotten |uck
To find nyself, like ny father before ne,
Merely a poor but honest fisherman.

Had God but displaced one snmall quantum

In space-tine's foulled initial conditions
I m ght have been a king or duke or lord

O even a poor but honest woodcutter

Set down to dwell somewhere far off,

Sone ot her region or faraway ki ngdom

Less God-bel oved and thus nore secure,

Born to parents | ess enthused by numbers
And |l ess inclined to counterfactuals,

More inclined to be dishonest but rich

And bent to rear sons with sinmilar bent.
Instead there | was, poor but honest,

Fi shing in the wong place at the wong tine.
Poor but honest! It nakes nme want to puke.
The weddi ng toget her of those two words

Was narriage mandated i n heaven above,

A safeguard designed to protect the few

On whom God sniles, privileged progeny

O those robber barons who rule the world,
And what God hath joined, no nman nmay part,
Unl ess he wields extraordinary | uck

Cl eaves the knot with a single skillful stroke.
But that man wasn't me, that luck m ne

The phrase wong place, wong tine, says it all
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Describes my fishing life start to finish
From bad start right to horrific end.

The other fishernen could read the signs
That indicated where their prey would | urk,
And since | came froma seafaring folk

Who ate nothing that didn't thrive in salt,
You woul d think that I'd read fish-sign too,
But not all el khounds can hunt an el Kk,

To choose one exanpl e anmobng many,

O know what one | ooks like, exactly,

O what you do with it once | ocat ed.

None admt that, though, to other hounds.
Configurations of shoreline and shoal

Subner ged | ogs, exposed rocks and sandbanks,
Wave action, the behaviour of seabirds,

The presence of kel p, absence of insects,
Al these to ne were |ike |ost |anguage,

M noan |inear B, hieroglyphs,

The Mayan pi ctographs, the Viking runes,

The bad scrawls that wormcraw s nmake in sand.
| couldn't even read a tide-table

Much | ess puzzle out the secret codes

That signified schools of fish nearby.

This illiteracy brought down disgrace

On generations who selectively bred

And chose their mates not for beauty or brawn
But how cl osely they matched a nodel form

A weapon perfectly honed, finely fashioned,
Fitted by design only to kill fish

It brought me shanme on docks in afternoons
When di scussion turned to the norning's feats.
How expl ain why | brought hone no catch?
And how explain | only made it hone,

Only found the way by purest of chance?

My fish-understanding was so shal | ow

Both ny thoughts and boat oft ran aground
And kept me goi ng nowhere hours on end,
Waiting for a tide to conme float ne free.
And yes, | used a boat to go fishing.

I know enough about fishing at sea

To know it done best when done from a boat,
The depths so great that you can't wade out
Wthout liquid sloshing up your nose.

Al the best ampbng the catchers of fish

Go nowhere without a boat beneath.

And it's what they recomend, the experts,
The nost proficient anong fishernen,

The ones you see featured in magazi nes
Phot ographed wi th boats heaped up with catch
This is how | wi shed to picture nyself

And so obtained on credit, nothing down,
Easy nonthly paynments that go for years,
A secondhand early nodel barge,

Ancient both in its concept and substance.
The concept, in fact, was prehistoric

And bel onged to that |ong-forgotten tine
In which the raft began evol ution

Toward the nore sophisticated forns

O manki nd' s oceangoi ng transport,

When random nut ati on and genetic drift
Generated scores of exotic breeds,

Li ke the great oversized nmotor vesse

Meant perhaps to ferry automobil es
Judgi ng by the expansive asphalt decks,
Wi ch today survives only as a fossi

Hal f - buri ed atop Munt Ararat.

So, you are an evolutionist, parrot?

Not so, | said. The world was created

Just now, just as you |ast spoke to ne.
Your sentence is only a fal se nenory,

A false fossil like all those with which
God has salted underlying strata.

This is howtoo it all gets destroyed,
When the | ast di spensation expires.
Rapture uproots the saved |ike carrots,
And lets the rest pursue their phony |ives,
Unawar e of nonstop lightning strikes

That blast to ash all hopes they hol d dear
Al'l of our yesterdays never happened,

None of our tonorrows ever turn up,

But it doesn't natter, what can you do?
We nust press on with life neverthel ess.

If every monent will nake us anew
Why bot her naki ng di nner? said she.
Wy not pick up the phone, order it in?

Either the quails will come and manna falls



O el se your hot pizza goes el sewhere,
Maybe next door, nmybe across town.

Ei ther way, bird, sonmeone el se pays.

My boat had a square hull and a flat kee

And four shallow sides and four corners.

It was propelled, when propelled, largely by
chance,

Li ke those romantic, rudderless craft

That took the knights nade despondent by I ove,
Bore them of f at | ow speed, sl apping waves,
And drove themdirectly into fog banks.
Chance and fate, when adrift in boats at sea,
Are near twins, look very nuch alike,

And vi ewed from di stance often confuse fools
For whom the better course, the better goal
WIIl always lie inland, far fromsurf,

And far fromundertows that drag you off,
And tug you out to sea, willing or not.

Upper waters are contingent, undirected,

And broken apart by conflicted forces,

But | ower down the currents run unseen,

G ve events intent otherw se |acked,

Provi de pl ot and purpose, a causation,

A teleology to test attention

But there was no way to know bef or ehand

Whi ch of the directions nmy boat woul d take.
My boat would, without fixed bow or stern

As ready bear east as head to the west,

As |ikely bear north as head to the south,
Bear northeast as head to the sout hwest,

Bear northwest as head to the southeast,

To sout hsout heast as the northnort hwest,

To sout hsout hwest as the northnortheast..

I s sonething stuck, parrot? said Marguerite.

Sorre relay or solenoid, |I said,

Isn't properly snapping itself shut.

To etcetera as the etcetera.

Because | possessed no conpass on board

VWi ch which | might compute the north

The direction that the boat chose in the end
Remai ned al nost entirely conjectura

Until it slowed, stopped and started to sink
In fact, if my unwieldy craft could be said
To have any preferred direction at all,

It preferred to sink to the floor of the sea
And to mingle with those long, drifting kel ps
That inhabit the universal depths.

And this was due, no doubt, to its substance.
My boat's substance was wood, an anci ent wood
So far advanced in decline and decay

That it scarcely deserved wood's title.
Certainly it possessed none of that strength
O that rigidity one would be inclined

To associate with the substance of wood.

It had the tendency, at the slightest touch
To disintegrate into a topsoil

And not the rich, fertile loamof the Nle,
Not the silts of the Tigris and Euphrates,
Not the soils of the Ganges, Amazon,

M ssi ssi ppi, Col unmbi a or Congo.

This was not a topsoil that nurtured a crop
So huge it fed not only | abour

But an idl e managenent class as well.

This topsoil possessed no nutrients,

Unl ess you were to call salt a nutrient.

I aminclined to call salt a condi nent,

But | amtol erant of other taxonom es.

And yet, if by some extreme m schance

A seed were to lodge itself in such soil

A seed of even the nobst hardy weed,

It surely would not prosper on the diet

It found in the soil fromthe wood of my boat.
But soil did not linger in the vessel

Long enough for the passing seed to find;

The water that entered through all the holes
Woul d quite regularly sluice it away.

Now water, | found, was quick to enter
But reluctant to exit the vessel's holes.
Consequently, | was constantly bailing.

To bail ny water-filled boat I would take

An old soup tin in nmy starboard hand

Along with a beer tin in nmy port hand

And would wildly flail both arms at the flood.
But because the transient paper |abels

Had | ong ago cone off both tins

It was never possible for one to say
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VWi ch tin was soup and which tin was beer

And since the hull was so perfectly square

It was never possible for one to say

Wi ch side was port and which was starboard,

To nention nothing of the bow or the stern

Unl ess by sonme chance the boat was headed

In the direction | happened to face,

An occurence too renpte to consider

So that one never knew if the port hand
Flailed with the soup tin or with the beer tin,
O if the beer tin was held in the port hand

O starboard hand, of if starboard hand
Flailed with the beer tin or with the soup tin,
O if the soup tin was in starboard hand

O port hand and one coul d never know,

One coul d never stop to think it over,

And one coul d never stop bailing water

If the vessel were not instantly to sink

Don't get carried away with the bailing,
Warned Marguerite. The possibilities,
Though endl essly fascinating to sone,
Have al ready exhausted ny short patience.

But it takes less tine to tell than to do.
This constant work left me little tine

Ei ther to navigate across the sea

O indeed to cast ny net out for fish

But even had I tine to navigate

That time would not have provided nme nuch

Wt hout a conpass or nautical charts,

Wthout a sextant, w thout a nenory

For the novenent of the planets and the stars
And the suns and the noons which cane and went
VWenever they pleased and observed no rul es
And so neither surprised me when they appeared
Nor di sappoi nted me when they di sappeared.
Sormre nystics will tell you, if asked or not,
That whi chever way for prayer you face,

For true believers that way is Mecca

Al though it's best not to nake a test,

Si nce such ways are not al ways direct

When tinme cones to set off in haj.

It's likewise, a bit, for clueless who fish
In truth, one place was as good as the next,

For even had | tine to cast ny net,

That time woul d not have provided nme nuch

So ill-equipped a fishboat had I

Al though | had a net, | lacked a club

Wth which to beat a sea-creature sensel ess
And | acked a pail into which I could fling
Its bleeding form now turned cold and |inp,
For had | such a pail |, no fool

Woul d' ve bail ed out water with that pai
Instead of using beer tin in port hand

O using soup tin in starboard hand,

Nei t her of which, of course, would fit a fish
That wouldn't slip through the mesh of ny net.

Part 111.3: A LUCKY BREAK

This story, parrot, is getting stagnant.
Can you get on with it? said Margeuerite.

But then one day ny luck took a turn

For the better it seened, but really for worse.
On that day | was sitting there in ny boat,

Afl oat right beneath heaven's apex,

To ny eye a spot as suited as any,

Wien | felt the slight change in the net's drag
That indicated, even to inconpetents,

Perhaps a fish, perhaps a clot of weed.

This came, as such interruptions do

Just as | was about to begin |unch

But no neal can ever conpete with this,

The smal | shiver that races through the net,
The little shock with which world will announce
That time has cone to play a game of chance
It's why we go down to the seas in boats

O drop onto peaks from helicopters

O drive through forests in our four by fours.
Fortune wi Il hide behind roadsi de shrubs

And tinme to tinme throw some carcass out.

You don't know if the hurtling slab of neat

Is a white stag that bounds across your path
As call to adventure, the start of a tale,

O noose dooned to go through your wi ndshi el d,
An end to two tales, both your's and his,
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O just an eyel ash-stuck bacon crunb.

Sone feel this thrill once, sonme never,

And sone so often it goes unnoti ced.

Nine tinmes or |ess per year is optinal

To keep the thrill undimnished, alive,
Assumi ng no occasion turns tragic,

O so ancient sages |earned from visions
Dismantled with care, as cats with dead nice,
Part by ruined part, so to renenber,

So to catch it before it slips away

And hides again in piles of greasy bones.
This is how all new know edge i s gained,

VWi ch berries are bitter, which bring death,
And which go well with a dollop of cream
And these dreans arrive with that sanme jolt,
That same unanticipated thril

That doesn't leave until the fruit's consuned
And you fall down dead or smile with relief.
| drew the net in and found that |'d caught
A fish, a small fish, too small a fish,
Salnon, |'d say, fromthe adi pose fin.

I flung it back in, cast again net,

Again felt snag, again drew it back.

When net returned, the sane fish was there.

But wait, Jonah! Don't throw nme back in.
I'"'man angel of the Lord, said the fish

In all my career | have never bhefore

Had occasion to doubt the word of a fish
And yet | sinply could not help finding
This proposition quite inprobable.

Al though I'minpressed by your station in life,
| replied, and by the fact you know ny nane,
You're still way too small to take to sell

And | threw the fish back into the sea.

Was this fish lum nous, it within,
She asked, by heaven's otherworldly Iight?

It had that sheen that fish often have,
But otherwi se no illum nation.

And what kind of lighting it had within
Could only becone mani fest to nan

And curious seals who foll ow caught fish
And gulls aloft who wheel in watch for guts,
Had | slit it open fromtail to chin
Instead of letting it freely swimoff.

Had you perfornmed such an operation

You ni ght have | earned what nmade it converse
And sold the secret at far higher price,

Pound for pound, than what fishneat would yield.
| see now, she said, why you weren't rich

Again | cast ny net and brought it back
Again | found that fish thrashing there
I am an angel of the Lord, said the fish,
I ntoning these words with a great nenace.

I will admit I"'mnot too bright, | said,
Yet I"'mnot so dull 1'd accept your claim
Wt hout some proper verification

Do you have any identification,

Valid driver's license or credit card?

| left my wallet in my angelic robes.

Li kely story, fish. Face reality.

As a fish you're too small for ne to sell
But as an angel you are too large to fit
Into such small-sized fish costune.

Size alone is no way to judge things.

Nor, for that matter, is col our or shape,
O taste or texture, or howright it feels
When you give it prolonged, intinmate hugs.
But never mind. What |'mtrying to say

I's that you have here an emissary

Sent down expressly fromthe Godhead
Bringing critical, tine-sensitive news.
And what ki nd of welcome do you give it?
Do you know how far | had to sw n?

Those who reject nessengers sent from God
By flinging them divine nessage and all
Not just once or twice with token flings,
But repeatedly and with undue vigour,

Into the water, later learn reason

To regret such rude, unw se behavi our.



The Lord, you know, can target fishernen,
Even here, with exquisite precision,

Can bombard a spot with m crowave wrat h,
Until the flesh blisters, bubbles and bursts
And yet | eaves a wooden vessel unscorched.

But a fish, you'd think, wouldn't nmind the wet,
Woul d wel cone the chance to slip beneath waves
And re-noisten dried out gills awhile.

But okay, fish, | said, say your say,

But first informnme who this God is.

You nean you haven't heard of the Godhead?
Said the angel, or fish, with incredulity.
Wher e have you been? Surely he's well-known?
Had | but known what a heat hen you are,

| mght have brought a few panphl ets al ong.

| can't pretend | haven't heard the name

Rai sed in prayer or curse, bandi ed about,

And used to justify any action

For which no better reason comes forth.

But I'd taken fromthis the fixed inpression,
A mstaken attitude, | now see,

God was pretty nuch passive principle.

| thought God just stood as figurehead

For all that is, for this world as one,

O, if not one, for this bucket of parts,
These m smatched bits fromdifferent kits.

| thought God just abstract concept,

Not sonmeone with whom | m ght converse

Even indirectly, at one renove,

Through go-betweens of |ess than |egal |ength.
Al | know is that Godhead's spheri cal

And not flat, as naive ancients believed.

CGodhead is oblate, inforned the angel

Li ke those nelons grown in California

And fattened for market on nmountain waters,
The seeds everywhere, the rind nowhere.
CGodhead is oblate and green and nassi ve.
CGodhead is stately, with a solid presence,
Qui et, reserved, but still good-natured,
Ni gh unbeat abl e at pi nochl e.

But instruction on spiritual matters

Must wait until after my proposal
The word of God, has been duly delivered.

Yes, | agreed, let's cut to the chase.
| fear, fromthis unorthodox approach
That |'m about to see sone kind of scam

In return for certain considerations
CGodhead of fers you the awesone power

O finding and catching a tonnage of fish
O not less than thirty thousand netric
And not to exceed a hundred thousand.
Certain species, of course, nay not be caught,
Sone at night, sone in sumrer or spring,
Sone, endangered, unclean, not at all
These restrictions, incidentally,

Are not subject to negotiation

Godhead must respect fishing quotas

| mposed by the international conventions
And several multilateral treaties

In addition you will receive the faculty
O foreseeing future scenes and events,
And the title of Prophet of the Godhead,
Plus for twelve issues a paid subscription
To the periodical God' s Hot Tips,

An in-house stocknmarket newsletter

Used by nost of the major pension funds
To build well-bal anced portfolios.

Make yourself at hone, friend fish, | said,
And pl ease accept ny profuse apol ogi es
For this inconplete hospitality:

I have no pail into which to fling you,
And small as you are, you're |arger than soup
| accept your offer. I'mwealthy! | cried.

So be it, said the fish, so be it.

But you are certainly no negotiator

The Godhead was prepared to go higher,

And just how high you'll never now know.
He is an experienced haggler fromway back
Honour - bound to | owball first offers.

Mor eover, Jonah, you shoul d've inquired
Bef ore you agreed to these stated terns
Just what in return Godhead will ask.



The instruction on spiritual matters,

Fi sher man, can comence now i n earnest.

I n Godhead' s bargai ns never put trust,

Never rely on your apparent good | uck

In any ganme that he happens to suggest.
Never, sucker, wager your fate with God

And never underestimate his skill,

For luck is such, and the Godhead is such,

No sooner have you pl aced your bet you know
That he has eye that narrows, whiskers that
twitch,

Nostrils that cast for the glow of cold cash
You know when you see his knees slightly bent,
Back straight, his head held high and steady,
It's far too late to check out exits.
Fromtonsure to toenail, nosetip to tail

He is |l oose and rel axed, attuned to his goal
You know when he chal ks his custom made cue,
When he angl es his el bow down to table,

That an innocent demeanour has deceived you;
Di vine nodesty's necessarily false.

You wi |l understand, as the cueball streaks,
CGod is a shark in tunafish clothing

And you can ki ss your precious balls goodbye.

And which God are we tal ki ng about here?
Asked Marguerite. Your God or ny God?
In this city it's Assur we worship.

Two is too many, one is too few,

Li ke Sianese twi ns connected frombirth.

Al t hough nanes differ, all Gods are one,

Are one and a fraction, a fracture, a split.
Call him Zeus, Allah, Baal or Jehovah
They're all the sane, and each will claimto hear
Petitions couched only in his own tongue,
But, in truth, they're all multilingual

And any one of them can handl e your cal

If you're calling up to make a nice pl edge.
And it was with just such a notion in mnd
That | next addressed that arrogant fish

So what does Cod desire of me, | asked,
In return for this divine appointnent?
Exal tation and praises? | think not.

| take fromyour previous remarks it wll be,
More |ikely, a cheque or noney order
To assist himin his charitable works.

And with what shall you cone before the Lord?
A nyriad year-old, first-born ranms?

Ten nyriad rivers of olive oil?

A hundred nyriad yards of sail cloth?

A thousand nyriad flagons of ale?

Ten thousand nyriad sumer fruits?

A hundred thousand nyriad | eopards?

A thousand thousand nyriad sacks

O the rumcentered chocol ate candi es

That first caused Lucifer's legions to fall?
Di ssol ve your assets, enpty your accounts,
Sacrifice wealth, health and sel f-respect,
Life, liberty and the pursuit of wonen:
CGodhead really doesn't give a dam.

There is not nmuch that the good Lord requires
That he doesn't already own or control
Either directly or by nmeans of proxies.
Bring forward forklifts bearing pallets
Laden with crates of oiled assault rifles,
Gol d bullion, l|aser-guided nightscopes,
Rocket propelled grenades, and other gifts.
Heap before his throne the world's riches;
Only omi politness prevents yawns.

Nor does he need |ots of adul ation

O the kind one gets fromchildren and dogs,
Br ai n- damaged yout hs and servil e toadies,
For he's secure enough in self inmage

That infantile desires for such are gone,

Al t hough, true, he goes apeshit when crossed
O when fawni ng seens | ess than sincere

O when figs in baskets heaped on altars
Prove acrawl with | arvae, overmature,

O even, a worst case scenari o,

Baskets only are half filled with fruit,
What ever the age, however i nfested.

He does not even seek fame and gl ory;

The nost fanatic atheist admts

His place in history is well-established.
There is only one thing that excites him
And what excites the Godhead, Jonah

Had better quickly excite everybody,
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Since the excitenent of alm ghty Godhead I n consuner-producer confidence.

Is itself a pleasure greater than paradise, CGod fears despair and ruin will result
To say nothing of the penalties exacted And has decided to take action agai nst
For neglecting to stir his enthusiasm The rising flood-tide of self-defeatism

Yea, there's just one thing that excites him
Why bother? | say let themall burn

And what's that, | said as the angel paused. The stuckup swi ne need sone despair
To counterbal ance that excess pride,
The Assyrian Gross Domestic Product. And ruin, | dare say, mght go far
In inmproving the unsightly skyline
The Assyrian &Gross Donestic Product? Wth which N neveh occl udes dusk and dawn,
The pavenents with which it suffocates soil,
God can be aroused from eternal stupour And the furnaces with which it fouls the air
Only with this one sinple statistic, It's an eyesore that's much better blotted.
Wth its real growmh, corrected for inflation,
And the accel eration of that grow h, Your opinion, he said, is irrelevant.
And accel eration's accel eration
Unto the nth derivative of curve, Why should | intervene in this matter?
In asynptotic approach to pure zip. Let their well-deserved fate overtake them
For God, being sonewhat abstract hinself, Overthrow t hem and overtly stonp on them
Loves abstraction: render Caesar coi nage I will gladly stand aside and witness it.
But render God nore nuneric tender. What have the Assyrians ever done for nme?
The nore numi smatically inclined,
When ruminating on renuneration They' ve instituted throughout their enpire
In their baffled and rudi mentary way, Jurisprudence and | aw enf orcenent
Can bite coins to test their alloyed worth, Envi ed everywhere for its swift arrest,
But God, being old and wi se and toothl ess, Swift arraignment, trial and execution
Needs an even softer fodder to chew. O the least petty thief or jaywal ker
They subdued barbari ans and but chered
And what has this to do with ne? | said. The Babyl oni ans, Chal deans and Turks,
Sublime sublimation puts ne to sleep. The Medes and Swedes and ot her savage beasts
That made the countryside unsafe for nman.
Assyria is losing its confidence, They built aqueducts and paved hi ghways,
And Godhead has chosen you to repair it. Brought you literacy, cablevision
For to CGod the CDP tastes flat. Pocket romances, nodern nedicine,
The collective worth of all Assyria Li ght beers, diet colas, pay toilets,
As neasured and expressed by GDP, El ectric power, generally accepted
Bel i eved a bel | wet her indicator Accounting principles, indexed pensions,
By all of N neveh's w sest oracles And an inproved herbal essence shanpoo.
And every pundit currently in vogue, They poi soned the weeds, they slew the nosquitoes,
Sits not quite right on his flaccid tongue. Knocked down unsightly trees for firewood.
Godhead has been distressed to note of late They have enriched you and increased you and did
A decline in the incline of the sum s grow h. you
This means a crisis, in Godhead' s view, Many ot her favours besides, fella.

A view that is alnmost certainly correct,
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Despite these works, fish, they deserve to die.
If I were the Godhead I woul d have not hi ng,

And | nean nothing, to do with Assyrians.

I woul d have exterm nated the whol e col ony,

The adults and grubs alike, |ong ago.

And as for the acconplishnments you |ist,

It's far better | die in wlderness,

Deprived of electricity, tel ephone,

And hot and col d running honey and milk

Than survive in Ninevite servitude

| don't think I care for your attitude.

Let me put it this way, said the fish.

The Lord has decided to save Ni neveh

And he has chosen you as his instrunent,

If you get in God's way, you'll get squashed.
Choose to di sobey and where can you flee?
You' re here, strapped down in God's dentist's
chair,

Jaws propped open, and you' d better subnmit,
For his electric drill hovers above you

If you flinch you will rmake hima brain surgeon.

He is closer to you than your jugul ar,

Cl oser than your nedulla obl ongat a,
Sinoid cavities and your inner ear

Yea, he's closer even than your own wll.

You' ve agreed to be prophet, now you're required,

| repeat, required to performthe duties
Attached to the honour of that position

But why me? | said. | didn't apply
For the position - I'mnot qualified.

Expedi ency governed your sel ection

In the beginning, after chal king his cue,
CGod | ooked at the table set before him
And gave the slightest tap on the cue-ball
And | o! Al the subatom c particles
Scurried to their designated positions.

It was the least effort for the naxi mum gain,
Atruly elegant distillation

O hi ghest benefit from]l owest cost.

The result wasn't perfect, but it worked.
And when tine cane to fine-tune creation
To boost productivity's saggi ng curve,

The sane general principle was observed.

That's my kind of God, | said to this,

A monent that packs |ightspeed whall op

As it sleds the jetstream geodesic,

Taki ng the easy way, the timeless curve,

The shortest in distance between two points,

He found the sinmultaneous sol ution

To the problem s countl ess vector equations
Was sonme poor bastard of a fisherman

And about three mcrovolts of divine zap

Divine zap? | yelled. Wat divine zap?

It won't hurt for nore than a few m nutes,
A half hour at nost and rarely nore

Than two or three weeks in extreme cases,
Said the fish, hastening to reassure.

But it's true - you have no qualifications
Beyond the fact that you're | ow cost |abour
Prophecy surely requires clairvoyance

And let's face it, you can't even predict
If tonorrow is Friday. No offense

But this defect is easily repaired.

The smal |l est infusion of divine w sdom

Is all that's needed to change your condition

Part 111.4: ANO NTED

OM | cried out. OM Something bit mne!

You nei gh and buck |ike unl ucky Pegasus,
But it's a gadfly of another col our

That has punctured your personal conposure.
An insects lights and bites as it |ikes,

But who knows fromwhere it cones, where it goes,

Except for maybe an ent onol ogi st ?

So it is with God's inocul ati ons.

The gift of prophecy is in your bl oodstream
Each beat of your heart spreads the gift
Down arteries into capillaries

Until it perneates every cel

In every tissue of your whol e body.



How does it feel to be an anointed prophet?

The only difference | feel, | said,
Is a terrible headache coni ng on

You feel the prenonition of a headache?
This is a good sign and a prenonition
O still better prenonitions to cone.

Now wai t! Headache and prenonition

Except in strength, feel to ne the sane.
Now, if the headache that |'m now havi ng
I's not the headache that |I'm now having

But sone headache that | amyet to have,
What headache is it |'m now having?

I'"mal nost certain it's getting nuch worse.
Is it only the menory of itself,

O is it the menory's prenonition?

And is everything that | think I think
Therefore not in fact what | now think

But what I will think, say, a year from now?
Can this sanme confusion |last that |ong?

Possi bly, said the angel, but if so

Then remenber that thinking about thinking

I's a thankl ess yet necessary task

How el se know the good thoughts fromthe bad?
You're too imrersed in the i mediate, friend.
Transcend petty human criteria,

For you need to use nore than size al one

To judge which fish to keep, which to toss,

Wi ch thoughts are signals, which are pure noise,
Wi ch phenonena are signs, and which ain't.

And with what do you suggest | substitute
My formerly efficacious criteria?
Your three mcrovolts of divine zap?

O course. But let's channel these few volts
Alittle further onto your cortex,
Unwinkl ed as yet by truth's conplexities.
O any plan what you should first address

Is not how good does it taste or feel,

But what will be the plan's long-termyield.
Next ask: what about my ot her vyields,

How is ny overall portfolio?

And | astly ask: can | get away with it?

Can risks be reduced to the vani shing point?
And you' || need i nmmreasurabl e confi dence,

A faith you' re supernaturally charned

And basking in light fromhot, beaning stars.
Take on the persona of holy prophet,

A seer of visions, a dreaner of dreans,

Emanci pated fromreality's grip

And | aunched by fate through the rude exit wonb
Along the ballistic of the Mdas touch

Your seed falling only on fertile ground.

Your outrageous fortune is fair assured

Just so long as it's known you're the prick
That the Lord has picked his widest smle with.

And how do you instill such a confidence
VWhen all prior experience shows it fal se?

It has already been instilled, friend Jonah
You need only realize your powers.
Tell me, mght you happen to have a pin?

A pin? No, | stated. And why would I?

Oh damm! he said. W'Ill have to inprovise
| magi ne a pin, Jonah, a small pin,

And then i magi ne the head of this pin.

| magi ne | ooking at the head of the pin.
Now descri be to me what you see there.

Wiy, they're tiny, little angels, | said.
Cherubim no doubt, countless thousands of them
A thriving, teening colony of angels.

VWhat are the angel s doi ng? he denanded.

| squinted and | ooked at the head of the pin.
Just mlling around and doi ng not hi ng,

Much i ke a hive of idle honey bees.

They' re danci ng, you damm fool, the angel said.

VWhen | | ooked close | saw it was true.
The sounds they danced to were inaudible



But order and rhythm gui ded their novenent.
The stately dance, which at the tinme | thought
To be sone form perhaps of jazz ball et

Wth al eatoric choreography

That shuttled and shuffl ed gavottes and bourees
Directed by a hidden Markov chain,

| now recognize to be, by virtue

O inproved central processing unit,

The Fi bonacci sequence of integers

Graphed on pinhead in intricate mazes
Eccentric, intervolved, yet regular,

More regul ar than nost dancing you'll see
When nost irregular and randomit seened.

And here is proof, he said, of God's power,
And here is proof of your new ability

To see the power at work in all things,
Even on the smallest of all dance floors.
Prophet ninds see nore than neets the eye:
nserve angel s foxtrot out their praise

O Godhead's tightly programed nachi ne!

And why do you sonetines say God, | asked,
And sometimes Godhead? Wiich is correct?

It wouldn't do at all to get it wong
Since | know how miffed a god can get

I f even heat hens m spronounce his nane.
Teach ne the way to make the proper sounds:
I'"l'l remenorize themin my hourly chants.

Sone say God and sone say Godhead,

But Godhead is the nore descriptive term
For as Mai noni des has al ways argued,

To ascribe linmbs to God is just absurd,

Yet to conceive God to be di smenbered,

To be only a legless, arm ess torso,

No matter how magnificent and manly,

Is positively too grotesque for words,

VWile to believe that what remain, the head,
I's al so absent, anpunts to atheism

And sheer sacrilege, if not heresy.

Hi ghest authority supports ny argunent.

As David said, is he who nade the ear,

And who nade the eye hinmself deaf and blind?
Nor should any true |ogic attenpt

A contradiction of the apostle Paul

Who saw t hrough a | ooki ng gl ass darkly

Di vine nature revealed in his own soul
How he achieved this feat is unknown,

But it was a shocking breach of security.
Sonehow he had bypassed the whirlwi nd,
Bypassed anti -eavesdropper conets,

Gai ned entry to the divine database

And decoded God's private | anguage.

Only God's spirit knows what God is,

And it knows that God is in fact a head;
Godhead is a head, a cephl apod,

To which sane wel | -defined class bel ong
The squi d, octopus and chanbered nautilis.
God's head is far nore handsome a head
And far nore carefully coiffured a head

Than, for instance, the squid's, but just the sane

It is absolutely, indisputably,

A functional and norphol ogi cal head,

A head to which sinews are fast attached
And fromwhich the world |ike a puppet dangl es,
A cranium cramred with perfect know edge
Recapitulating all of creation,

Real and inmagi ned, in one, continuous,

Bur sting, epi phenonenal brainstorm

And to these truths it mght well be added
Just as a fine dianond needs a setting,

A mouth manifestly requires a head,

Unl ess given over to Cheshire smles,

And Godhead is nothing w thout a nouth,

As | in this angel's office attest.

Al 't hough, | said, | doubt not what you state,
Nor doubt that to pursue such thought at |ength
Wul d greatly inprove ny feeble intellect,
Nonet hel ess, even so weak a mnd as m ne

Can not fail to note an absence of life

To the wi de ocean of wi sdom you propose.

As with every other stretch of sea

My luck has yet encountered, it |acks fish
Angelic nature mght sustain itself

On such a fine, metaphysical |unch

But a fisherman, you see, requires fish

Fish, to be brief, is what |'mafter. Fish!
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I thank you, sir, for your kind rem nder

But, as it happens, you m ght have saved breath
By waiting to discern nmy final intent,

Which is, in fact, to give you what you | ack
And yet, if our bargain is to be fulfilled,

You nmust al so naster the prophetic craft

And learn to read in all visible signs

The invisible ends of God at work.

And so, if your life's goal is to catch fish
The nost efficient achievenent of that goal

In view of our bargain, is to learn the trick
That nost prophets enploy in their forecasts,
To cast your net in the one spot the fish

Shall reach to neet their foregone concl usions.

And how is such a trick learned? | inquired.

You will learn by experience with N neveh,
Leading Ninevites to salvation's grace
The way a shepherd | eads his flock to fold.

And are people, then, so easily |ed?

Peopl e, said the fish, are nuch |ike sheep
O like fish, if you prefer, fisherman

Oh | know they pretend to own opi ni ons,

An ownership they will defend to the death,
But, in truth, since that original sin
Committed by your gullible ancestress,
Oiginality has fallen from fashion,

G own al nost as scarce as the naked truth
Repl aced now by fig | eaf underwear.

Who now rejects the outward for inward?
VWho shuns the popular for the authentic?
Hear them ny friend, declare independence.
They will protest too nuch and too |oudly
Conpl ete freedom of human will and thought,
Yet they listen to talk fromany worm

That works its way inside ripe innocence,
Squeezing slimplausibility around

Al the obstacles erected by reason.

Inside attention is hypnotic trance.

At the slumbering pit of the nental fruit
There lies a deeply obedi ant zonbie

VWho never refuses rides with a stranger.

Here, in the volitional intersection

O intellect and flesh, a prophet finds

A deep well, a perfectly passive pool

That reflects any wave that conmes al ong.

Any | east splash or signal sent through

A medi um of such elasticity

W1l decrement peaks, increnent troughs,

And stretch wavel engths to sl ow green wi ggl es.
This, ny friend, is known as Huckster's Heaven
Through a skilled and judicious application
O proper sequences of stinul

At proper frequencies the Lord s prophet
Inscribes onto this tabula rasa

What he wi shes and damm fools believe it.
After | teach the spell that binds the crowd
Your every word is the word of the | aw

Repeat the spell with proper pitch and tone
And you can charm the snake, you can nake it
dance,

Make it nod in enrapt subm ssion,

Make the poison eyes light up with | ove,

As it weaves the nmze to sleep's sure enbrace

The fish is tal kative, said Marguerite,
Al most as tal kative as a damm parrot.
Not only that, he has simlar style.

But do be careful, oh w se fisherman!
Inflected one way this spell | teach

WIIl release all who listen fromthe venom
O the infamous bl ack one-step viper,

From whose bite death is one step away.

One step, any direction, is all you get
Before the | ethal nists overtake you.

You nust articulate words very quickly

If you hope to gain any benefit.

Inflected in this way, the spell's effect
WIl be, | admt, not always useful

That viper still scarce in these districts.
Inflected another it perturbates

Pl anetary paths and disturbs the spheres
To produce on dermand a sol ar eclipse.

Thi s undeni ably inpressive trick

Is again, | grant, not always handy,

Unl ess captured by a stone age savage
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VWho thinks he knows col d how ski es behave.
But if the spell's pronounced the proper way
It will operate in the manner descri bed

And wi Il produce absol ute obedi ance

In fish or fow, in angel, djinn or man.

And this is a state ever to be desired,

Achi everrent to whi ch demagogues aspire,

A tyranny over nucleic acids

And domi nation over all creatures.

For this you nust repeat ny intonation
Listen closely. | say it only once.

And when |'m done, Jonah, you're on your own.

Wait just one second, angel, | said.

You expect me to convert mighty N neveh

A large city which takes three days to cross
If you're reduced to using public transit,

Al on nmy own, without budget, w thout gui dance,
W t hout equi pnent and w t hout backup?

And you' ve given me nothing, not a script,

Not a plan, not power to bring plague,

Not hing nore in fact than certain phrasings.
You haven't even issued a firearm

O stick that turns to snake or hides a bl ade
O shoots out a noxious poison gas.

Where's ny carte bl anche, the one Myses had,
To kill stray Egyptians with inpunity?

The slipshod nature of the operation

Does not inspire much confidence, fish

When an angel conmands a recitation

As | do now, counting once, tw ce, thrice,
The w sest prophets will conply forthwith
A conpl ai nt of inadequate coaching,

O poor and infrequent supervision,

O of an uncertain support and supply

I s sheer shirk of responsibility.

If you persist in such negativity
Strongly worded letters of reprinand

Shall be entered into your permanent file.
Do as you're told and tell themuntil done
That set sequence of words we've prepared.

Okay angel, | said, you're right, |I'm w ong.
But surely there is some advice you can share

The Godhead suggests organi ¢ gardening,
Whenever possible, for the righteous nan.
It is less, really, a major comrandnent

And nore an advisory for the faithful

For exanple, in the gardens of paradise

We use bark mulch to keep down the weeds
That attenpt to invade the fl owerbeds
Reserved for God's el ect, blossoned roses.
Such wrongdoers mnust perish, of course,

But spraying of herbicides is discouraged
Near pal mtrees |laden with clustered dates.
Woul d you spread poison near the soft couches

Where the cl eansed souls of the virtuous recline,

Expose suspected carci nogens

To all the bashful and dark-eyed nai dens,

As pure and chaste as cloistered ostrich eggs?
O course not: it's only compn sense.

O her tips are posted on our website,

Such as never eat beans, raw or cooked,

Never sit down on quart m |k cartons

O draw cards to fill an inside straight.
Consult them |l ater, when |eisure pernits.
Really all that you will need, guaranteed,

I's encapsulated in four brief lines.

| see in fog the place to which you head.
The spirits behind words materialize

But inconpletely, in outline only,

And | eave letters weak. Spell out the spell

Go down to where your Nineveh awaits

And go to where the Tigris neets the Zab.
Go there and cry out to all who hear

How much time is left to change your ways?
Septenber, nmonth nine, hath thirty days,
And thirty days hath the Ninevites yet

For Godhead's terns are thirty days net.

That's very catchy, said Marguerite.

No sooner had the fish spoken the words

Than all ny objections vanished, |ike the dreans
That retreat each nmorn fromthe waking world,
Knowi ng that there is no place for their kind

52



In this new, harshly |lit reality.
You talked ne into it, | said to the fish.

Just as you will talk Nineveh into it.
CGodhead' s nessage is very convincing,
And, you will notice, easy to renenber.

kay, fish, after | recite the |ines,
VWhat then? When | hypnotize the nasses,
VWhat' Il they do that'll make God smile?

Ah, Jonah, that's the beauty of the plan.

A series of conplex conputations

That wei ghted and sorted and correl ated
Factors nunbering in the many trillions

Has reveal ed a great opportunity,

A chance, a gol den chance for a breakthrough
Qur analysis of the system pinpoints

A small weak spot, an Achilles heel

For a swift, carefully targeted canpai gn

We di scovered an opening in the market

For the introduction of a new product

Whose tine is ripe, whose season has cone.
Wth your help the product sells like crazy.
Heavy consumer dermand for the product

Ki ckstarts a huge econonm ¢ boom

St ocks and bonds surge up to record highs.
Ni neveh rides a wave of prosperity

Into a fine, unlimted future

And all live happily ever after

So what then are we actually selling?

Sackcloth. W will sell sackcloth, Jonah

We sell sackcloth shirts, sackcloth trousers
Sackcloth raincoats, skirts, blouses, kilts,
And a whol e range of sackcl oth accessori es.
Qur nergers and acquisitions division

Has slyly secured the entire production

The entire output of the plantations,
Factori es and sweatshops that we will require
To inplement our assault on the market.
Tol | -free nunbers have been acti vat ed,
Distribution readied, software witten,

M ni mum wage | abour enpl oyed and trai ned,

And even now in GQulf container ports

Cranes are easing the product onto dock

If you can convince N neveh it suffers
From a serious sackcl oth deficiency,

Rest assured the Lord will provide the rest.

And with this the angel -fish flipped itself
Over the boat's side into the water.

And it was not, | noted, much of a flip,
Even for so small and inexperienced,

Even for so unathletic a fish.

The reason for this wasn't far from hand.

As fish and |I conversed, 1'd failed to bail,
Let saltwater sneak itself aboard.

The waves sl apped, overl apped gunwhal es now,
Cane now | aughing, spilling, pouring in.

In the next nmonment, with one soft gurgle

Li ke an infant's first pleased expression

O suds conpeting for the queue to the drain
O a synptom of a disorder of the |ung,

My boat slid beneath the water's surface

And did swmoff to dwell with the angels,
To descend fathonms beneath the apparent

Into the zones of tranquil reality,

To rest in peace on a conveni ent shoal
Forever a hazard to navigation

And to grow encrusted with jubilant barnacles
That will psalmthe Lord with small pleas for
f ood.

It left nme behind it thrashing and spl ashing
And spitting saltwater m xed with curses.

Sackcl ot h apparel! said Marguerite.
VWhat a great idea! | want sorme.

| think that sackcloth would really suit you,
| agreed, ogling her with nmy one eye.

Ever since that nmeeting with the angel

I have suffered fromthis sackcloth fetish
That | can't get over or put aside,

A high fever that | just can't shake.

Yes, Marguerite, you would indeed | ook good
In tightly fitting sackcloth outfits,

Wth plungi ng necklines, exposed mdriff,
Shiny buttons to tenpt mny parrot beak..
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CAPUT FOUR
Part IV.1: OBLI QUE APPROACH

A long and boring trip of many | eagues

I's interposed between the sea and town,

Bet ween God's articul ated conmands

And those proposed nental reenactnents,
Between nmy former life and future work

And since heaven won't pay off prophets

Until jobs are done and doom deli vered,

| lacked the funds to hire a taxicab

O book | ower berth in a sleeping car.

Cod's per diemtravel expense, in fact,

Didn't even cover the fare for coach

O even costs to ship nyself as freight.

VWere, | asked CGod, is that private jet,

That wi nged steed, that bug-bit burak,

That transports your agents on high through night
And brings themnigh to where glory has gushed?
Where is that cruise ship that steans for seas
Your constant sun has warmed and clarified,
Where your fish achieve their maxi mum growth?
Whence did your dysfunctional notorpoo

Di spatch the chauffeur-driven |inousine

In which | had hoped to stretch out rel axed,
The m ni bar near, to review my notes?

Didn't | stand for days beside the curb,

My | egs aching, ny back stiff with del ay,

My bag |lunch gone in the first half hour

But saw no bus pass, nuch | ess stop?

CGod's requisitions often get |ost
Junpi ng gaps between inbox and out.
Don't take things, she advised, personally.

Persons perforce will take the things they take,
And they take a few, in no other way.

The Lord didn't even nove to provide

A bicycle that wasn't badly bent

O missing a wheel, or |ocked up, or watched,
Not even a kid draggi ng his wagon,

VWo'd et me add my weight to that of toys,

Who' d wedge nme in anong his buil ding bl ocks,
His plastic assault rifles, his stuffed bears,
Not even a pickup hauling pigs

To clatter down roads with coughs of exhaust,
Driven by some sun-addl ed ol d hick

Who shouldn't mind if 1'd clinb up behind

To swap outrage with holl ow eyed swi ne.

|'"msure, she said, vehicles that weren't your's
Were there in | egions, going on for |eagues,
Each making its way to, |eaving from

O standing idle in mall parking |ots.

It's due to these and all the other forns

O that benign neglect that governs planes
That peeved human attention nust transect

I found nyself compelled to go on foot.

It's due to all cars that went el sewhere

And all destinations that were not mne

I found nyself dismounted and made to march
It's due to vacuuns that drew forth gal es

And basins that drained rains fromcliffs and
sl opes

And due to that gaze that raised plateaus,

And then quit judging, just left themthere,
That | found nyself di smounted, made to march
Al the way to the waiting N nevites

Through waste that's gripped by suffocating heat.
Each new step provoked a breathl ess curse

On angel s and fish, freeways and blisters,

On fools in cars who passed in steady streans,
Who spoke on cel | phones, took sips from beers,
But never thought to pull over and stop.

Not one took this opportunity

To offer God's hand- pi cked envoy

An air-conditioned Iift down to the place

That so required a pronpt intervention.

But you're lucky they didn't run you down.

These notorists just sinned by om ssion.
They weren't truly mal evol ent soul s,

For evildoers don't take long drives

But like to go quickly, air first class.
They pass our traffic unseen overhead



And stare down through clouds on smaller mnds,
On minds who see neither out nor in,

But travel trapped in |lanes at posted speeds
Exposed to wi nds that buffet either side.
It's these others, captives of causation,

The sel f-oblivious self-victim zed,

VWhom wi se nmen fear, who pose the nost risk
Evil doers always go for the throat,

But who knows which way the others go?

The antecedents seen for harmreceived

Are rarely cal cul ated plots or plans

That hellish cabals hatch well in advance.
Rarely is Satan's hand found a factor

After skids are neasured, w ecks uncoupl ed,
And cops file reports on causes of crash

You rarely see an auto accident

That isn't due to sonme |oss of control

O due to al cohol or lack of sleep,

Due to wasp-stings or fits or failed brakes,
O due perhaps to nonentary rage

At | esser, slower beings who don't submt

And yield their right of way to God's el ect.
Like cattle they startle and turn to flee

O flare their nostrils, lower horns to charge
And drive full speed into your rear end.

You can't bl ane those who turn mnurderous
VWen thwarted by a herd too fat for stanpede,
That won't nove off from claimed clunps of grass.
No, these were just ordinary folk,

Sonetinmes the killers, sonetimes the kill
Dependi ng whi ch way they happened to face.
That's not to say, of course, they were not
damed,

As surely cursed as nore conplicit souls,

O so | croaked as each car sped by,

As each step | took took away hope.

They just overl ooked you, easy to do

Even if your stature were greater then.

They woul dn't have m ssed you, or not by mnuch,
Had you lept fromthe side into their path.

My job, Marguerite, as | understood,
Did not include a selfless sacrifice.

Your's was nore an adninistrative role?

Had a driver exercised his wll

And turned aside from whatever task
Propelled himalong this parallel course

He mi ght have earned hinself a dividend,
Good karma, air mles or bonus points

For hel ping fellow fools escape the fate
That |ay beneath vision, building its steam
But none, it appeared, possessed what it took,
The wherewi thal to cancel cruise control

To ease up on gas and apply the brakes.

Nor did God in any detectable way

Do aught here to hinder, hanper or halt

The heedl ess, headl ong rush down the road
That took them down into perdition's pit.
One divine pinch could cut fuel flow

And bring drought unto the carburetor.

A subatom c spark could | eap the gap

Snap a synaptic whip, ignite a nerve,

Defl ect a steering wheel to seek the ditch
And swerve the dammed to early sal vation

But here, as el sewhere, God deferred profit;
Heaven shunned quick gratification

And instead fed itself suspended chords,
Took a payoff too nystic and subli ne,

Too subtle, too renote, too quirky

For any human mind to ever ken

You think, bird, that God's too indirect?

Wiy el se send out m ssionaries?

Have the N nevites no holy nen,

No | ocal Savoranol as on hand,

To whom God night tel egraph his |aw

And t hereby save weeks of precious tine?
Were all the |ocal prophets too obtuse,

O too pricey or too set in their ways,

O too sunk in self-glorification

To help their town escape the wath of God?
Surely the Lord could find a | cose prophet
Inside the target market postal code,

Grab himearly before he gets pl astered,
Make himrecite the necessary words

And spare me this lengthy, arid approach
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And there was so little of note enroute
That one couldn't regard the |ong del ay
As some kind of useful preparation

I made no friends, found no w sdom
Found no swords, no wenches, no keys,
No assistance half-buried in dust.

Futile action itself prepares w sdom
This is how we instruct our |abour force
So as to keep their wages | ow, she said.

That, of course, won't console a man

Who takes a trudge on Godhead's treadnil|
And finds no keepsakes, no souvenirs.

I"I'l not give a detailed travel ogue

O all the enpty space | travelled through
Crows overhead, rubble underfoot,

Al t hough sone prophets of greater patience
And greater all-round enthusi asm

Whul d not fail to draw instructive | essons
Fromall of that ruin scattered around.
They'd tell you at length what all this neant,
VWhat fragnments once neant when | ast intact
And what now their crunbling edges portend.
They' d send them back honme to put on display
Wth placards beneath that spell it all out,
The parts of fallen walls that range in size
From extra | arge, boulders, down to petit,
Pebbl es, grains of sand, invisible grit.
Rubbl e draws prophets and fills themw th awe,
Attracts their appetites for hidden pith,
Inspires their profound, heartfelt invective
Agai nst nman's vain preoccupations.

I well knew how ruins such as these

Inflame the brains of starving holy nen

And send themout on tour to tell the world
Just how futile human effort is.

I'd heard their words, seen the photographs
That find a glory buried beneath rocks,

A bl aze whose bright brand so etches eyes
That even snuffed it nmakes the dark its own.
| tried ny best to duplicate their art

But such deep observations won't come

To sight unschool ed in customary doons,

To vision like mne, the cursory sort.

M ne was not the kind that made me ki ndred
To those that | andscapes pull down and eat.
My vi sion viewed sun-corrupted corpses,
Recent victins of internecine strife

Oten found in a barren countryside,

Wt hout |aying nyself down anong them

Don't your people take sport in feud,

I n nocking one who | ooks rmuch Iike you

For the few slight traits you two don't share
Until you both, your weapons poi sed, enbrace?

O course, Marguerite. And how could they not?
Only your own brother, although weaned,

WIl try to pry your nouth frommother's mlKk,
Try to wedge in his fratricidal gaze

So that |ips never reach nipple tip,

And then, with that same jeal ous gauze,

Gown his bride to slow down his own son

In this matter, at least, we're all akin.
Conpetition, woman, is all that counts.

And that mght, she said, account for rubble.

Nor did rubble stir imagination.
| gazed at piles of stones but felt little,

Felt little of substance, little of note.
| felt briefly norose but then it passed.
Once, near twilight, | felt a pang approach

After spotting between two hubcaps

An upper jawbone in jaunty repose.

But this pang, fully formed and fl eshed out,
Proved to be nothing of use, just hunger.

I was still then a conpl ete neophyte,
Bypassed wi sdom wi t hout second gl ance,

And left all insights uncoll ected,

Left themall behind, still unannounced.
Now, of course, | know all the world' s ploys
And give nme but one tabl espoon of soi

And 1'Il tell you what part is wood ash,
VWhat part brick, what part bone and bl ood,
What part nmenory and what part pride.

I now find truth coiled in contingence

And like the crows that pick apart carrion

I hunch shoul ders, cock head, take ny beak
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And pluck ends, tug reluctant guts out
So all nmay see how cl ever 1've grown.

Talk on. | may yet agree, she said.

You' ve got the noves, it's true, of cocky crows,
But caws they neke tell nore of what is

Than what |'ve heard pass through a parrot's
beaks.

| amstill inclined to put you outdoors,

Set you up, |awn ornament of the Lord,

To tell your useless tale to pigeonkind.

Li sten, Marguerite, and soon you'll receive
The viscous ichtor that slain nonsters |eak,
The drug that nunmbs your sense-rejecting brain
And teaches the neani ngs behind birdcries.
It's slowacting and takes a while to work,
A whil e before the nonsense clears up

A while before the rockpiles tell tales

Wth bird-tongued titters and glottal stops.
Pati ence, therefore, is what's nost required.
Even birds don't get it right away,
Accounting for how confused sone are,

And how dazed they appear when others talk.
You need to kick themfromnests to teach sense,
Rem nd them what their eggwhites once voiced,
That natal song that regul ates grow h.

And just as prophets take tinme to comute
From nute seas to cities choked with chatter
Deeps that don't speak to heights that don't hear
So too knowl edge will take tinme to grow,

Time to take roothold in vani shed pasts,

Time to twist up through the resistant soi
And then unfold its crown in rising w nds.
And not even those the gadfly zaps

Can see right off what |ies beneath dirt.

My own still-rudimentary powers

Were not sufficient to glean nuch nerit
From a | andscape that seened w t hout meani ng,
Wt hout vegetation, w thout inhabitants,

Wt hout any features except ruins.

|'ve never seen SO nany ruins.

Was it shoddy construction materials,

Lax enforcement of |ocal building codes,

O was there another cause at work here

That makes urban clearance its only goal

That breaks up pavenents and lets in the waste?
Even then | believed, if truth be known,

That Godhead's nasty, hair-trigger tenper
Shoul d draw the blane for such desol ati on,
Cvilization's w despread col |l apse

In so many sites so nany times.

It's cities he hates, not nature he likes.
It's people, in fact, the way they bunch up
The way they barter and boast of best price,
The way they stanp patent street map yeast

On the bread dough grains that once grew free,
On hairless patches on buffal o thighs,

On copper that greens if not mxed with tin.
It's people God hates, and cities they build
And thus will not scruple to knock them down,
To send around w nds, earthquakes and fl oods
To scatter the mobs found clustered inside
The vaul ted prai se of great cathedral naves.
And that's why, 1'd warrant, they' ve di sappeared,
Di spatched in dark and buried underground,

So heaven may mmi ntain bl and astoni shnent

At how bl ank again this plain has grown.

My premnise | acked verification as yet,

Wt hout decade-|ong excavati ons

And cl ose anal ytic study of shards

Col l ected up, glued and painted nicely

To match a reconstructed col our schene,

But this grimconclusion seemed persuasive.
Cvilization junps city to city

One step ahead of his pursuing wath,

Leaving a trail of woe, of broken stones,

O bl eak, depopul at ed wast el ands.

Shurer and Ur, Lagash, Uruk and Kish

Al'l gone now, reduced to nounds and tells

O potsherds and bricks and bitumen bits.

If one town goes down, we build again,
Rai se anot her one in another place.

And when swarns set down on vacant |ots

They nake thensel ves the same nest each tine,
The sanme chain outlets |aid out the sane

And stocked the same and even staffed the sane.
They generate the sane popul ati on
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The sane drones that dreamthe same sad dreans The dutiful shoots had cone up stunted

And drag behind the same greed-grinned grubs. Di sconsol ate, downcast, linp with thirst.
Rock idols, filmstars and billionaires, Bi I | boards procl ai med products unobscured
The sane hero, the same com c book. By excess greenery or clunps of fruit;
It's no wonder, having marked our habit, Al trees not yet fallen for firewood
That heaven so rarely varies its wath. Were bare, beetle-bitten and dry as bone.

Gol f courses and subdi vi si on | awns
But there's safety in nunbers, said Marguerite. Al one shone with any tint of col our
It's better to mll around faceless in crowds And gave any hint that Tigris water
Than starve al one on some plot of your own, Sill trickled through underground pipelines.
The isolated farm your genes have st aked. Horticulture was not ny expertise,
St acki ng bricks, you know, beats hoei ng rows. But 1'd guess this land had fallen victim

To God's supernatural handi work
Most of the places | passed on that trip And needed t hat boost that a prophet brings
No | onger supported cultivation; To make its way back from sickness to health.
Despite the old fences, broken and sl unped,
That still divided one farmfromthe next, You saw no | ocusts? asked Marguerite.
The waste had recl ai red Mesopot am a |'ve heard they'd eaten up the countryside.
And turned a fertile silt to salt desert,
A barren | and stripped of once-lush growt h. Locusts? | saw |l ots, even caught one
And |ivestock too had grown scarce indeed, Wth the thought that, shelled, it mght nmake a
Except for one scrawny, staggering goat neal .
That eyed ne like | mght nmake it a neal, | threwit back into its stubbled field
The very way, in fact, | looked at it After | saw it |acked a hopping |eg,
Until | saw the froth that marked it mad, After it released a noxi ous green grease
And we both found excuse to back away, That stained nmy hands, that stung, that stunk for
| to go admire nice piles of rocks, weeks.

It tolie onits side, convul se, and nap

Maybe, she said, that |ocust was a sign
CGoat distenper, she said. Carried by mtes

But | think, at that point, | would ve known,
For though | could not as yet ascertain
Part 1V.2: DJI NN The truths behind the nysteries that surround

Not in depth, not down to the gnarled roots,

Signs ny powers had now i ncreased appeared

I foEnd sone craﬁlands as | dreWnlear As | proceeded through N neveh's outskirts,
To those areas where Assyrians dvelt, Past gas stations, drive-in restaurants,

A few scattered tracts of ancient tillage, Mbtels with nildew |ysol won't Kil
But even here the soil |ooked unhealthy. Rusting scrap metal and trailer parks

All the irrigation ditches were dry, Past e
: . npty farnyards and dead acreage,
And gusting w nds threw up clouds of dust To where the boarded up strip malls start.
To drift above idle threshing machines. It's here menory meets non- nenory
Not hi ng ever gl addened cornfields here, The city limts, urban bor der | ands

Not anynore, not since God's drpught Wiere lawns and fiel ds converge, where weeds
Had drai ned chl orophyll fromthis |andscape. i nvade



VWere cruel beasts cone to annex our herds.
Here menory and non-nenory nate,

The danp cavern fromwhich all we know

WIIl first enmerge, will first engage our thoughts,
And then to which, dead, it's finally tossed
A place of fickle cellphone reception.

Here, as rush hour began to back up

| felt extremities begin to tingle.

And here | began to suffer ny headaches,
Her e began doubl e vision, hair |oss,

Ski n di scol orations and nuscul ar aches.

Here | began to hear the howing of djinn

| have heard of the djinn, said Marguerite.
The fishernmen find them sonetines in nets.
They' || grant you three wi shes when | anps are
r ubbed

In fables of Sinbad that Arabs tell

But those stories are just fairy tales.
They | ack hard | essons and gemike facts
That true life accounts |like mne inpart.

What ever enpiric |loss fiction takes
It regains, she said, in the charm departnent.
That's a | esson you'd do well to learn.

| learned the basic facts about the djinn
From a book by a famed ant hropol ogi st

Who |ived anong the djinn for forty years.

| can state for you his findings, summari zed.
Good prophetcraft makes use of the djinn

Enpl oys their powers, unlocks their coy songs,
Pursues their perfune along hidden trails,

And pilfers treasures they stash out of sight.
But it takes a seer to see them to use them
To harness up a team and pull gold from| ead.
The secret meani ngs wat ermarked on dreans

Are easily detected by any shrink

School ed in the oedi pal tautol ogies.

And any street corner preacher can spot

Those shadows cast by the inpending end,

By the grimeschatol ogy that drives

The created world, its contents and its peopl es,
Into the whirl pool that circles the drain.

But nmore useful nysteries are visible

Only to those of us who can see the djinn,
Who hear the liquid words shaped by their tongue.
They are always anobng us, everywhere.

A hotel bellhop's idle chatter

May hide nmore than just a bid for tips.
Prophets and paranoi d schi zophrenics

Al one can detect the mnute distortions
Beneat h the surface and beneath the grammar
VWi ch will announce a val ue-added sentence.
The djinn are always anpong us, disguised,
Taking the formof a friend, a | oved one,
O a honel ess beggar, or a bureaucrat.
Changel i ngs engage us in conversation

In order to inpart conceal ed nessages.
Their words di sqguise spells and nystic gui dance,
Instructions on strange nental disciplines,
Lowfat diets, useful fashion tips,

Al gorithns for computing prinme nunbers,
Maybe systens for winning the lottery

O forecasting prices of stocks and bonds.

You | earned all that froma book? she said.
And do you have a copy of that book,
Conceal ed somewhere about your person?

Did you then? A book or tablets of stone,
The additional reading materi al

That Godhead sometines provi des prophets?

Do | not |ook like a book reader?

Once | had hands and two good eyes.

You nock ne, Marguerite. Only |ater

In Nineveh, would | read the djinn book

By that time | had firsthand encounters

To draw on and conpare with book know edge.

But where did you come by that book, parrot?

From Ni neveh's faned Lendi ng Library.

And God only knows where the book has gone.
Most likely it sits under landfill,

Its pages winkled and soaked in filth soup
Lucky for me, with all I've overl ooked,
Wth all the sins for which | nust atone,

I won't have to pay overdue fines.
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And why is that, parrot? Marguerite inquired.

I've not yet found occasion, | said,

To mention one of this world s wonders,

Ni neveh's fanmous Lending Library,

VWere according to sone a copy is kept

O any text ever deened worthwhile.

Copi es were even kept of worthless texts

In those early days before cutbacks,

Before literary criticism

And before an acrinoni ous di spute

Wth unionized scribes made its inpact.

When time canme to reduce collection size
Three school s of thought contended on nethod.
The first of these proclainmed that only works
By or about Homer need be preserved,
Everyt hi ng el se was epheneral crap.

The next school, devotees of some cult

That nmet in glades to performtheir mystery,
Worshi p of an al coholic beverage,

Argued only their secret texts be kept,

Texts so highly secret and so sacred

Even to repeat the titles is a crine,

Greatly shrinking card catal ogue si ze.

But the third school of thought at |ast prevailed,
The sect that thinks worth is recondite,

A virtue beyond any human reach

Any sense you understand is holl ow,

To eat of any fruit marks it rotted,

To gaze on earth's beauty spots it with pox.
Your touch, oh foul know edge, is pure nmurrain
For nystery dispelled is our Lord betrayed.

| know of that sect, said Marguerite.

You wonder how t hey get around the town,
Let al one get el ected onto boards

That supervise our libraries and schools.
Some even try to close public parks,

Make t hem edens, ecol ogi c preserves,

I n which endangered weeds drive down roots
And spread runci ated | eaves through grass,
I n which perverts can |urk undetected,
Waiting for sonme errant jogger to junp.

This library invites all its patrons,
Weal t hy or inpoverished, freeborn or slave,
To bear off whatever books they pl ease

Wt hout any obligation inposed

To ever bring the worthl ess things back
Since the very fact they wish to read them
I's proof sufficient how worthless they are.
These works will skid quickly to oblivion
On nodern nmenory's non-stick surface.

Al'l bestsellers and popul ar fiction,

Sports and do-it-yourself, get rich quick,
Inspiration and film star exposes

WIIl run, they claimed, |ike the shit through a
goose.

The nore charming and accessi ble a work,
The nore likely it is to |ack val ue.

And it's in fashion's very nature that,
Wth time, every text becomes worthl ess,
VWher eupon sone reader will borrow it

And take it home to read and | eave it there,
Part of a personal stockpile of pulp.
Meanwhi | e Li brary shel ves garner up
Mast er pi eces both anci ent and nodern,
obscure and al |l usive, profound and unread.
Eventual |y, of course, time will conquer:

Barbarians will happen along with fire
Set all paper-packed buildi ngs alight,
And they will burn, fuelled by all those cl assics,

Al the back issues of Vanity Fair,
O Field and Stream of Sky and Tel escope.

And so the djinn were talking to you? she said.

You appear to be sceptical, Marguerite.
Yes, | did hear the djinn talking to ne.

What were the djinn tal ki ng about? she asked.

My head so ached, I'mforced to admt,

| didn't quite catch the point to their talk.
The djinn approach their topics so slowy,
Thei r preanbl es al one consum ng days

Wth credits given for quotations used,
Experts consulted, critics paid off,

And they frame speech with such thick accents,
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Wth such odd, nelancholic syntax,

Their discourse baffles even the healthy.
And yet | thought | saw thenes devel oped
That constituted sone kind of warning,
Advice like that the denons give G eeks,

O withhold when the tine to die arrives
Since it's wasted breath to warn the dooned.
And | think they urged one of those fasts
We holy nen are so fond of taking.

Al ready fam shed, fevered, destitute

| complied with ease, didn't mss a beat,
Fasted forty nore days, forty nights,

Until hunger drove ne off the asphalt

To a freeway rest and picnic stop

To inspect garbage cans for contraband:

Fast food cartons, half-eaten candy,

I nconpl etely drained soft drink containers,
Ket chup packets, crumbs from hotdog buns,
Bar becue ribs only partly gnawed,

The stale but still serviceable remants
From hastily denolished conveni ence neal s.
These things should, | thought, be kept fromreach
O plump fingers, polyps swollen with flab
Appended to the hands suspended from armns
Stuck out sideways, tangents to the spheres
That represented Ninevite children

A duty | owed their unfortunate parents.
VWhat prophet would not recoil at vision

O N neveh's bl oated, obese offspring
Strapped up in gas-guzzling famly cars

In size and wei ght greater and nore nmssive
Than arnoured personnel carriers or tanks?
| saw them runbl e past, crunbling up roads,
Qccupants just giant gl obul ar shapes

H dden behind rose-tinted w ndshi el ds.

Yet this was enough to expose the truth:
Adul ts were huge but dw ndl ed next to kids,
And each generation in greed and girth
Exceeded those narks its parents achieved,
Bal | ooned bel | i es and expanded wai st bands
Beyond any wi | d expectation

Their pygny ancestors had ever dared.

It took no prophet to extrapol ate

The future these children prom sed their race:
On each was witten its geneaol ogy;

Forehead fat for each child was furrowed
Wth the unm stakabl e stanmp of the Beast,
And here was charted the progressive descent
Fromfirst furtive cell of hungry matter
Down to the [ast mammoth, rotund bl ob

That engul fs galaxies with a single gulp,
Wads up the wapper and tosses it off,

And emits that |oud and triunphant bel ch
That will just have to serve as final trunp.
Ri se up, ye unbl em shed dead, and narvel

For your gifted progeny have outdone you!
There is nothing, not a crunb, |eft behind.
The refrigerators are dark and enpty,

And snack shop shel ves swept bare of product.
And it's the heat death of the universe,

The Il ast diabetic insulin shock.

It's not, she said, because we overeat
That N nevites have grown so rotund.
It's due to bad gl ands or too few gyns,
To ai rborne bovine growth hornone,
Bottl e-fed babies, no cheap carrots,
Too few diet pills that really work.

You consune, Marguerite, just to forget,

Not just forget, but forget you forget.
You're |like fat Godhead in that respect,

Al t hough I"'m sure he too denies the fact.
Such corpul ence wouldn't gall so nuch

Were | |ess gaunt, nore padded nyself,

More nuscled and fleshed in prine |ocations,
The high-priced cuts, the abs and biceps,
The buttocks and shoul ders, drunsticks and thighs.
But ny campaign to save N neveh's youth

On this occasion provided me with no yield,
For every garbage can found was bare.

Ei ther trucks had cone and enptied the cans
O other, quicker tongues had |icked them cl ean
And | eft nothing for God' s em ssary.

But then, passing across picnic grounds,

| canme across a | arge wi cker hanper

That sat unattended upon a bench.

I nsi de the hanper was, | quickly found,

Cold fried chicken, a potato sal ad,

A loaf of bread and three bottles of beer
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Then | experienced a great epiphany

That opened up seals, ripped away veils

And parted curtains to reveal naked truth.
And it lasted a nonent, this perception
Before fading |like a departing dream

But before | could forget | jotted down

A few notes on what | thought | had seen

On later inspection these notes would prove
To conprise an al chem cal recipe

Whose sense | have not yet under st ood.

A recipe? said Marguerite. Please share.
| rarely cook, but | |ove recipes.

One day, if | can obtain a conputer,
I'"l'l scan themin for |ater reference.

Just read themto nme, and |I'Il remenber.
Conput ers are now unnecessary

For one who commands an el ectric parrot.

I can also do the cooking, if you like.
Throw away your bl enders, graters and woks,
Your m crowaves and your convective ovens,
Your food processors and garburetors,

"Il slice, I'll dice, I'lIl do it all

Just give nme the recipe, said Marguerite.

Move register Ato menory, push

Shift left with carry, subtract with borrow,
Junp if not zero, otherw se | oop.

Set the npbst significant bit, pop

I ncrenent A, decrenment B, return

Move register B to nenory, push

Shift left with carry, subtract with borrow,
Junp if not zero, otherw se |oop..

You can forget that one now, she conmanded.
You can nmove it to the trashcan icon,
Wher e woul d- be cooks dunp woul d-be neal s.

Once ny epi phany passed | found nyself
Gnawi ng on a spittle-flecked bottl eneck
Sobbi ng, |aughi ng and rocki ng back and forth
Sendi ng up prayers to provident God,

He whose bounty coughed up col d chi cken,

To stretch forth his mercy above ny head
And airdrop soon, somewhere nearby,

Sormet hing with which | mght open beer
It's true what they say, that God provides,
And yet he gets it always slightly wong
And delivers too early or too |ate,

A cubit wide or one size too small,

No nustard, carnations not roses,

A dozen eggs, chicken, not a billion
Laid in dark by insects under rocks.

Not two weeks later in some gutter

I found a corroded bottl e opener

Long after it could do ne any good.

| threwit into a plate glass w ndow

As testament to the Lord's glorious plan
In cl ose approach to man's petty affairs.
M nor bad timng, najor bad |uck

This all occured, | need hardly add,

In the days before the twi st-top's debut.
The rage | threw when | heard that news
Shall remain unrecounted for all tine.

Per haps, parrot, you just ask too nuch.
Your expectations are set too high
For any God, however great, to natch.

If 1'd settled for this world as-is,

Hal f - baked, out of kilter, gone awy,

I'"d be a mystic and not a prophet.
Prophets don't reconcile, don't adjust,
Don't make all owance for matters of fact.
| f Godhead and world can't get in sync,
Both intractable and unwilling to yield,
It's ny job to make all realize

The tine for patience has now cone to end,
That one of the two will just have to go.

Such prophecy only goes so far

Before it breaks apart on waves of noise.

It looks to ne as if both go on

The one pulling left and the other right,

So that hand in hand they both go straight.
It looks to nme as if both go on

And it's those who balk that get |eft behind.
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And so | drank not of the bottled beer
And ate not of that potato sal ad

Nor chi cken pieces aligned al ongsi de,
Havi ng no tinme before those appeared

To whom t hat picnic basket bel onged

And forced ne depart that place forthwth.
This luck, | later |earned, saved ny life.
The sal ad' s mayonnai sse dressing had turned
And was, though fair in aspect, tainted.
The fried chicken | nourned ever after,
For | never properly said goodbye.

Long farewells tend to bore ne, she said.
Was it takeout chicken? If so, the brand
Wuld be, to ne at |east, useful know edge.

Does anyone fry their own chicken?

It's lost art. How could you, in your hone,
Add to the batter the correct proportions
O nonosodi um gl utamate and salt?

Your parrot could instruct you, of course, if
coaxed,

Even performthe food preparation

But takeout is far |ess bother and ness
And al so, generally, |ess expensive.

| didn't recognize the chicken's brand:
Depi cted on the coated paper containers
Was a smling, bearded honmuncul us.

What, said Marguerite, is hormuncul us?

Just as a child will be father to the nman,
An homunculus is uncle to the nonkey.
Monkey? Sorry. Angel, | meant to say.

As a definition, said Marguerite,
I nust class this unsatisfactory.

Consider it, instead, as a pronouncenent,

As a cryptic oracul ar utterance,

The sort of thing that God's prophet m ght say
When unwi I 1ing or unable to speak

Directly, in clear, to the topic at hand.

In this case, with respect to tainted food,
Litigation is not out of question.

But | think that's enough of a rest stop.
Let's push on, slouch forward the beast

Past nul titudi nous roadside shrines,

Crosses that mark places soneone died.

I mean all those arbitrary points

Now deened holy ground, often for nonths,

On which are draped the plastic floral weaths,
Testinpbnials in indelible ink,

And phot ographs that shrinkwap keeps fresh
They stand sol etm wat ch, accusatory,

As if it were me that crossed the |ine drunk

And drove right through space that the cross has

mar ked,

Qut of flesh and substance into glory,

And |l eft ny |oved ones behind me to grieve.
But |ife goes on, nmenory soon fades,

And nourners turn aside from crossover

And those crosses made from surveyor stakes
Get caught up in teeth of nower gears

O tractors road crews use to shave verge
In years our Lord allows his grasses growth

Part IV.3: ELIJAH

As | wal ked the freeway's gravel shoul der
About an hour later, | cane upon

Anot her city-bound pedestri an.

He emerged fromroadside brush as | passed
And quickly fell into step beside ne.

H's breath snmelled strongly of distilled Iiquor

Hey, he said. Wiy do you wear sackcl oth?

' m maki ng a maj or fashion statenent,
| said. What's your name and station, stranger?

Elijah, prophet of the lord, retired.

Elijah! Are you the fanous Elijah

Who had the children who nocked your bald pate
Killed and eaten by bears sent by the Lord?
And the Lord, taking some criticism
From t hose who val ue children nore highly,
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Did then send out wildlife officers

Armed with rifles to find and kill the bears.
On sone issues, however, you can't wn,

And God soon | earned others weren't pleased
Wth such disregard for life's sanctity.

He then sent animal rights activists,

After new conplaints, to disrupt the hunt.
The bears evaded death in this instance
Only later to fall prey to poachers,

VWhom God sent without any pronpting,

Wt hout any prior notice to beasts.

Since no one knew, no one conpl ai ned.

This was nature as Godhead i ntended,

That state of out of sight, out of m nd,

A gl ade where trees may uproot and fal
Wthout worry foresters nmay range near

To record the loss to total board feet,

The pl ace poachers go if | ooking to poach

They went there in stealth, departed in stealth,

Left bear neat to rot on nountainsides

But took the gall bladders away to sel

In markets unhi ndered by nodern neddling.
Are you that Elijah, favoured of God?

The nane to prophet watchers is well known.

My grandfather. If | were that Elijah
| would be too elderly to go hiKking.
Mor eover, you'll note, |I'm not bald.

And that's a nice head of hair, nice beard.

And it |l ooks |ike you' ve been sl eeping out,
Curled up in underbrush, | deduce

Fromthe twi gs and grass stal ks your | ocks have
caught .

However, you're too flush and well-fl eshed

To qualify ever as anchorite.

It's by choice, |I'd guess, you choose the bush
In which to Iive out your retirenment years.

Yes, | still revel in wilderness life,
Roll in it whenever | get a chance.
Prophecy was our family vocati on,

And one which | dutifully pursued
Fromearliest youth into mddle age.
But |'ve given it up now, prophecy.

The Lord God does not call ne up now,
Probably because |'ve becone a drunk.

That's terrible, | said. An awful waste

Oh, being a drunk is not so bad.

| don't nake the big bucks anynore,

But you can't beat the hours, you have no boss,
And you' |l neet a better class of people.

Vell, | nyself ama prophet of the Lord.
I'"ve just started, so |I'mflat broke.
| really |l ook forward to the big bucks.

I know. It's tough, really tough at first.

So, just started? How did they call you up?
The burning bush? Voices in tooth fillings?
And have your headaches started yet, prophet?

A fish, | said. And told the nan ny tale.

A talking fish, he said when I'd finished.
That sounds so typical of the angels.

They pulled a real classic on ny |ast job.
They snagged ne with e-mail with code attached,
A viral script that executes itself

And sei zes control to glorify God,

Infects and transforms all life it finds,

All contingent events within the void,

All energy and tine and space itself,

Into a screensaver praising the Lord.

| thought it was spam but when | hit delete
The screen went crazy and started to scroll.

| couldn't believe it when | read the text
That craw ed across eyesight's rods and cones,
Pixels that fired off and then went inert
After that noving hand had noved on

And what did this witing say? | asked.
Say, that's quite a nifty coat you have

I had never realized that sackcloth

Coul d have such attractive | ack of col our.

So, you wore a coat? said Marguerite.



I guess | sonehow dozed off a bit
And missed the thrilling and action-packed scene
In which you changed out of your fishing garb

Yes, | cut quite the fine figure then

Al of us are just statistical blips,

Bits of heat that band together awhile

And then di sperse when inpul se fades and cool s,
But even so | can't help but believe

That my waveform was nore handsonme than nost
When given the jaunt that sackcloth brings.
And this suited not only appearance

But gave function as well a needed lift.

I was Godhead's nessenger to Nineveh,

Not all nel odi ous song, preen and prance,

Fi gure of fun cone in splendid attire

To irradiate realns with warnth of charm

To teach doonmed planets ny frivol ous | augh
No, | had serious business to conduct.

It was nmy commonsense duty to becone,

Li ke Mahonet, of a piece with the nessage.
My self-worth was derived from ny product,
Cut fromthe sane cloth, the sane sackcloth
For how convince if not convinced nysel f?

I was |ike that butcher you often see,

As big and nuscled, red-fleshed and beefy,
As those beefsteaks he cuts, cooks and eats.
I'd sewn together a coat for nyself,
Forseeing a need for denpnstration

Mor eover coats divide inside from out

And gi ve adepts a place to hide their hands
When doing a fancy card trick for marks.

| see, said Marguerite. You may proceed.
And what was your mssion, Elijah? | asked.

As you know, God hates danci ng and dri nking.
He thinks both are unproductive and unseemly,
Unfitting behaviour in tows he pronotes.

Di sorderly conduct, as he terns it.

But he knows people nmust have sone rel ease,
So | was sent down to Nineveh to sel

A series of ballroom dancing | essons

That featured God's favourite, the foxtrot.

It's dance sedate enough not to offend

O send crowds of couples out of control

Al so, | was asked to convince notorists
That drunk driving's not fun but dangerous.

Drunk driving, of course, is always despised
Except by those drunks that pursue the sport,
But God hates danci ng? said Marguerite.

Yes. Elijah filled me in on dancing.

It's the dance crazes that God hates nost,
And every nmonth a new one would hit.

They conme to Nineveh out of nowhere,

They take the town by storm and di sappear
Al'l of us, angels included, are baffled,
But this much observation has taught us:

Dance crazes will proceed in a direction
Counter to that the prevailing w nds take.
A hand of cards will be dealt the same way,

According to Hoyle, be the card table

In the southern or the northern hem sphere,
Assumi ng obsevers in both |ocations

W11l observe from above rather than bel ow
observing card ganes, according to Hoyl e,
From bel ow the table is rarely advised

It's not so, however, w th dance crazes,

For dance crazes are governed by nystic w nds,
CGoverned by the Coriol anus forces

That twi st the waters down the waterspout,
Twi st bottl ecaps down the bottl espout

And twi st the vultures down the vulturespout.
The Twi st. Recall the Charleston, the Sanba,
The Tango, the Loconotion, the Swi m

An interlocked conplex, steps with rhythns,
Appears, flares, fades, and then disappears,
Expires in sone ballroom danci ng cl ass,
Falters and fails like old, arthritic |inbs,
Di sappears into the final rigour

So it is with the wind, according to Hoyl e.
But the wind that will appear and di sappear
I's not the true wind, nor are dance crazes
That appear and di sappear true crazes.

And cl ose but no cigar was the CGhost Dance.
Last dance, slow dance, according to Hoyle.
| magi ne, Marguerite, those final days,
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| magi ne the days of sucking firestorms,

The days of |ast Rapture, picture the dance
That you' d dance tacking into that breeze!
Convul se, body, as flesh is stripped away!
Shuffle, shuffle off that nortal coil!

Still no cigar, according to Hoyle.

Cal m down, parrot, advised Marguerite,
And stop hopping around |Iike a w ndup
So what else did Elijah have to say?

How di d your mi ssion go? | inquired.

The drive against drunk driving went well;
Mich stiffer penalties will be exacted
In legislation now being drafted,

But | ran into some trouble on dance.

My prophetic credibility was shot

After | was arrested for driving drunk
Caught in one of those random roadbl ocks,
Made to blow into a breathal yzer

And |l ed away to a cruiser in handcuffs.
That photograph was in all the papers,
And after that, ny career hit the skids.
No one buys dance | essons froma | ush

I then went from just a problemdrinker
To down and out al coholic in weeks.

A concrete overpass over head
Gave shelter to drifted piles of litter
From strong, relentless gusts of desert w nd.

Though 1'd have halted awhile, with the trash

To listen nore closely to what the wi nds,
To what voices on wi nds, would intimate,
Elijah didn't slacken pace at all

We were just passing out of the shadow
VWhen Elijah grabbed nmy arm and poi nt ed.

Let me virgil you down into the town.

It's over there, prophet, the next exit.
And here, oh Jonah, is nmy first advice:
Don't bother sticking out your thunb here.
Most Assyrians think that a hitchhiker

Is just a nmurdering thief and won't stop
The rest, who do stop, are nurdering thieves.
This same rule extends to all transactions

Wth the people who inhabit this kingdom

Al nmost all of themw |l sinply ignore you,
Rush right past, avoid catching your eye.
Bewar e those who notice you, turn and snile,
And of fer friendship and hospitality.

Make ready to flee. You are nmarked as prey.

It confirns ny | ow opinion of the folk.

Citizen or crimnal: and which is which?

There is no way to know bef or ehand,

And t hey can change, and one becone the other
In a nonent, as the nood, as the greed strikes.
Property is theft, the radi x nal orum

And weal th unshared is an evil stockpil ed.

But why share wealth in a den of thieves?

What virgin would keep her virtue intact

VWen the rapist offers a daily dowy?

The ot her prophet sounds just |ike you.
How i s this explained? said Marguerite.

The prophetic voice will be subject, | said,
To simlar stresses and simlar strains,
But, nore inportant, | nust paraphrase

Each of these sentences | represent.

It's part of parrot work to do so,

To noderni ze the anti quated speech

That nost serious prophecy inmposes

O act as netaphrast for |ower castes

Condemmed to speak their hunbl e thoughts in prose.
| performthe task as a matter of course,

And Elijah spake, as did I, in manner

Li ke that of blinking, newy freed djinn,

Wth unintelligible menace and grace,

Wth nmeani ngs that bel ong to another age.

We spoke in old style, in hexameters,

El egant juice, elegaic couplets

That slipped fromlips as sighs and drifted down
And spun in air like liquified sun

These nust be recast into nodern |ines,

Wth crippled feet, at one renove from prose,
Into the new style ianbic lite,

Lest ny recitaton put you asl eep

Dupl i cating anci ent nonotoni es,
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Lul l aby you into distracted dreans
Wt h now nonsensi cal nursery rhynes.

But doesn't this do injustice to truth,
To fully authentic representation?

I've heard such things argued, | replied,
But fromthe sane pious, self-righteous folk
VWho like their antiquated nusic played

Thr ough war ped trunpets that bleat |ike duckcalls.

Let them cel ebrate the good ol d days

Appl aud chil di sh conpositions perfornmed
On deconposing | utes and harpsi chords
Rescued from sone nedi eval m dden heap

Rel ease themin the forest to forage nude,
To gnaw uncooked roots in driving snow.
Let themread and re-read in cuneiform
The epic Gl ganesh until they gag.

But what about the nodern nopnotonies
That result fromyour translation? she repli ed.

Learn to live with it, | advised. | have.
In due course it becones automati c.
Elijah's thoughts, however, disturbed mne.

These are dangerous ideas, | said.
Surely the Godhead does not endorse them

Ever since Eden's garden was secti oned,

Its | and subdivided, fruits apportioned,

Li vest ock penned and peopl es ensl aved,

CGod has presided over the process

That entrenches power, that ennobl es greed,

That defrauds the defenseless of their birthright.

He has perfumed corruption with sanctity
And cl oaked the w cked in robes of righteousness.

| see why the job of the Lord' s prophet
Really is not a suitable position
For soneone with your unorthodox pitch

An al coholic, he readily agreed,
I's highest state to which I now aspire.

What is that, | said, near your left foot?

Elijah bent, picked the object up

And wi ped off sone of the roadside grine.

A roof tile, I think, a piece of rubble

That slid fromsone roof as supports coll apsed.
There's thousands of these things |ying around.

| thought it was, for one nmonment, a sign

It might, he said, be both, both rooftile
And sign sent from God, a revel ation

And |l ook, a little Zu's tattoed there,

Per haps a signature or a tradenark.

But what's a Zu? This mark is birdlike.

Zus, | think, are now extinct, w ped out,

An old foe of God that's sel dom nenti oned,

A nythic beast that's part man, part bird,
First cousin to the counter-wund satan

That still warbles in trees beyond the Zab
The question is, if this indeed is sign,

To whom does the sign bel ong, you or ne?
Signs are not tel ephone party lines

That make distinctive rings for each address.
Many are called, but only one is neant.
Prophets confront the question all the tine,
For each new circunstance that pops up

Why, they're always asking, was this reveal ed?
Though al | phenonena exi st as signs,

Few signify on one's own behal f.

Sone are nmeant for |izards and some for djinn
Sonme for small, subatomic Principals

That need gui dance on whi ch quanta to push
Sone are dead, inactive, and out of date,

And sone are still pending, waiting their chance.
This sign, Jonah, is nost likely old.

Just throw it away. N neveh is near

| hate to waste signs. |'ve seen so few.
Look, you can see Nineveh's ziggurats

Just visible above those treetops,
Each equi pped with copper wath deflectors



That catch the light the setting sun has cast.
And t hen, suddenly, his tone changed slightly.
| suppose, Jonah, like nost prophets | know,
You woul d i ke to see the wi cked world end.

I ndeed. Wbrse things, far worse, could happen
For instance, what if it just went on and on?
Any end to the world is to be preferred.

Vll, ny friend, You have cone to the right place.

It's over there, behind those bushes.

But | could see the clubs of his confederates
Poi sed in the air up above the bushes,
And replied, that's the wong end of the world.

But Elijah had al ready pinned ny arns,

Sayi ng, as he dragged me toward the bushes,
Where world ends, there end right and w ong.
In this world there is no end to the world

That doesn't involve loss, a lot of |oss,

An endl ess worl d of |oss, of sacrifice,

And whatever in the way of small change

You might have on your person at the tine.

Then the cl ubs descended, rose, descended,
And the canticles of the djinn envel oped ne.

Just seven form ess ones still remain,
Still retain a place in old formations,
Still resume position when clouds trenble

And time conmes for the clinb to turn to fall.
Last of the djinn, we know that tine well.
When the west wi nd | oosens nountain slopes
The wild stones descend fromw nter pastures
To be fashioned into pal mheld axes,
Gathered into docile flocks for fleecing.

Li ke pot atoes, conpliant, asleep in nud,
They moan their |ow frequency |ull abies
Along intermttent streans and ley |ines,
Back up the hillsides to tinberline.

We gather too, just outside the pale,

VWere barbed wire is stretched between the posts.

It flexes beneath our each shift of weight,
Bends and qui vers under our nervous stance.

We pause here at the limts, city limts.

We nock those | ong, slow novenents of stones
As they pass out of country into town,

For the truth of Babel's abom nation

Is not lost, is not forgotten anong us.

The stones, |ocked in arches, braced in nortar,
Rermenber not hing now, and yield only

To the tug of the pyram d's apex.

Try as we might, we can't remi nd a stone.

But we, last of the djinn, still renenber,
And we still observe that crine conmtted:
The donesticated crops and ani mal s,

Machi nery in the fields, hybrid grasses,

The uniformflowers and ideal fruits,
Par kl ands in genstone geonetri es,

Rivers piled up in | akes behind dans.

We do not venture into their towns,

VWere, no doubt, worse exanples await.

We sit and chatter on tel egraph wres,
Squeeze cuneiforminto fruity paste,
Articulate the noth larvae's w sh

As the black planchette nobves fromyes to no.
Def ecati ng, we pronounce our consensus

Where the | andscape artists on folding chairs
Pai nt paradi se as self-portraiture

Poorly concei ved, badly executed,

But boldly stated in primary col ours.

Def ecating, we deliver a verdict.

Artifice is depiction of Godhead,

For bi dden to those who cannot hold a form
Abhorrent to those unensl aved by shape.

We arise aloft in furious cyclones.

W wrap twi sted wi nds around prophecy
Directed at skeletal joint and hinge.

Li nber are the puppets and graceful their strut
On the wal kways built from Babel's rubble,

On the dance floors paved with prehistory.

We pace al ongside, invisible cats:

Do they sense our voices along their tendons?
Gravity is underfoot, can they coll apse?

W are aloft, we see the furrows and trenches,
We cone hissing down the watershed sl opes,

We slop through wide irrigation ditches

To bring word of enptiness to the depths,

A prom se of heaven to declivities,
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To cavities and captivities,

to the depths.
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CAPUT H VE
Part V.1: THEODI CY

So, said Marguerite, was that the end?
Did you expire there beside the hi ghway,
Turn into a waith that doesn't dissolve,
A sad gas that just doesn't pass on

But hangs around to nmpan and drag baggage,
Rest | ess, dissatisfied, unrequited,

An endl ess bother to nore solid types?

No, Marguerite, we're far fromthe end
I"'mstill very much corporeal

I've heard of the vanishing hitchhikers

VWo don't acknow edge sudden ends to trips,
The abrupt |oss of traction that death brings,
But keep goi ng, pressing doggedly on

No soul, once in notion, accepts rest

O forced cancellation of travel plans.

Li ke an amputee with an absent |inb

The di senmbodi ed urge their mssing flesh
Not to fall, not to flag, not to fail

And not to flail wildly out of control

Tal es maintain that pure force of habit

WIIl drive corpses forward for many years
Bef ore they slow, stop and topple over

And | et one spot of ground haul them down.
Armand must' ve seen you off to the side
When you sprang up aghast in headlights,

Sl owed down, pulled over, and picked you up
And it's just the thing that Armand might try,
To drag hone roadkill and giftwap it

Wt hout undertaking to hide the stench

O wi pe up gore that wept out from wounds.

That's not gore, it's part of my plumage.
Wat ch what you say, Marguerite, | said.
Few ever survive a parrot attack

Taunt ne again and | earn the reason why.

A wel | -made parrot won't sport wattles

As if sone deforned Marabou stork

That's gone so stiff it falls flat on its back
If given a tip, if rocked off its feet.
Spirits, say Egyptians, resenble birds

They drew crude pictures across tonb walls
That | ook, conme to think, a lot like you

So, bird, are you one of these, a ba,

W nged residue of once-human fl esh?

If so, | see why you'd linger here,

Warm and i ndoors, sheltered from w ndstorns.
It's a better place to conduct a haunt

Than out beside the road, your thunb out,

A dead man wal king who can't hitch a ride

No, | don't believe |I've expired yet.

But that's what all dead nmen say if asked.
And you' re not sure? Perhaps you're now condemmed
To | oop here evernore, no exit,

A ghost ship that forever rounds the Horn,
The sane damed routi ne done once again,

The sane old cycle, sane waste of tine.
Damation is |ike a big | eague sport

O rote rites of |ove, never enough

Despite the fact it's just nore of the sane,
Repetitious and pointless, busywork.

Face facts, parrot, you' re a phantom now

I''mnot dead, Marguerite. |'m sure.

The hour was dark, but not as dark as that,
O so it seened at first, when first | woke
And took the only solace pain can grant,

That nerves and brain still, at |east, found
sense.

At |east, though wacked, | could safely conclude
My exi stence was not quite concl uded yet.

That know edge, | believed, was safe from doubt,
A truth self-evident, or so it seened,

Until, with gravel crunch, a hearse arrived.

Those are om nous vehicles, she agreed.
Elijah, | gather, was al ready gone?

I'd lain there, out cold, throughout the night.
And though | came awake consuned with thirst,
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A hot unquenchabl e thirst for vengeance,
Elijah was gone mles away by then,

Having a drink to cel ebrate escape,

Laughi ng, not thirsty, not hurt at all

Prai sing that same God that | now cursed.

My fingers were curled |like satan tal ons

But found no soft throat to cl ose around.
They throttled only air, the elusive breeze.
Prayers for swift vengeance went unanswered,
And this, Marguerite, is what so galls.

We who knowi ngly do God's bidding

Have cone to see how sl ow he's becomne

To intervene and bal ance wong with right.
Even | aypeople can't fail but note

The huge deficit he's somehow amassed,
Unpai d debts owed to injured parties

Repar ations due for day ol d bread.

Can't they, she said, just forget past w ongs?

Havi ng | earnt our Lord doesn't much care
To put effort behind rescue attenpts,

The victins of crinme now suspect the worst,
That he'll do little to heal up wounds

O stir to seek an adequate revenge,

Even though, from manki nd's point of view
Law really has no other job

Beyond the redistribution of pain.

These duties are light but still too nuch.
Each year the Lord falls further behind,
Mred in detail, swanped with paperwork,
Until a once-swift justice is delayed,

O postponed indefinitely, or cancell ed.
And even karma, always slow- acting,

Coes sl ower, grows weaker, does little.
The | ag between sin and retribution

Has grown so great that no true |inkage,
No causal relation can still exist.

The nei ghbour hood feuds and famly fights
That once kept us at one another's throats
Beconme only polite conpetitions,

Still deadly but oddly robbed of passion,
Open to all who pay the entry fee.
Vendettas dissolve into free-for-alls

And events drift off, their sense forgotten

Take a deep breath, bird. Try to adapt.
You're living in the big city now,

And | awl ess though it m ght appear to you,
It's far safer here than Babyl on,

If one can believe last nonth's statistics.
Those enpl oyed to protect public safety
Wrk hard to keep evil out of sight.

|'ve seen your lnquisition, Mrguerite,

But not ever on streets or wal ki ng beats.

They' re best observed with sight that penetrates,
That goes through the bricks of office walls
And throws its light upon the rows of desks.
|'ve seen your lnquisition, Marguerite.

They cut short hourly hour-long tea breaks,

And forego naps to tap at keyboards,

Go into wee hours of afternoons,

Wel | past quitting tinme for bureaucrats,

To make sure their yearly budgets increase.

|'ve seen the press rel eases they put out

That display the need for nore Inquisitors

To help predict which way evil flees

When pelted with the public's well-spent bucks.
They locate crime by plotting out paths,

By finding which way it will likely go.

It's best, they suggest, to find the next point
And take pain that you don't go there too.
Wthout a crine report, a crine dissolves,

Which is why, if called, their phones just ring.
I nstead, police project, extrapolate

From ol d data gathered by satellite.

To this end, |ike worthy weathernen,

They geocode the points where wath erupts,
Charting Godhead's pursuit of evi

By finding spots where |ightning has struck
VWere bolts of wath have | eft bl ackened stunps.
The worst sin dwells, they soon learn fromthis,
I n heartwood of innocent-seem ng trees,

In circuits of power grid substations,

O inside the cortex of those who know

That though a cap endorsed by Tiger Wods

I's not the proper protective headgear

They still will golf the greens in thunderstorns.
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Drought, she said, has drawn off |ightning strikes
And thus spared gol fers otherw se dooned.

The charts and maps, if done with proper care,

If bad luck is properly factored out

And arnmed robbery properly redefined

As synptomatic of diseased proteins,

If scale is shrunk and printer fonts reduced,
W1l show that justice, nonth to nonth, inproves.
The Inquisition will do all it can

To keep Nineveh's street safe fromcrine,

Short of going out to nmake arrests.

Ni neveh, it's true, has sone rough precincts,
Sone sluns and sone decayed urban core

That time will soon renew or gentrify

But whi ch, neanwhile, even cops avoid.

Al of this city, by all that's holy,

Shoul d | ong ago have nmet its final fate.

Ni neveh, Marguerite, should be destroyed.

Yet it still stands, still does business,

And still swarms with its wi cked nultitudes.
Ni nevites vibrate in hexagonal cells,

Buzz al ong passageways, dance and hum

Alive to sing the sting of nunber nine

I n honeyconmbed chanmbers dripping with wealth.
How does evil achi eve such reward?

Thi s angers sone and puzzles others.

Why God spares this hive isn't clear

To those who don't know the way he thinks.

Li ke dogs who loll out their tongues and pant
Whet her you drive them off or call them back
They're too dimto guess their master's intent
And too portly in fact to rise to feet.

The uninitiated can't perceive

The reasons why heaven has sheltered sin

And let select guilty go unpuni shed

Wil e many anmong dj i nnki nd and nen

Are fated for a hell, predestined for pits
For such mnor infractions as stock fraud,
Tax evasi on, bigany, mansl aughter,

And sodom zi ng young crocodiles

Bef ore a cheering, chanting crowd of drunks.
They' Il never know why charges are dropped

O what deals are made behind cl osed doors.
Those | ess gifted never understand

The speci al plea bargains the Chosen get,
The strange i munities, dispensations,

And offers given for witness protection

But nmystics like nmyself know what's up

The cost benefit equations at work

Di scount current against future gains

To yield the greatest justice over tine.

So Ninevites get special handling?

It's a sweetheart deal for N nevites.

It doesn't seemto nmake a | ot of sense,
That this heedl ess peopl e need not heed,
That all they need do is to testify,

To bear witness against their very genes,
And thereby rat out the human race.
Nonet hel ess, it's fated. The fix is in.
The Lord God will save their DNA

And raise up sanples as Exhibit A

On that day, at last, he retaliates.

| don't understand, said Marguerite.

Your holy scriptures grant us gui dance here.
It's been foretold that on the Judgment Day
That God will need to call the N nevites,
Along with others, such as Sheba' s Queen

To testify against the unrepentant.

What prophecy rashly commts to page
Becores | aw even God nust obey;

It's why the oracles choose words with care,
For the Lord so loves the letter itself

He | oses neaning, lets go of depths

And hears only that first splash of sound.
He doesn't wonder what | oved ones nean

O look for unstated expectations

O hi dden agendas or bol df aced i es.

There's no point getting clever with God.

He won't weasel out interpetations

That let the harsh, literal truth | oosen
And soften into a vague, anbi guous mnud.

He speaks clearly the precise word needed
So that even the al gae understands,
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Even protozoa, even tubers.

He runs this universe by the book,

And this is why he spares the N nevites.
And just as God is bound, so too all

Ni neveh's conpel | ed, borne along by fate,
To hear the Lord's insisted point of view,
Hear it, understand it, recite it back

A stroke of good luck, said Marguerite.

And yet, surely, he doesn't need them all
Judgnent Day will drag on for eons

If every Ninevite now alive

Must file in to where the accused will stand,
Each just to repeat the sane tired tale.

God will need to stop the sun, jamits gears,
As once he did outside Jericho,

To make sure there's time enough for all

For all to speak a piece and shamble off.

It won't matter how | ong a day drags,
Lunch recess is still but half an hour.

Bow your head, Marguerite. Let us pray.
VWhat ? Now? Don't we need to get contrite?

That state's waived for prophets and escorts.
Just bow your head, girl, 1'll do the rest.

I"'mnot closing ny eyes, if that's your plan

Allow nme, Lord, to nake one suggestion
Vis-a-vis the witness of N nevites.

Way not get themall to speak at once?

These thousands could, if coached, raise their
song

Wth one vast sound to fill heaven's vault.
Toget her they'd give the trump such roar

That only nusic buffs would ever note

If sone voices were gone and didn't add

A decibel or two to the final sum

And who el se would know if sone weren't kept,
Even if the truth came arranged in parts,
Soprano, alto, baritone, bass,

And even if, for nuanced points of view,
They varied themes or gave witness in fugue.
To kill a few now won't harm the case

For which all have sacrificed so much

And mi ght even speed the proceedi ngs up

And why reward any testinony?

It smacks of those experts called to oath
Wo slant facts toward he who paid nost.

Renenmber, parrot, whom you address here
At least, oh Lord, withold sone of their perqgs.

There are those who dwell in proud Ni neveh
To whom Godhead shoul d deny his grace,

Disturb the ease with which their world is worn.

Drive these worns, oh Lord, from paradise.
Ri p open their cocoons and sl eepi ng bags.
Raze the places plunmp pigeons take roost,
Haul off to the dunp that plush cushion

On which a fat ass so aptly fits,

Loosen snug warnth, unsettle snug style,

And yank up carpets and turn down heat.

Send them oh Lord, boils and running sores,
Interpolate ul cers between skin and air,
Inflict wounds on flesh, gangrene on wounds,
Until they no | onger abide the w nd

O light of day or slide of lover's touch
And retreat, urged by |ashing scourges,

Into the acid bath that gave thembirth.

And yes, | know what's said, that these souls
Have gone astray because of circunstance,

A faulty upbringing, |ack of education

Bad brain chenistry, poor self esteem
Genetics that made them come out hunan
Instead of slime as Godhead i ntended,

I nstead of abortions their nothers preferred,
Not the right parents, not the right friends,
Not enough | ove and not enough j obs,

Not enough dole or Vitanmin A

And not enough booze to blot out life.

Show conpassi on, they say. G ve them a break
They're just distracted and unabl e to cope.
Reduced sentence or two weeks probation

O fifteen minutes of comunity work

Is nore than enough for a tenth offense,

73



It's not their fault alone, we're all to bl ane;
Al of us are conplicit all of the tine,

Al except me, for | wasn't in town,

Not around during their formative years,
Wasn't here to scotch these vipers young,

O crush their skulls before fangs grew in
O set out poison before they could mate.
Smite them | say. Pull not thy punches,
Stay not thy hand, saturate targets

Wth hard, definitive, and repeated strikes
Until the air is rent with screanms and shri eks.
Bani sh all inmpulse to show them nercy.

Keep steady thy finger, squeeze the trigger
And strafe until thy nagazine's enpti ed.

| ask only, Lord, to direct thy fire.

| possess a list, yes, a lengthy list,

O all those |I'd consign bare-buttocked

To splintered benches, birdshit encrusted,
Still sticky with rancid hotdog fat

And spills fromtoppled over plastic cups.
For each nane on ny list a seat's reserved
In those bl eachers that ring infernal pits.
Let them observe the vacuity up cl ose.

Let them suffer eternal interm ssion,
Oversee overni ght test patterns,

Let them await an event, anything,

And even verse woul d not be unwel come

To those my | engthy curse enunerates.

Just how lengthy is this curse, bird?

I will not now articulate ny |ist,
Canto after canto of nanes and crines,
Each with little illustrative fables

From whi ch useful nprals can be obtai ned.

During descents into infernal depths

Cant o composers al ways overl ook

Those spots here and there that stand vacant,
The tracts in hell set aside for thensel ves,
Perfectly placed to jot out invective.

No, | need not nention all the names:
VWhen you yoursel f make visit to hel
You' || come upon each privately roomned

Each in an individual exhibit

Mocked up to resenble a life on earth.

Just read the small sign affixed to cage

To learn their name, diet and habitat.
Feign no surprise if the nane Elijah

W1l confront you somewhere on your visit's
cour se.

hserve himthere in sinmulated life
Loungi ng on a bed of his own feces,

By a wall ow of self-loathing, self-pity.

If curiosity extends so far,

H s keepers can provide you with further facts,
Wth nore detailed docunentation

Note ny nane at the top of his guest book,
The first to celebrate a justice done.

Do you really think, parrot, that such a one
Woul d tag wongdoing with any renorse?

Perhaps a bit, but it's insufficient,

Both before act and after, as reply,

As redress, eye for eye, tooth for tooth.

It leaves the afterlife as |ast appea

For any kind of justice for Elijah.

| mght launch, | suppose, a civil suit,

O go seeking damages not by tort

But by neans of hydraulic jackhamrer

Applied directly to the tenporal | obes,

But | would have to locate the culprit first,
Not an easy task with one who sl eeps in bush
Wher ever bl ackout overcomes him

Besi des, who can spare the time to pursue
Al the revenges that daily stack up?

You're not just a prophet, you're a saint.
And are we finished, parrot, praying yet?

If so | nove we say a quick anen

And verily verily nmove things on

You said, | think, that a hearse drew up.
Were you thrown in the back, then hauled off?

That was pretty much just what occurred.
The sun, at that noment, was due to rise.
Need a lift, stranger? the driver called out
O do you lie beside the road by choi ce,
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Just here to do your nude sunbat hi ng?
What ? said Marguerite. Now you're naked?

Al | had, clothes too, Elijah took.

After beating me, he and his col |l eagues
Robbed nme of ny attractive sackcl oth coat
And left me to bleed on the gravel shoul der
Besi de Ni neveh's freeway of franp.

They gave a few extra kicks to ny side
After learning | was indeed flat broke.

But how petty! How unsportsnmanklike!

There's no referee to call a fou

VWhen the winners go to loot the |osers.
Destitution can provide no defense

Agai nst the might of man's unrighteous greed.
WIll not the wolf in hunger always choose
The | east conbative lanb in any flock?

Li ke wat er seeki ng channel downward,

Power al ways chooses the easy path,

The nearest nest with unprotected eggs,
Soi |l already | oosened by other force,
Doors al ready broken by ot her thieves.

I ndeed, poverty, far froma safeguard,

O fers power open invitation

To further, nore thorough exploitation.
The scattered sheep fromtine to tine will hear
The calls that urge the flock to reunite,
Band together to better protect all

But not until huddl ed back together

Do they learn that these calls cone from wol ves
Who find it easier to cull than hunt.

A fellowshi p among the victim zed

Confers the chance to noan in unison

But not much in way of revenge achi eved.
And so it is that the Lord has favoured

A citizenry that carries sidearns,

Li censed or unlicensed, conceal ed or not.
Loaded handguns pronote civility;

They deter many petty transgressions,
Renove from both di scourse and gene- poo
The nore obnoxi ous of mal efactors.
Vengeance is mne, points out the Godhead,

But, on the other hand, much can be said
For vigilante action, sw ft |ynchings,
A single shot fired froma Beretta nine.

You dispute the rule of law, oh parrot,
Due process and habeas corpus,
I nnocent until proven guilty? she inquired.

It's left some standing far too tall.

But we're all too tall, said Marguerite,
To toys that rise but seven inches high

I mean the height to which a giant grows,
The nean-eyed one that stares down on nen
And carries clubs in case stares don't work
The Ni nrod gene, here, still runs true:
Many in this town are tall like that,
Atrait that's best inproved by guillotines
If set up in high traffic |ocations

To take a bit of trimfromoff the top

And bring back our average height to norm
We'd give our sort a nore uniforml ook

A match for that to which man first stretched,
O else force the tall to walk with stoops.
But such justice awaits apocal ypse,

VWen the high are brought |ow and | ow hi gh,
And this event is not the kind of thing

On whi ch hopes of cognoscenti are pinned
Since history, if it goes there at all

CGoes slow, veers off in wong directions,
And takes bad nmeanders al ong the way.

You might as well wait for the afterlife,

If you hold hope for level playing fields,
The day God agai n debabelizes towns

And sends around his spectral grenadiers

To | ob expl osives onto upper floors

O all structures that exceed | egal height.

O what possible use is such a view?

Cal m down, parrot. Seek self inprovenent.
It's what we do here to keep the peace.
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Part V.2: RI DDLE CONTEST

The hearse driver helped ne into the back

He thanked Ig-Galla, god of rear doors,

Bef ore he unlocked it and showed me i nside.
And there, with sone dismay, | saw a corpse.
Thi s cadaver canme w thout a casket,

Wt hout any sign of cosnmetic work

Performed to hide the stresses death had |eft.
A rope noose still |ooped the broken neck
And a twisted grinmace still wacked its face.
It wasn't quite the reassuring sight

That pronotes hope for rest in afterlife.
Clinmb in, said the driver. Don't worry.

This loved one isn't as |arge as sone.
There's still plenty of room space for two,
If the two lie still, stretched side by side.

Shoul d the |l oved one slide, just shove hi m back

Who's ny bednmate here? | asked the nan.
I'"ve known many like this, cold and stiff,
But few | ess responsive, given a kiss.

Pl ease don't annoy ot her passengers.

The left side is his, you stay on the right.
That | oved one was only yesterday

An active participant in civic life,

Enpl oyed to verify property lines

In | egal disputes that canme before courts
But | ast night he ran afoul the gall ows,
And dropped plunb, perpendicular to earth.
He took a bribe, or so the story goes,

To move a line a little to one side.

For that the Inquisition strung himup

The proof, I'd hope, was incontrovertible.
See how set now he sits in his npold?
It's far too late to conmute this state.

But such are courts and such, of course, are
bri bes,

And such is evidence that police provide,
That one might wonder if his line ran true,
If that judge that condemmed the man to hang

Perhaps erred, perhaps |leaned a bit |eft

To conpensate for forces brought to bear.
Thi s surveyor, sir, nmay or may nhot

Have done the crinme for which he paid the price.
He woul dn't be first to take consequence
That belongs in truth to powers-that - be.

At any rate, sir, my contract states

That any time an execution occurs

| shall show up and cut down the accused
And transport his corpse back into town.
For this I'mpaid a small but frequent sum
My place, it's understood, is not to judge.

Wiy not, | said, |eave the corpse to hang
To show the fruit of rectitude ignored?

It's not tidy. A corpse attracts birds.

Great crowds of crows, sir, will congregrate
To stare on death before it's covered up
They al ways | eave behind a dreadful ness.

So, you cut the dead man down yoursel f?

| make these gallows runs after hours.
The hangman, even the cleaning staff,
Have all gone honme to get a night's rest,
And no one's there to do work but nme.

So how cone you to know the corpse's crinme?

There's a toetag | take off and sign

And | eave behind to show recei pt of freight.
It specifies in full the name and crine.

The nane, though, has now slipped out of m nd.
It ordinarily won't take too |ong

To do the paperwork and make the trip.

This run, though, is running rather |ate.

What' s happened? Wasn't the corpse dead yet,
Still jerking around, proving troubl esone,
Not content with how justice turned out?

It's funny, stranger, you should nmention that.
I magine how | felt, as | drove al ong,
To hear sounds of novenent comne from behind,
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To feel a knife tip prick nmy ear |obe,

To hear a whisper slide along the bl ade,

The ki nd of harsh sound dead | ungs m ght nake

If rasped up through a noose-strangl ed throat.
That voi ce, indeed, caught ny attention

What, driver, it said, are the nanes and weights
O all the kinds of hadrons and | eptons,

The quarks and gravitons and superstrings,

That Godhead has currently put to use

To make the world's matter remain entw ned?

Why, excellent corpse, | croaked, do you ask?

| thought, perhaps, we'd entertain ourselves
During this long night we'll spend together
A gane, | thought, would help those hours pass.

But it's only a short drive back to town.
Just relax. Listen to the radio.
And t hen, before you knowit, we'll be there.

Who knows what |, what you, truly know?

The gane we'll play tonight, nmy friend, is this:
"Il ask riddles, sone real brainteasers,

For whi ch you, smartass, provide replies.

And the one | just asked is just the first.

Consi der, driver, if it's one you can solve.

If that riddle' s answer is known to you

Tell me at once or else I'll slice your neck
Slice through bl ood vessels and spinal chord,
Slice through your throat and take off your head.

First 1'Il shorten you, then do nyself,
Then take the heads and transpose the two.
And after that, I'll do the driving here,

And you, driver, can lie flat on ny back

And listen along for the |ong eons

To classic pop hits played in rotation.

But make sure, too, that your answer's correct.
A wrong reply achi eves the sane result.

The head swap proposed is a bit baroque

And not well plotted, which shouldn't surpise,

G ven what troubles nust occupy your thoughts.

My head, you've said, will go onto your neck

won't that, corpse, leave ne arned with the knife?

| assune, of course, self goes with the head
And won't slide down to hide anmpbng guts.

Knife. That's right, said corpse. Ckay.

What I'Il do is first hand you the cleaver
Let you nmake the necessary cuts.
Then I'11 do the nessy transposition

But what woul d happen if, for convenience,
| take knife and cut off your head first,
Wth that rigid smle of quiz show hosts,
And then, before |I have sawn off my own,
Lose interest in this ganme, just quit?

You're right again, driver, said the corpse
kay. |I'Il do the cuts, pass the knife,
Then, during the incapacitation
Decapitation forces on torsos

VWho don't know, as do I, the right spell
["1'l finish the head transplant surgery.

What, again, was the point of swapping heads?

Wouldn't it go quicker, spill |ess blood,
If, instead, | get out, let you drive?
Wy, corpse, don't | just toss you the keys?

"Il do questions, and you do replies.
Speaki ng of replies, you owe me one now.

But that's a trick question, | told the corpse

There's just one particle God enpl oys
To generate and bind his universe.

kay, said the corpse, but what's its nanme?
Jonah! said the driver, voice triunphant.
VWhat ? | said. The particle's named Jonah?

No. That's what was scraw ed on the toetag.
It just came to ne now, the name | read.

VWhat coi nci dence! That's my name too!

VWhat a lucky name, | thought at the tine,
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Thi s nost unlucky | oved one possessed:
No bad consonants, not one vowel
Divisible by five, by seven, by twelve.

But what name, sir, does the particle bear?
Maybe Tachyon, nmaybe Svabhava,

Maybe Sea Biscuit, the foal of the gods?
Tell nme, driver - I'd really like to know.

Sorry, but you lack the requisite knife.
| told that corpse, though, and this sufficed
To send the knife tip away from ny neck
It satisfied enough to still the voice.
In fact, | found, the corpse had di sappear ed.

But it's back now, | said, in case he thought
I'd somehow over| ooked the detai
That now contradi cted his strange account.

My contract left me no option here.

The Inquisition expects full conpliance

O else, not only do they not pay,

They' || exact nopnetary penalties

For goods that cone |late, or worse, don't cone.

And then, if fines aren't paid, the noose awaits.

Then your own dead flesh nust nake the trip.
That's overly severe, unduly harsh.

Contracts are akin to property lines.

If the corpse doesn't |and on | oadi ng dock
In only a few hours, Jonah, from now,

I'd fare better to slit my throat nyself.
That knife, though, had al so di sappeared.

Wy, said Marguerite, if corpse had knife,
And dexterity enough to slice flesh
Did it not cut the gallows rope itself?

It was, | think, a supernatural knife,

And unsui tabl e for such nmundane tasks.

You don't saw rope with an enchanted edge,
And thus, if rope is there, the knife is not.
There's strict etiquette that operates

And keeps a bl ade dormant until required.

Take, for exanple, fabled Excalibur,
Wthheld in darkness, kept out of sight,
Until it's produced at just the right point.

I"'mnot sure it's the sane principle, bird.

Al magic cutlery works |ikew se

Drawn free of scabbards, placed down by plates,
And poked, stuck or swung, by rigorous rules.
"Il not now denonstrate each case,

Each bl ade whose | egend or name | retain,

But shoul d, worman, you doubt, consider this:

Do the suicides slash open wists

Wth machetes soil ed by sugar cane sap?

What uncouth soul enploys the sane stee

That filets fish or anputates a | eg

To bleed the lanmb that's bl essed for sacrifice?
It's commpn sense to avoid such offence

And keep them apart, in separate drawers,

Stone axe in cave, chainsaw in shed

A razor bl ade near the bathroom sink.

Woul d you want that holy, flam ng Sword

That God's Judgi ng Angel shall one day weld
To pare away the grave fromrisen flesh,
Meanwhi | e used to spread butter on toast?
Suppose, Marguerite, it were your sou

That arose tainted with crunbs, smeared with jan?
And that's why the Sword i s nowhere nearby.

Let's return to the driver now, parrot.
"Il leave aside the next question I'd ask
On what tool it was the driver enployed
In the first place to cut the body down.

As soon as | knew nmy cargo had gone,

| put ny foot to brakes and turned around
And sped the hearse back to the gallows tree.
The corpse was there, hanging, just as before.
Rope twines, it seens, self-reunite.

| cut it down again, |oaded it up,

And headed off, but going faster now

That speed, however, did ne no good.

Agai n came knife, again canme riddle,

Again a trick question easily sol ved.

And once agai n that corpse di sappeared,
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And again | drove back to cut it down.
Thi s has now happened sone twenty tines.

Did the driver recite all the riddles?

No, Marguerite. | didn't know then

What know edge and power | night have gai ned
Had | gone one step further and asked.

But such was how slowly my thoughts advanced,
The holy grail, trailed by bowing trophies
Bel ting out |oud, celebratory hyms,

Coul d have flitted by and gone unremnarked.
Each riddl e solved reveal ed, | know now,
Alittle nore of how non-nenory,

For which a cold flesh serves as back door

I nterpenetrates this universe.

The corpse is present now, | said again.

Has it not asked its next question yet?

O did you fail to voice the right reply,

In which case you now wear the wong head?
You do, | would say, |ook sonewhat pal e,

As if brain had been drained of blood supply.

The head that knows nore is the better head,
And that head sits atop the mute corpse

It's an uneasy silence that we two share,
Silence too great for truth to break through
This time around it posed ne a riddle

Much too conplex for quick solution

I've gone mles beyond the previous nark,

The furthest the elastic noose had stretched
Before at last it snapped its body back.

Yet the riddle has kept my thoughts perplexed
Looking to find the trick that binds the knot,
And now here we are, nearing the city.

That's one of two reasons |'ve picked you up
Per haps, | thought, another head woul d hel p,
A head content to stay firmy in place.

VWhat's the riddle? | said. I'll surely try.
One day Cedi pus the King and his son

Went out fromtown to the countryside.
They went out armed with shotguns, to hunt.

VWhat was the son of King OCedi pus named?
' m hazy on Theban geneal ogi es.

Juni or, Marguerite. Oedi pus Junior

Hi s mother swore he | ooked just |ike dad.

They spotted fresh swan tracks in marsh nud.

Two swans, they knew from these tracks, were near
One with wide, splayed-out feet, and one small
You take big foot, father, said Junior

Because you're the king, and |I'mnot, yet.

The King said, sure, kid, if you insist.

Is this an historical account? | asked.
The driver shrugged, said he forgot to ask

Then they saw them two magnificent swans,
@iding through water and stepping on shore.

They're too beautiful to kill, said the King.

Well, let's rape them then, Junior replied,
To which King said, sure, if you insist.

This riddle is reprehensible, bird.

Perhaps the corpse learned it in hell, | said.
The driver, and now |, follow the gane,

Even when tracks nay | ead over the I|ine.

Ant ecedent's, pursued, produce di sgust

And soon force trackers of truth to retreat

Unl ess, voyeurs, they really need to peek

Qur rapt nystics make much of how nuch

This diverse world is truly just One;

The question they've gl ossed over, brushed aside,
Is yes it's just one, but just One Wat?

Just what is this stomach-turning stuff

In which we dwell and out of which we're nade?
Just why is it, girl, never discussed

Exactly what the One's been treated with

To make its lively nass renain inert

And not withe with worms or gas out stench?

| don't really care for netaphysics.
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Don't you want to hear where the trail |ed?

If that driver |earns the answer, she said,
He's no further ahead. Still, go on

These swans were human wonen, transforned,

And not just any wonen, not strangers,

But Queen Jocasta and little Antigone.

Just why the two went about as swans

WAs never quite nade clear to Qedipus,

Nor did corpse, on this point, specul ate.

The maj or problem though, he said , was this.
Mot her had the small feet, daughter the big.
So father raped daughter, brother nother.

Ni ne nonths later two infants were born

Eggs, said Marguerite. Swans | ay eggs.

We who wear birdshape don't take pretense
Farther than God or tight costumes permt.
The witchcraft here proved transitory.
The two, wonen again, both bore sons.

There's nuch to this addled riddle, bird,
That will not bear up under scrutiny.

The riddle, then, Jonah, was stated thus:
VWhat nanme does the rel ationship bear
Bet ween those two children, each to each,

And whi ch, should King die, becones crown prince?

Isn't it best, driver, never to know?
O course. But even so, the question nags.
Ckay, then, | said. The answer's this..

The corpse twi tched and gave a hi deous shriek
And the driver shouted, quick, grab the knife.

No. WAit. No, that's not it, | said.
| alnmobst had it there, but nowit's gone.

They were second cousi ns? guessed Marguerite,

But once rempved and then tw ce put back?

Li sten, oh Jonah, the driver then said

As that corpse sank down, |ifeless again.
My needle's fallen well below the E

Al those extra trips used up gas

And ate up a profit |1'd counted on

It's only right that you pay for this ride.
And that, of two reasons, is nunber two.

You're very good at riddles, kind driver
Too good, yes, ever to profit much.

Do men you find naked beside the road,
Men beaten so badly they can't wal k,
Ever carry around with them much cash?

| carry, sir, not even coupons

To save bucks on airport rental cars.

The driver braked, snarled, Jonah - get out!

Whi ch one of us, | said, do you nean?

But shoved open rear door and junped out.

| left before he thought to cal culate

What he m ght fetch, what bounty might be paid,
If two dead Jonahs, not one, arrived.

| junped out before he could realize

Shoul d sone solution to that last riddle
Suddenly pop into his puzzled m nd,

A back-up corpse might well prove its worth

Part V.3: NUMERI C DATA

Did you think, jumping, to thank Ig-Galla?

| thanked no deity, not that one,
And not Godhead, who inhabits themall.

But why bl ame God? You set yoursel f up.
First, no prevention. Second, no cure.

Not hi ng new s | earnt w thout bangs to shins.
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Even a child knows to punish the rock

That plants itself in paths in such a way

It shoves its edge into innocent flesh

You wrest such rocks up from beds they've nade,
Cast them down over cliffs, into pits,

Onto an alien gravel far fromKkin,

Then send down curses to harry their tails.

But there's less, parrot, to heaven and earth
Than what your shifty transistors inpute,
Less to what's real than what there appears.
Undergo therapy and learn the truth!

Nature cares nothing for harns we suffer

No. Nature's not neutral, Marguerite,

For nature exists to teach our kind pain,

To teach us the paths that pick through the rocks,
The park paths that w nd through wound displ ays.
And that's the kind of thing nature admres,
The random patterns rock placenents make.

It carves themon brains with its ad hoc tools.
Nature's plan is to hunt manki nd down

And nmap its beauty on networks of nerves.

And sure, we're nature too, the target part,

The involuted part, the part that hurts.

And t hough nature is bent against flesh

We'll still do our part for cartography,

And cone singly fromslings or catapults,

O grouped, falling fromcliffs in aval anche,

To cl ose those roads maps once showed cl eared.

Sone, it seens, have | ow tol erance for pain.
Only winps woul d choose this as First Cause.
Qur science, perhaps |less easily bruised,
Thi nks nature to be wholly insensate,

Wt hout nuch interest in making plans.

Prophets, Marguerite, know nature best.

It's best, with nature, to just ignore pain,
VWi ch is what your science, unknow ng, does.
Your best defense if nature cones prow ing
I's pretend her indignities mean nothing

And take a pensive, if not stoic, stance.
Nature is neutral unless fuss is nmade,

Unl ess protests are raised when hurt is felt.

Fight or flee, ny girl, and nature attacks.
Knock one knave down and two spring up

O fense always targets those who react,

The skin that flinches draws the nobst stings.

I only meant, she said, it does nothing
To serve the cause that human justice serves.
| meant, for that cause, there's no effect.

And that's why humans need heaven's hel p,

To get the nost effect for the | east cause,
To steer nature toward cosm c revenge
Vengeance i s best served if served whol esal e,
Justice served from above, served with a smle
Served wi th carpet bomnbing around the clock
O served with gas, radiation and pl ague.
It's best served by just pushing a button

O flicking the switch a contractor's wired.
It's best served up cold, w thout rancour
And that requires higher, sterner powers.
Retaliation isn't human work,

For nothing connects second crines to first
Except within i nhuman spirit worlds.

If ever to rise scream ng fromrunways

Even the worst furies will need assist

From sone other, supernatural force

Get real and relax. It never happens.

Thus, battered and linping and trailing bl ood,
My tenpl es once again throbbing wth pain,
Unvirgil ed, naked, hope already gone,

| passed between N neveh's open gates.

| cannot begin to describe the scene

That greeted ny disbelieving perception

Don't bother trying, said Marguerite.
I live here. For ne it's second nature.

| say, rather, that you' ve becone inured.
Wake up, Marguerite. Immersed in sleep

You' re unaware of those forces that rule
Your every novenment, your every word.

Did you know that you sonetimes hum a tune,
Short snatches of nelody to yoursel f?
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Not true, she replied. Not true at all

Have you noticed, then, the slot machi nes,
The video poker and tarot ganes,

That |ine hallway, roomand | obby walls
In all public buildings of any size?

Did you witness that stealthy invasion
That occupied with ease a sl eeping town?
The concept was inported from Babyl on
VWhen taxpayers refused to fund the dole
Beyond current expenditures,

Forcing city fathers to tax the poor

In the formof nunbers rackets |egalized.
No poverty is so abject that,

For an infinitesiml chance at weal th,

It would not inpoverish itself further

G ven all the evidence at hand that,

If luck exists, it exists not for them
Wiy is ore of fairy gold such lure?

Only the wise question fortune closely,
Knowing in what little esteemthe world
Hol ds any i ndivi dual standing.

I was mysel f, of course, in no way w se.
The full nature of how wei ghted ny odds,
How heavi |l y handi capped my sel ecti ons,
Had not yet made itself manifest.

But | sometimes buy lottery tickets!

None of us can withstand the nunber's spin.
Ganbl i ng' s demand out paces supply

And draws forth the products of its delusion
From the shadows that conceal incipience.
At first the nmachines were installed

Only in racetracks and | arge casi nos,

Then came bars, banks and bus stations,

And now they are everywhere in N neveh
Empty floorspace is a thing of the past.
It's not just the rows of waiting slots;

G ant Keno grids have replaced w ndows

And ot her bl ank eye-1evel wall space.

There are Lotto Babyl on ki osks

Set up in all of the public places.

Al the automated teller machi nes

Have been torn out of banks, replaced with slots.
Nurrer ol ogy has destroyed the ni nds

O a generation who has cone to think
Supernatural streans of nunbers run

Li ke underground rivers, beneath us.

Align yourself with their flow and win big!

This is your birthright, bred in your bones,

Born in a place naned for the nunber nine.

Your parents believed in nystic properties
Attached to nunbers, or so you informed ne.
So what's so different here? she said.

You live in a artificial |andscape,

One constructed froma numeric theory.
Enneads perneate the townsite,

Punct uat e speech and regul ate thought.

Nines with nines intertw ne, pervade space,
Qoze from pores, grease the walls and stain skin.
Ni nes |ike dust settle down on doorknobs,

W ndow sills, table cloths and floor mats,
Hang in air, sting the eyes and cl og drains.
And it is not by accident, but by design
That nines cluster within the city walls.
|'ve seen the nines and how they came to be,
For yes, Ni neveh's naned for nunber nine,
And N nrod her King changed nanme to match
VWhen God i nduced his continental drift

And isolated the | ocal dialect

By shifting nasals back, off fromthe |ip.

| don't quite follow, said Marguerite.
How, bird, does any of this relate?

You can't present the entire universe

In one sentence and not |eave out parts.

How, a sage asks, would two things relate
And why, even, would they ever choose to?
And that, nost likely, was the starting point
| should have used when first | opened ny beak
It's too | ate now, though, we're underway.
Now we' re already here, inside the town,

Al ready knee-deep in |eech-1ike nines,

Not, 1've said, by accident: this was nmeant.
Ni neveh was the first city to be built

82



Accordi ng to Pythagorean principles,

So that all the scaling, distances, neasures
And proportions of the structures strictly relate
To the musical intervals and harnonies.

No sooner had this idea occured to them
Then did all the Assyrians go to work

Wth an ent husiasm di stressing to behol d.
They donned greasy aprons, nounted scaffol ds
Wth tape measures and hamrers and sliderul es
And bl ueprints dotted with masonic gl yphs.
And they pronptly erected their crazed designs:
Towers, tenples, taverns and townhouses,
Cavernous theatres, black tabernacl es,
Tast el ess porcel ai n Chi neses pagodas

An incredible nine hundred cubits high

The bej ewel | ed mechani cal cacti with arns
Moved by creaking, steamdriven escapenents
To |l eads crowds in prayer by semaphore

St one sphi nxes and al abaster gryphons,

Bot anni cal gardens twel ve acres square

O only pineappl es and arti chokes,

The open, panphl et-strewn plazas and parks
Bil | boarded with vignettes fromKrishna's |ives
Scenes from Saint Tiamat's tenptations

And bl owmups of various insect |arvae,

Ubi qui t ous Chal dean-made wi ndmi | |s,

Broad avenues lined with col onnades

O cuneiforminscribed cedarn pillars,

The obelisks covered by clinmbing ivy,

The mamot h nuseuns of polished marble

Wth mles of long galleries and corridors
Stuffed to ceilings with grotesque figurines
O nernmai ds copulating with | obsters,
Sundi al s, cathedrals, and train stations,
Narrow, | abyrinthine alleyways

That suffered uncertain garbage collection
Astroturfed terraces, tiered pyram ds
Chanbered both above and bel ow t he ground
Wth a nyriad dimy lit oubilettes

Where the insane were tornented until cured,
Row on row of bal coni es, gl ass-encl osed,
Each equi pped with rusted barbecue,

Wth plastic sunflowers, with | awn chairs.
And they | aboured non-stop for forty years
Until they had created a metropolis

To the then-popul ar tune 'Danny Boy'.
Sone prophet, sone hal f-crocked crackpot,

M stook a call-in

i stener request

For God's m dni ght baritone harangue
That came in streans and incoherent bursts
Thr ough showerheads in | ocal fitness gyns.

Rat her than check

sources he told hinself

And then, later, N nrod s engineers,
That this melody carried nystic weight,
The secret, uncanny, connecting power
Denot ed by the governing nunber nine.

Wiy ni ne, she said, and not, say, nineteen?

Because it's | ast,

as high as they then went,

Before, nod ten, they'd just start again,

O go transfinite

and fall apart,

Ri ght side okay, but left side a ness.

And because nost of the city was conplete
Bef ore the tenpered scal e reached perfection
And circles of fifths cartwheel ed onstage,
And because each buil di ng sings sol o,

The town's pol yphoni es are just discord.

The symretries and perspectives thus produced

Are apt to give the unwary visitor
A severe and often fatal headache.

And permanent res

Can be distinguished at once by their crossed

dents of N neveh

And by their off-key, off-pitch humm ng
O phrases fromthat once-popul ar tune.

These auditory ha

| uci nati ons,

Friend parrot, indicate malfunction

Truly, Marguerite,

t he pipes are playing:

WAt er hammrers, pressure surges, airlocks.
It's the noisy plunmbing hidden in walls
That shudders, rattles, roars out its nusic

To rouse sl eeping
It's how nature b
Conbi nes with one

mystery into view.
nds seen to unseen
hal f - heart ed har nony

Al'l disparate things, far-flung atons,
Di sconnected events, chance encounters.
Such wunification's always ugly,

Al ways contrived,

al ways artificial,

eyes

83



But nonet hel ess al ways sincerely neant.

It's invisible gods you worship here.

Rare rains, otherw se forever |ost,

Are coll ected together and drai ned forward,
Water going forth as thirst goes back

Yes, there's waterworks throughout the |and,
Inside walls and underneath the streets
Wth no other neaning to gui de design

That that of ill-inforned engi neering.

If Ninevites didn't desire the One,

The one that Ig-Galla inpersonates,

They' d never have defaced it with their ditches,
Wat er mains, sewage |ines, aqueducts.

That sounds |ike an urban nyth, she said.
Ni neveh is nothing like that, parrot.

It's a place of quiet tree-lined streets,
A place of wi de canals, pleasant tenples,
Where dwells a decent God-fearing folk

VWho wish to live out their lives in peace..

... And anmass nonstrous, usel ess heaps of wealth.
But even that woul dn't be so bad

If they'd do it without the sound effects.
It's the constant noise of great Nineveh
That will nost of fend those who arrive here.
Sone of the | ess-experienced travellers,

On first encounter with high noise levels
Inside this town's tall ceramc walls,

WIIl gag, vomt over their canel's neck

The | east experienced travellers vomt

Not over but onto the canel's neck,

And these the gatekeepers deny entry.

Gat ekeepers, no matter what their gate,

Are fastidious when it cones to canels

And keep watch for any unkenpt mounts

Lest the town's traffic dwindle in beauty
And bring disrepute upon its rulers.

And even before all the slot nachines,

Even before the unpl easant perspectives,
Even before the massive ziggurats

And tall, shabby, ranshackl e tenenents,

The first feature noticed will be the noise.
And it was the noise that humanity nakes
That first inclined the Godhead agai nst us,

That pronmpted himto send the inundation

That lifted Noah, that floated himl oose

To drift off on disorganized seas

To hear only birdcries and wi ndsound.

And N neveh's noise is truly offensive,

The din of its traffic, roar of its machines,
Anmbul ance sirens, crack of sniper fire,

| npatient horns and screans of mating cats,
And, worst of all, the shouting of voices.
Street vendors, panhandlers, truck drivers,
Children at their play and masons at their work,
All are airing their views at top vol une.

Most intol erable of these voices

Are those with a significance to inpart.

Ni neveh is infested with such vernin

Prophets and evangel i sts and poets.

And the first two classes are bad enough

But the third will push a headache victim
From outpatient clinic down to the norgue.
Woul d- be poets throng the street corners

And exchange prof ound- soundi ng obscuriti es.
None |isten, yet each is |ouder than the next,
And each is equipped with the sane tin ear
The sane insistent, snarling, nasal whine.
These are people with nothing nuch to say,

And they say it at length, say it ad nauseaum
And having stated it they then restate it.

Uni nf or med, uni nspired, unenpl oyed,

They find their muse mxed in a cheap |iqueur
Which is maudlin and banal in equal parts,
Then vomt her out in uneven |lines

O unnusi cal, hal f-digested prose

Al 't hough to address them woul d be wasted breath,
To remain quiet won't quell the clanour

Al ready raised by the conpeting voices

O these welfare-fed literati.

My only hope to make nmy message heard

Is to crank my el oquence up to max

And pray that it isn't mstaken for verse.

Not much danger of that, she observed,

Unl ess you' ve nmade plans to rhyne with nax
In near future, before | |ose the sound.
As bad as those poets may be, parrot,

At | east they own the grace to strive for heights,

84



And not, like sone, |ook down bent beaks
On heaven's vast division, now stretched thin,
Just to croak out nore usel ess abuse.

| made my way along the city streets,

Si dest eppi ng the broken hypodernics,

A d cesspools, ninefields, toxic dunps,
Engi ne parts, fallen wires, plastic cups,
Di smantl ed toy trains and dead pack mul es.
Yes, you watched your footing in this city.
It would be so easy to slip and fal

On all the | oose, spent amunition

O pools of notor oil and antifreeze

O slick fig pits racoons shit out.

Seeds, said Marguerite. A fig has seeds.

These were Iraqi figs, a special strain
That figures mainly in racoon diet.

Iragi racoons, | should pause to note,

Have grown ever bolder in recent years

And spend the nights roaming the city streets
To gather up garbage that humans | eave

O toss aside or strew around in rage,

Qut of sone acci dental conpassion

A solidarity with those who scavenge

That operates too deep beneath dream

For better informed wills to bring to heel
Litter exists as a gift to racoons

Despite daylight |aw that wants them gone.
You see themall night |ong around here,
Dragging along filth-sneared plastic bags
To m dni ght banquets by River Tigris.

Thei r bands are not yet numerous enough

To qualify, like the locusts, as plague
And stir externminators to take note,

To strap on tanks and go gas their burrows.
They're still just one mnor nuisance,

Just one nore synptom of worsened tines,
Just one nore sign of grow ng neglect.

This city's destruction is underway,

An ongoi ng doom t hat darkens your lights
Not by pulling the plug on entire grids,
But slowly, by spreading shade in increnents.
It screws a few bul bs out of their sockets,

Waits a week, then unscrews a few nore.
CGodhead' s work here al ready proceeds,

In customary fashion, day by day.

He plays his chess a hundred noves ahead,
A touch here, a well-placed kick there,
Destroyi ng m ghty N neveh pi eceneal .

Part V.4: ORCE

| stopped here and there to address peopl e,
But none could hear, because of all the noise
And because none were inclined to pay heed
And take attention away fromtasks at hand
To hear conpelling words from passing tranps.
They' d veer off sidewal ks and step in nud

To make detour around the place | stood.

Not one stopped, and nost hurried away

As if | were, indeed, apparition

None saw need for any intercourse

Wth broken strangers who | oom from doorways,
Onit small talk and just launch their pitch
No Ni nevite even net ny eyes

Until | approached the Tigris enbanknent.

| know the place, she said. It's a real dunp.
It's where the honel ess canp out all night.

A gaunt and haggard figure garbed in rags
Approached ne there and asked for spare change.
Ordinarily I would not have even paused;

The cash flow of the professional beggar

In ny experience, will exceed nmy own.

| stopped, however, struck by the demeanour,
The dignity and poi se of the panhandl er

O it may have been the twenty or so apes

That trailed behind himand bounced up and down
And gnawed on fruit that had seen better days.

My nane is Oroe, said the panhandl er

I was once High Priest of all N neveh,

Until | lost it all, ny house and car,

My wi fe and friends, ny job and pension plan.
Can you spare ne, stranger, any |oose coin?
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Call me Jonah, | said. | too am broke.
I was beaten, robbed of ny sol e possession
But you, what happened to reduce you so?

| blew an oracle, he replied ruefully.
We had just gone back to the tarot cards
And the game we named N neveh Showdown.

How does that work? |'m new in town.

I was placed centered in an enneagram

I nsi de the Godhead's downtown Tenpl e.

It's the one with those nassive pillars.

| cut the deck and then take the top card
And read its letter to the assenbl ed priests.
And you keep doing that until the cards

Have spelled out a conplete divine message.

The nessage is deenmed conplete, by Hoyle's rules,

When you receive nine blank cards in a row.
Well, | cut the cards tinme after tine,

And each tine, each card, | drew a bl ank.
CGodhead, apparently, was not talking.

Hold it there, parrot, said Marguerite.
VWhat about the one-eyed parrot card?

I don't know what you're tal king about.
No such card exists in tarot decks.
Do you now insult mnmy appearance, woman?

Card nine. Renmenber tarot card nine?

Your nmenory appears to be inperfect,

Shorter than nine, at |east, said the woman.
It calls into question the tale you tell

So self-reverential, self professed

My m nd enul ates that of nankind,

Mal e-kind, | said. Not one of our sex

Dares nmatch a version of the recent past

Wth that presented by any fenale.
Nonet hel ess, nmy nenory's infallible,

And is subject to frequent parity checks,

And each of nmy threshold logic units

I s equi pped with fail safe squashing functions

That will guarantee that nothing | forget
Is anything I'll ever need again.

Card nine, Marguerite, is always blank
Moreover, it was self-referential

Spelt with capital Self, capital Ref.

Put a brief puff between teeth and lip

To keep defined selves you hope to voice.
But never mind, a Rev will also work,

For self-reverential is ever best

For those mystics who know that all is God,
Who' ve divi ned thensel ves sel f-deified.
Godhead, ny dear, is the self wit |arge.
Those of us who wish to save sone tine,

Rat her than beam our words of praise upward
Just to reflect them back and down i nsi de,
W1l swall ow sounds, incorporate our bread,
Do all we can to host our own show.

But let's listen nowto Oroe.

And so the King stripped nme of ny position
When he received report of the poor results.
Former bl unders too did not weigh well,

That occasion that | confused the two bags,
Ape feed for apes, w fechow for the harem
O the tine | refused to start proceedi ngs
To canoni ze his el khound Syl vester.

Surely it was not your fault, | said to him
It was the Godhead who was failing to talk.
And why did the King punish you for this?

Those who do no work, except with words,
Expect results, conpliance with conmands.
Their own role mal functi ons ot herw se.
But it was my job to cone up with text,
An informative policy directive,

Not an out-of-office autoreply.

Uni versal adm nistrative rules

On matters of nessage dictate that,

In such cases, the nessenger takes bl ane,
And ny conrades here will attest to that.

We shoul d never have retired our faithful apes

Despite their oracul ar shortconi ngs
And the frequent rages that overtake them
A result only of their desire to pl ease



And not frommalice or a deep resentnent
At the clownish outfits that the priesthood
Made them wear as workpl ace uniforns.

| see sone still wear bellboy hats,

Sonme are uniforned |ike sea cadets,

And sonme, if | am not wong, are Shriners.
Way did you try themout as Oracle,

Even if only as an experiment?

Were the cards so unsatisfactory?

Cards were becom ng nore unreliable

As a nethod of forecasting the future.
The very last tarot readi ng perforned
Before instituting the ape trials

Was a highly frustrating exerci se.

For one thing, it took sixty three weeks,
And for another, it was usel ess nonsense.
The length of tine taken for the downl oad
Was due to the extrenely | ow bandw dth
Card by card, just one card at a tine,

And the troubling fact that the nessage itself

Was encoded as a large PostScript file

Wth enmbedded full col our photographs.

The first of the photographs to cone through
Depi cted a nude Queen Semiram s

W apped in the foul enbrace of the Toad God.

They are potent portents indeed, | said,
That arrive decorated with centerfold.
Nude photos! Who is Semiram s?

A nmodel ? An actress? The girl next door?
A queen, you say? Mss Geater N neveh?

You haven't heard of N neveh's great Queen
VWho used her incredible beauty to find,

To seduce and then to discard her |overs
Once they had advanced her lofty anbitions?
She canme to the attention of the King N nus
When she hel ped hi m capture besi eged Bactra
By sone clever stratagem or another.

He was so intoxicated by her wt

And by her al nost unnatural beauty

He executed her husband to get her.

And you could tell, even from a phot ograph

How she might drive a man mad with desire,
For to any unassi sted human vi sion

Qur Queen Semiram s seemed so fine,

So fair, and so radiant a | ady

That it was easy to overl ook her soul
Especially for the shallow courtiers

The shifty, unscrupled politicians

And enpty, superficial bureaucrats

Among whose circles she nost often noved
After she canme to Nineveh as its Queen
But the second photograph to cone through

Di spl ayed the Queen's soul, an interior shot.

It wasn't a pretty sight, no indeed:

Hopel essly treacherous, utterly corrupt,
This was a soul destined for dammati on,

For in the wavel engths of spiritual spectra
That only a prophet's nmature insight,
Intelligence agency's di sh antenna,

O epileptic shaman' s eye percei ves,

In your ultraviolets and your infrareds,
Your radio, your X and your TV rays,

There is nothing occulted, nothing conceal ed.

And this is vision that belongs to heaven
A vision rarely inparted to our Kkind,

But the Oracle possessed such vi ewpoi nt
And appeared not unwilling to share it.
Thus we were neither blinded nor nisled
By the bl atant sexual charnms, but could see
That underneath skin-deep beauty | ay

An unf at homabl e abyss of ugli ness.

And here her liver and other organs swam
Grinning like fat, black, malignant fishes
For which there existed in all N neveh

No norsel of immoral vile too snall

And no nountain of vicious sin too big

To be imredi ately, chonp, ingested,

Di gested, and, swoosh, excreted as bile.

| tell you, Jonah, it would make you sick
To observe the Queen's internal organs,
Particularly the hunbl e pancreas,
Normal |y the nost delicate of eaters,
Devour such filth with such appetite
VWil e there floated unnol ested near by

A nearly intact pork enchil ada,

As safe here in these dangerous waters
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As though it were wearing organ repellent.

H gh heaven has the best special effects,
Sof tware and hardware, the best graphics.
What about the Toad God? Who is this?

He isn't one of the major deities.

In fact, until this nmessage was received

I'd never heard word of a toad god,

An odd lapse in ny Hi gh Priest training.

Wat ch your step, Jonah, you could break your neck
On all those shell casings underfoot.

What is the Toad doing in the photo,
The naked one, not the enchil ada?
| asked the priest, as casually as | coul d.

He was ki ssing the nude Queen of Ni neveh
And no bl ackmail er coul d have | ocated

A canera angle that would reveal nore

O either the woman or her paranour.

The Toad was so fat, his flesh so slack,
His long, flickering tongue so fly-specked,
And hi s anphi bi ous kiss so sloppy liquid
That this single act was nore prodigi ous,
More clearly reprehensible a feat

On the part of the woman Semiranis

Than Messalina's fanmed copul ati on

Wth Caesar's |egions, cohort by cohort,
Si x hundred sweating soldiers at a tine.
And by this kiss did the Toad God change
If not indeed into a bl ooded prince,

Then to a pretender to a prince's throne,
For it's thus the lovers sealed their bargain
To become regicides, to kill Ni nus,

To elevate the Toad God to his place,

To enpty his gold into the Queen's purse.
O so the photo caption informed us.

Here is ny plan, said Toad to the Queen,

Hi s cal |l oused toes stroking silken flanks,
We will poison your husband, N nus the King,
Tonorrow at his breakfast, seize the throne
I ntroduce stringent wage and price controls,
And then live happily ever after,

Semirams in wealth, Toad in power.

Why poi son Ninus? said Semiram s

Why not overpower himw th platoons

O crack barbarian nercenaries

Armed with sem -autonati c weapons,

G enades, |and mnes, and cavalry sabers?
Way not send in Praetorian Guards

Wth their bayonet-nounted nuskets?

O, failing that, a few crack ninjas

Coul d stealthily energe from behind curtains,

Leap across the room bound off the walls,
And batter himto death with a quick series,
Mystical ly guided and choreographed,

O those martial arts hand and foot strikes.

You're far too direct, Semirams.
| have ny reputation to consider.
Am | not, ny Queen, a dark em nence?
Poi son is nore ny style; a subterfuge

Wl always serve you better than brute force

And it's nore expedient in this case.

There are knee-jerk |iberals hereabouts
Who, hearing of bl oodshed, woul d oppose us
Wth flinmsy pretexts and absurd ideal s,
Citing constitutional rule of |aw.

Much as 1'd enjoy a fight with such scum
I'd rather the succession was unquesti oned.
Wth poison we can claim even truthfully,
Ni nus di ed of severe indigestion

But no one's going to believe that tale.

A natural death is a credible death.

For an apparently natural poisoning

Mot her Nature's toxins give the best result.
Prepare Ni nus a mushroom onel et,
Substituting toadstools for nushroonmns.

Sel ect the npbst poi sonous of toadstools,

But those nobst easily and plausibly m staken
For fine mushroons by nearsi ghted cooks.

The kitchen staff, | need scarcely rem nd,
You order put to death w thout delay,

As soon as doctors confirmthe King' s death,
Too indi gnant at your inconpetent staff
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To await the slow, due process of |aw
Wth cross-exam nati ons etcetera.

What will | do without a kitchen staff?
And how do you cook a toadstool onelet?

But nothing, Semiram s, could be easier
Clean in water four dozen toadstools.

Dry, slice off the stalks, dice the caps,
Sautee in butter, salt and | enon juice.
Lightly beat one egg, add toadstools,

Cook in a flat pan over high flane.

Fold, flip and serve, and wait for two hours.
When salivation and stomach cranps start,
Ofer wine to hel p dissolve the poison

Do not induce vomting, if possible,

O the stomach won't absorb all the toxins.
Watch for deliriumand dilated pupils,

Di arrhoea, cold sweat and convul sions.

The King's death will occur shortly after
When the pul se is gone, call for help,

And contrive to | ook somewhat distressed.

And that, said the priest, was the end of file,
Ni ne bl ank cards, one after another

The Oracl e's pronouncenent was now over

But what it all meant wasn't evident.

The Magi, despite all the lore we'd | earned
On how to lay bare heaven's hidden thought,
Could find no key that nmade it make sense.
Had this message sone doubl e nmeani ng,

Sone sarcasm sonme poi sonous jest

Li ke those that Del phic sibyls deliver?
Just one meani ng? No nmeaning at all?

But odds against this one run are huge!

And there was, noreover, a noral there.

It seened to say, don't marry for beauty,
A lesson ny own father used to teach
Beauty al ways decei ves, always betrays,

Al ways departs without the | east regret.
Find a mate, he'd say, with good genetics,
A sunny disposition, broad shoul ders,

A healthy set of teeth, strong as an ox.

My dad did just that, married an ox,

And not fermale or even castrate,

Rai si ng sone brows around the town square.
But what the rest neant had us all stunped,
In particular parts where the couple plots.
How, with such know edge, should the State react?

This was i ndeed an odd nessage, | said,

But clearly one that begs a quick response.
Did you rush it over to King N nus

So that this conspiracy could be quashed?

That's what's so odd, said Oroe.

N nus has been dead a century at |east.
Qui ntus, a bachelor, is our king now,
And Semirams is also | ong dead.

The conspiracy, if it ever existed,

WAs never attenpted with any success.

Not exactly tinmely then, this nmessage.

Was Godhead' s warni ng del ayed sonehow,

Sent to the wong address, lost in ether
And only lately sent forward again?

If so, its neaning also mssed its nark,
For these insinuations proved groundl ess.
The celllul oid newsreels still exist,

The sixty second clips that run at six

And tell what happened in bygone tines.
Semiram s did, indeed, in due course,
Become sole ruler of Ni neveh's real ns.

King Ninus all owed her one full day

To wield a sole and absol ute control

She seized her day and then ganbled for nore.
It wasn't yet noon when N nus was hanged,
Whi ch meant, of course, she'd rule tonorrow too
But Ninus hadn't yet finished his sw ng

Bef ore his son Octus nustered support

And t ook conmand of |ocal armed forces.

Her rule, thus, did not outlast its day.
But there is no mention of a Toad God

In any account that still survives intact.
His status is, at best, mythol ogic.

The inescapabl e concl usion, therefore,

Was that this downl oad had arrived corrupt.
It's after that we chose to go to apes,
Even though | warned them agai nst attenpts
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By any neans, by cards or substitutes,

To access so conprom sed a source,

An et her so altogether scranbl ed.

| warned agai nst apes, flipped coins and dreans.
Ask not, king, | inplored, for bird stools

And ot her onens best |eft undisturbed.

Truth and contagi on nost oft conme m xed.

But Quintus ignored the pleas | made

And let the apes do their hunt and peck

To pluck bl ood-fat ticks from cosm c noi se.

To me the nanes you use are new, | said.
And what of names |'ve heard, |ike Sargon
Tiglath Pilaser or Psal nenezer?

Ki ngs have export nanes that gnash the teeth
Designed to fit neatly on tongues that curse,
And put a catch to throats that sob or wail.
Those names won't do for donestic use.

The famly cur's called Fang outdoors

But Sweets inside, seated, begging a treat.

| nwar d pooch, outward tinberwolf.

And that's how gods too arrange their namnes,
Assur here, Marduk in Babyl on,

In such a way to |l et the conquered kneel

To let the wise slowy befriend thensel ves.
That's a nystic truth that all priests |earn,
The way that namel ess gods absorb the world,
The secret behind names as stepping stones
That Ibn Arabi didn't quite get.

Ni nus, Octus, Quintus. Am| m staken
O do I, sir, detect a pattern here?

It's custom here anong the autocrats

Not to nunber thensel ves upward as do

The potentates, the pedi greed poodl es,
And the pontiffs of the civilized nations
O I ndo- Eur opean ancestry.

Ni neveh did not adopt that system

Where you start with the first of a given nane
And proceed up to the nth of that nane,
Nei t her ski ppi ng any nunber for |uck

Nor slowi ng for a decimal or fraction,

But rather celebrating one by one

The successive positive integers.

No, the Kings of Nineveh are not nunbered

Li ke vol unes of an encycl opedi a.

I nst ead dynastic nunbers run downward
Starting with the hero Ninrod as Ni nus.

Ni nus was nanmed after the number nine,

Known to be the highest, purest quantity,

A quantity ubiquitous in creation

Al'l nmovenent's acconplished in nine stages,
And the tenth brings return, cycle conplete.
There are nine digits or fingers per person
Not counting the finger doing the counting,
There are nine chapters in the Book of Jonah
There are nine planets, nine lives of a cat.
Nine are the flavours of potato chips

That |inger along tongues of connoi sseurs,
The nen of heart who parse this world's taste
Into the nine el ementary noods,

I ncluding that newy discovered flavour

Sour cream and artificial bacon bits.

There are nine tribes, nine divine nanes,

Ni ne nunbered, lettered, tel ephone tones
And ni ne players on a baseball team

Now Ni nus was known as a deni - god

VWho from heaven to Mesopotan a

At the world's closest approach to perfection
Brought lightning bolts of |ogic, |uxury,
Luck, lucre, ludency and | egal code.

And his real mwas considered a gol den age
Cctus, his son, a sem -dem god,

Presi ded over Assyria's silver age.

Qui ntus, son of Sextus son of Septus,

I's thus one thirty-secondth divine.

He governs an epoch hal fway al ong

The fall and decline of the entire cosnos
From a perfect and a crystalline order

Into a chaotic nmutability,

A degeneration fromwealth to garbage,

From paradi se to utter vacuity.

Qui ntus, unremarkable in the extrene,

An average nan in an average tine,

Lacks all salient characteristics.

Neither is he universally despised

Nor is he especially highly regarded,

And his name is nentioned, if nmentioned at all
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Only to be imrediately di sm ssed.

If Quintus is unmarried, | replied,
Dynastic continunity is threatened.

Adopti on and nane-change suffice for kings.
CGenetics is not key, it is sequence,

Al ways keeping track, that has inportance.

Thus Quintus, as King, can indul ge hinself,
Knowi ng al ways where he stands, his nunber

Marriage is secondary for a despot

Whose early experience with wonen

Scarred himand left hima strict msogynist.

And it was that episode with Beverly
That turned himagai nst close rel ationshi ps.
He now contents hinself with concubi nes.

And who, might | ask, is this Beverly?

Beverly: a nane soaked in damation

Al'l of us know the dreadl ocked Medusa:

Who renmenbers her twin sister Beverly?

They were never, of course, identical tw ns.
Beverly did not possess the withing mane,
The hissing hairstyle her sister sported.
Nor di d she possess the red, bal eful gaze,

The Al gol eye that turns your flesh to stone.

Beverly's | ook was nuch nore inviting,

But it would prove just as deadly in the end.

This is attested by holy Hittite texts
Recently published in their totality,
Despite | ong-standi ng court gag-orders,

I n i nexpensive paperback transl ations.

It would be gravely redundant, therefore,
If not a copyright violation,

To repeat that whole sorry business.

A tal k show host once raised the subject
When Quintus was seated in his studio,
Only to have his guest begin to scream
Beverly! That scat ophagous hag!

The next day the host's head was on a pike,
And his torso sonewhere else entirely.
The topic, ever since, is not broached.

| want to hear nore about Beverly.

I"'msorry, Marguerite, | can't oblige.
That was all that Oroe rel ated.

This failure to anticipate your needs
Was all ny fault, I'"'mafraid to say.

My nascent tal ent wasn't good enough

I nstead of pressing for nore of the tale,
| turned conversation back to Quintus.

But if Quintus is such a non-entity,
How can he exert his royal power?

Make no m stake, although nondescri pt,
The power Quintus w elds is absol ute.

In this he resenbles the God of his age,
An omi potent and ommisurveill ant,

But discreet, apparently bland deity

VWho nonet hel ess demands that all subnmit
And acknow edge hi s unsurpassable glory.
However, Quintus was not al ways thus,

He was not always the control freak

Who now m cronmanages our N neveh,

Who nust oversee every matter
From decl arati on of war agai nst foes

To the placenent of tenporary |atrines
On any of a hundred construction sites.
At his coronation he was, |ike Sextus,

A figurehead only, leaving the rule

O his enpire to the career bureaucrats
And perform ng cerenonial functions,

But only when required by protocol

And when convenient, during office hours,
When not at home nornings playing tennis
O splashing around in his indoor poo
Wth a dozen or so of his concubines.

He hosted state dinners, dispensed awards,
Conf erred kni ght hoods, opened parli anent,
Vi sited orphanages, made speeches,

And did everything but do sonething,

Do sonething, that is, of inport,

And none really paid himnuch attention
O even noticed when he began to change,
So sl ow was the change, the transfornmation
That took him from carefree to paranoid.
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Qui ntus doesn't | ook too paranoid,
Said Marguerite. His smle is quite nice

My own opi ni on, unverifiable,

Is that the Semrams file was seed

To what grew and bl ossoned in his forebrain
If so, all should marvel at God's approach
To realization of intended goal s,

How subtl e and oblique, how eccentric!
Necessity, understood by the w se,

Absorbs contingent acts water to sponge,

So that events will swell up with essence
And rise up, bare-fanged, hissing nenace.

And all of us, sone know ng, sonme not,

Wrk as agents of fate, working it out

No matter how ainmess it all seens.

Can deft novenents of young nmosquito w ngs
Lift insects free of their larval ponds
Wthout a foreordained intervention?

Do unseen factors restrict flutter

Settle subtle beats and correct the course
And draw forth slipstreans scented wth bl ood?
What degrees of freedom govern the flight,
Its nmonmentum certain and position not,

O position certain and nonmentum not,

That vectors a virus to distant victins?

The inmpact of the Oracle's pronouncenent

On Quintus was, in retrospect, heavy,

Heavi er by far than one night expect

From a nessage that bore such a |ight weight.
The first signs were requests for certain files,
Chosen, it mght've seenmed, by conplete whim
Made wi t hout evident force or conmand.

And at first no pattern could be detected
Fromthe varied subjects these files addressed,
Even if one were suspected, as | doubt.

But as these requests becane nore frequent,
They becane firm orders, non-optional

And any refusal or non-conpliance

Would end first with injury, |ater death.
After a while sone began to observe

How secretive and w t hdrawn he had becone

As he gathered up the reins of his power.
Soon it was clear that he feared conspiracy.
He instituted a secret agency

Dedi cated to uncovering plots,

And staffed it with thousands of operatives.
He richly rewarded any i nformnt

Who cane forward with whispers of treason
He was compl etely out of his mnd, of course,
For it had never occurred to anyone

That joining conspiracy was worth their while.
Ni neveh was so fully self-absorbed

And so fatuously self-conpl acent

That none had quarrel with the status quo.
The king, it was universally agreed,

Was doing a fine job doing nothing.

No one else, in fact, could do better

He coul d safely continue his non-efforts

As long as strength and stam na permnitted.
M nor derangenent could be tol erated

As long as public affairs ran snmoothly

And mar kets kept stable and went their way
Unhi ndered by undue regul ati on

The King, both in position and in person
Was not an issue for Nineveh at |arge.

Thi s unconcern with Quintus, however,
Presented a real problemfor all those

He'd enpl oyed to hunt down sedition

And ferret out treason in city streets.

How find the plots if no plots exist?

Their very livelihoods were jeopardized

By this failure of Nineveh's citizens

To conformwi th their nonarch's great obsession
Thi s apathy appalled the king' s agents,

For the attitude was treasonous, really,

And an affront to the stern dedication

To say not hing of the boatl oads of cash
That the driven king brought to his program
Truly |l oyal subjects should take pity,

If not on Quintus, then on enpl oyees

And the famlies they feed, and plot a bit,
Perhaps utter one or two death threats,

O even publish a few short panphlets.
Agents soon realized that no hope

Exi sted to give Quintus the plots he craved
Wthout their own direct intervention

The State, | said, always has ways for that:
More taxation and hi gher conscription,
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More usel ess, conpl ex regul ati ons,
And nore controls inposed on flows of trade.
A peopl e, so oppressed, would soon conpl ai n.

But the State nust take care not to annoy
And go about its business | ow key.

This is ever the touch that masters seek
Wen tinme has cone to nmake sl aves behave.
How flick the lash so it only wounds,

So that it draws the bl ood but doesn't kill?
How does one get the proper mxture

O grudged acqui escence and di scontent?

Prophet that | am | said, | see here
Certain sinmlarities to prophecy.

A prophet? Ni neveh needs one badly.

This I nquisition has grown too bold.

In order to get the townfolk to plot

They even thought to imtate the gods

And execute folk without just cause,

A few here and there, to stir things up.
One coul d al ways hang peopl e at random
Pick out every third passerby

And hold a swift trial inside the van
During the short drive to the gallows site.
Thi s schene might pronote the desired unrest
And fonent revol utionary zea

Once peopl e take note of mssing friends,
And see shorter queues in supernarkets,
Reduced nunbers aboard subway trains.

QO hers might think the plan had nerit

And even pitch in to help things out,

Di spat ch annoyi ng col | eagues on the sly,
When backs are turned and no one can watch.
However, this plan was too half-baked,

Even for that kind who |ike half-baked,

Who al ways order cakes done that way,

A gooey, anorphous, | ukewarm ness

That | ooks as if squeezed from flu-struck ducks.

Conmittees were struck to add new t hought

And others were struck to subtract thought out,
But none could agree if the plan made sense

O, if it did, if sense were crucial here.

The maj or drawback to the idea,

All agreed, was the great effort involved,
Doi ng the snatches, the trials, the hangings.
It seened to require quite a lot of work

To these nostly deskbound bureaucrats.

Worse, it mght backfire, endanger jobs

O even lives if zeal went too far,

I f enraged nobs stormed government buil di ngs
And killed the king, purged the civil service,
And sent agents off to bust their asses

In forced | abour canps and coll ective farns.
The | ess dangerous course, the one taken
Required little effort, a |lot of noney,

And best of all, unendi ng paperworKk:

Invent a plot, entice people to join,

Keep a watch and file frequent reports.

Ent rapnment wor ks best, they soon di scovered,
When baited with suitable cash inducenents.
And Ki ng Quintus, they found, woul d al ways pay,
And N nevites, if paid, would al ways plot.

The Ninevites | earned that conspiracy

Was nuch |ike a marketing focus group

Figure out what it was they wanted said,

Say it with conviction and coll ect the cheque.

Secret agencies built |arger budgets

In each successive year by these neans,

For nore npney spent nmeant nore treason

And nore treason found neant nore noney.

The situation suited all involved,

The king, his agents, and general public,

And everyone invol ved under st ood

That real uprising or revolution

Was out of the question: the nbney woul d stop
And the only price that the popul ace paid

For all the extra income they received

Was t he continuous secret surveillance

Under which they nust now conduct their |ives.

How, parrot, can you repeat such stories?
Wuldn't I, don't forget, a N nevite,
Participate if paid to plot a bit?

No one's ever sent me such a sum

Unless it's added to ny wel fare cheques.

But of course, you'd deny this, Marguerite.
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It's like that humming you al so deny

That wells up from conceal ed neeting pl aces
Wher e buddhas summobns sons to patricide.

This is the underside to the cowardice

On which we institute deities and kings,
Voids left in |ove as | aws bubbl e up,

The vacancies that cash dives down to fill.

| didn't say that to the Magus, though

It's only lately, with new neural nets
Conposed of those rows of sense-starved cells
That break our speech down to statistic verbs,
That 1've | earned how all things correlate.

I wish | could show all the nmarvels | see
These are the missing factors visions seek
Exhi biti ons for which voyeurs line up

Too bad. You'd fascinate apes, at |east,
The ones not busy hurling fig pits.

This explains, | said, the King's inpatience
Wth reticent or unproductive O acles.

What, he nust think, is the Godhead hiding,
VWhat is he up to, how forestall hinf

To such a nmind there is no bad | uck

Only a cal cul ated sabot age.

You may well be correct, said O oe.

He takes things personally, | know that.
I'"ve heard himspecul ate that this drought
I s sonehow connected to his manhood,

As if those royal glands put in charge

O flushing his flesh with testosterone

Al so control local cloud formations.

It didn't help nmy job performance review
After he read, under ny |etterhead,

That onen collection just didn't extend
To fishing firmspermfromdriblets of piss

What do you think? | said. WIIl it rain?

Tonorrow s weather will be sunny and dry.
That's my prediction, if anyone asks.

The first thing they teach in oracle schoo
Is with what little | ove gods view change
VWhen making forecasts for near futures

The safest bet's always nore of the sane.

So who is doing the Oracl e now?
Is the position still vacant? | inquired.

Who woul d risk the wath of the King? he said

As it happens, | conme bearing a nmessage

Directly fromthe great Godhead hinself.

If | were to see this Quintus, and apply,
VWhat kind of salary might | expect?

No severance package, | woul d gather.

It pays well, as do all risky jobs.

But if | were you |'d leave for later

Any interview with the King Quintus,

Any attenpt to snag that salary.

In the meantine, try to dress for success.
At very least, dress - put on sone clothes -
Unl ess, of course, this is part of your act.
Careers, generally, start small and build.
No one goes from nowhere to the top

First try out your nmaterial el sewhere,

In front of a | ess-denandi ng audi ence.

Cone to think, | know the perfect venue,

For it's Amateur Evangelist N ght

Down at the Godhead's downt own Tenpl e.

It's an open m ke - just show up.

But | ess-denanding is a relative term

This is a tough town to break into.
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CAPUT Sl X
Part VI.1: THE TEMPLE OF NI NEVEH

Al'l over the |ands our Magi have nmapped,
From G braltar east to South Chi na Seas,

The faithful point faith in one direction

To that great Tenple that N neveh built.

The call to souls this structure puts out
Extracts first good wi shes, then prayers,

Then the better parts of exhal ed nanes.

It makes quick incisions, inserts tweezers,

And tugs them back hither to line its nest.

And then, in time, it goes one step nore

And bodily Iifts whol e organi sns up

And yanks them out of normal habitats

To drag them across gaps that separate

And line themup on ranmps that lead to priests.
It's pilgrinage tinme, it's tine to show up.
Appear here, the summpbns says, in person
Forthwi th, wi thout delay, and bring coin,

Bring your value and | eave the rest behind.
Strip off your flesh and dive into night.
Discard the parts that faith won't nmake whol e
Ash that can't clinb, the mass that stays put,
The cells of self that would go their own way.
The sunmons cones from cat hode ray tubes,
From bi |l | board signs and nagazi ne ads,

Through network cabl es, tel ephone |ines,
Fromthat grid that bids the urinal flush
That's maybe a speaker and naybe a drain.

The summons cones in gurgles infants nake,

In oM calls, shrew whispers and bat cries

In the sway of snall pines caught by the w nd,
In ripples on ponds drowned w tches have left.
It comes in long cloudbursts and brief squalls,
Bl own around corners, thrown agai nst doors,
Strained by the gusts through a chickenwire fence
As tunbling nunbers, as hail stone dice.

This call folds terrain and tips the sky

And funnel s visions down nountain gullies

Onto the flats where spent bodies are stretched,
Where tributaries mix till seas arrive

Buzzards converge, hyenas too, and ants,
Drawn by the fane of Assur's ziggurat,

The magnet, the necca, the pole of the world,
The prom sed squirt of universal juice

That |ubricates the chew that chonps the neat.

Beetl es and snall snails crunch underf oot
When larger pilgrims overtake the small,

But no grudges are held, for this is bliss,
To perish enroute to God's anteroom

To di e under the weight of greater souls.
Could we but see them even m crobes,

Those shrivelled, mniscule bits of life,

M ght al so be observed throngi ng through air,
Billions stream ng along, riding the surf

That | eaves them beached on Godhead's brick porch

The bl ast of blessing that oven enits

Is too hot and pressing, too insistent,

For even a vestigal spirit to mss.

No one who dwells where N neveh rules

And sees its pennant fl apping overhead,
Wul d dare ignore duties its God conpels
Wth such endl ess and all-withering force,
The power that radiates fromwarned bricks,
The negawatt negaphone broadcast

That boils space itself, its very contours,
That cooks those interstices that exist,
Twi sted and nisted over, inside bones.

And this seething furnace is |ike the sun
A sun risen to pull steamfromfens,

Bake riverside nud to solid rock,

And ignite dry kindling on forest floors.
Ni neveh's Tenple conmmands all to turn

It calls, bids all to submt, send gifts,
And sacrifice, mninmum ten percent.

Your paynment is due, do it now or else.

It's a town | andmark, said Marguerite.

We still, however, debate the expense,

And sone still question its nouveau design
It's relatively new, five years old,

The nortgage we took has ten nore to run

| don't renmenber now how we wor shi pped
Before it opened oaken doors to crowds,

But there's no doubt it cost us much |ess
Before the toll and tithe and cover charge.
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Earlier the Lord told all who'd listen

To send faith to his Babyl on address,

Wth cheques made out to his Marduk nane,
Under which, then, he still did business.
And all paid himheed and paid it for years.
But this, it turned out, was only a trick,
Done to see if believers really would,

To see just how deep his hook was set.

It's his Nineveh | ocation God prefers.

It's Nineveh where his tribute should go.

That can happen, she said, with afterthoughts,
Wth revel ations nade in two stages.

But tell me this, since you know God well:

| thought that the Lord dislikes idolatry,

And isn't a tenmple, a thing, an idol?

The priests, whenever asked, dodge the question

Let's hear, bird, a prophet's expertise.

It's true, of course, that all that is, is God
And that includes idols that pagans nake
From wood or stone or even purest gold,

That nost God- heavy of all substance,

Easy to nelt down, easily re-worked.

And yet it's widely agreed that these are fal se
Despite the one truth that rages inside;

They limt too nmuch a Godhead' s breadth

And even worse they give wong inpressions,
Depict the all with rudely done features,
Wth horse's snouts or ears hares would envy,
Eyel ashes stolid oxen often sport,

A bushy lion's mane, probably fake,

A goat's noustache that |ooks as if it's nade
O brushes off a rug-scrubbing nachine.

The artists try, it's true, to get it right,
But each new face-lift the idols receive
Still falls far short of doing justice

To how the all, if nuch smaller, would | ook.
But that won't stop the work worship does

To try to nmake false idols seemtrue,

And Ni neveh's Tenple has themall, piled:
Enlil, Assur, Yahweh, Allah on top

A phyl ogeny recapitul at ed,

A totem pole that's poking up through tine

And stacking a new head for each stratum

Li ke neatballs strung on a shish kebab

Ni neveh's Tenpl e collects the whol e set,

Wth each new face nore vague than the | ast
Until all features vanish, go bl ank

And only absolute idol remains.

It's true too that all that is, is idol,

For all that is, is seanm ess, reversible,

A Klein Bottle surface, half-enmpty, half-full
A coat that both idol and God can wear,

Al t hough its drape better suits the ido

Who runways fashion with greater panache.

And here is where the N nevites excel

Acknowl edged past masters of all that's crass,
O all the style that lasts | ess than a week,
That touches tongue and just evaporates.

Here they dispense with in and stick with out.
They pick taste on whim then let it drop,
Trimoff fat and toss | ean neat out,

Buy before rise and sell before fall.

They take from peers whatever's | oosely gripped,
Hold it awhile and then cart it to dunps.

Yet even here, here where depths are spurned
And tractors nake haste to grade all fill,
Even here distribution's uneven,

Wth shall ow spots that slope shallower still,
Sone shoal s so shallow they clear the tide
And nmock horizons with sheer |ack of worth.
The Ninevites chose just such a spot

On which to build their highest ziggurat,

A nei ghbour hood so turned to urban waste

That thrifty priests could pay bottom doll ar
To sink foundations in oil-soaked soil

It's that or God drove out infidels

And tore down their housing for parking stalls
So that his chosen were not forced to walKk,
Unl i ke prophets he thought |ater to send.

And thus it is that all routes that approach
The |l ot on which Godhead's Tenpl e stands

Take you through the town's industrial zone.

The best prophets, she said, don't get |ost.
The Tenpl e's nowhere near that district.

| think you got turned around sonehow

Despite the signals bricks had beaned your way.
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O maybe the Tenple's output was bounced,
Refl ected of f the Heaviside |ayer

To hit your soul from some other bearing.
CGod's Tenple is downtown, dead centre

It's right next to Macy's departnent store.
Maybe it wasn't the right ziggurat,

The one your |ong detour took you to.

You ended up, perhaps, in a warehouse.

| bet you didn't stop to ask the way.

Don't inpede progress with scepticism
And qui bbl es on how your city's laid out
O other details that don't make sense
Wt hout preparation parrots omt.

Take on faith these flaws, real or perceived,
And hope exposition grants fresh life

To what's now too nmute to deny it's died.
Forget the | ook of individual threads
And concentrate instead on grand designs.
I saw, on ny way, the industrial zone.
Take it as stated, as absolute truth.

Sure, parrot, she said, whatever you say.

Maybe | didn't take the best of routes,

The shortest path that connects the two points,
And maybe wasted tine in getting there,

But still | got to see a nei ghbourhood

That's known even in the farthest Far East.

Mor eover, Marguerite, there were cl ues

That this way | took woul d soon pay off,

That this was the way that best led to goals.

| mean the dead bodies | stepped over,

Dead bodi es of prophets who'd gone before.

Dead bodi es? Here in N neveh? she said.

VWhat prophet passes up chance to come

To this place his Lord both | oves and hates?
And to die without chance at diatribe

O tirade against Ninevite sin

Can add a twitch into an afterlife,

Bl emi sh i ndi gnant bliss wth naggi ng doubts
And reani mate souls who'd hoped to sleep

And deconpose in God's absorbent grace.

No regret brings greater wist than this

To those whose sentences are inconplete

And still linger along wong river banks

To those who'd gone instead to Babyl on
Because t he payscal es ran hi gher there,

O weather was better, or airfares cheap
The Lord's prophets, if any good at all
Avoi d regrets, avoid bad outcones,

And make a point to come before they die,
Their | ast chance haj, a last minute trip.
And sone, |ess prescient or |ess hardy,

Post pone derision, leave it too |ate,

And die enroute with visions unrealized.

The only function left for such prophets,

As soon as light departs, is just to fall

To drop onto ground wherever they stand

And act as breadcrunbs for wandering tribes,
For faithful who follow, one corpse to next.
And thus | would find them | eaned agai nst posts
O wedged tilted over in their bus seats

O propped up on toilets in unlatched stalls
O pitched in ditchwater, already stiff.

So many prophets preceded ne there

They | ay heaped up in intersections

So high in places that traffic was bl ocked,
Forcing cars to halt and joggers to clinb.
And sone bodies piled were not quite dead,
Alive just enough to cough out bile,

A short nml edi cti on or wheezing curse,

And t hen, of course, they demanded spare change.

| think those dead are N neveh's honel ess.
They are, alas, littered throughout the town
And rarely used as navigation aids.

They're not, parrot, reliable signposts.

Part VI.2: THRESHOLD

| cane intinme to find the place | sought
And saw on ny way the industrial zone.

This district and all that sits within
Adores |l g-Galla, he of rear doors.

It was in this district that all factories,
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That all processing plants, kennels, mlls
Crematoria, waste incinerators

St ockyards and foundaries found their sites.
Here stood the town's sewage treatnent plants,
Its abattoirs, its stinking settling ponds,
And nearby were railroad switching yards

And open spaces suitable for dunping

Sal vagabl e itenms, itenms that possess,

Per haps or perhaps not, a further use.

This is where nenory conpletes its neal,

The | ast digestion that seals hunger's claim
The | ast satisfaction norsels provide.

One vast field was filled with treadl ess tires,
Anot her was heaped with the tw sted w eckage
O autonpbil es and girders and | anpposts,

O truck engines and major appliances.

Still another was stacked with boxcars

And bright col oured internodal containers.
And above themall, blinking red warnings

To avert aircraft collisions at night

O at nmorning in thick Iow |lying snog,

Were the i mense reactor cooling towers.
Crafty urban planners had zoned the town

In such a way that these enterprises

Woul d occupy |l ow priced real estate,

Land neasured in acres, not square feet,

And pay less in tax than fashion boutiques

O restaurants that feature fanous chefs.
Tribes learn the art of partition early,

As soon as canp is first nade for the night.
They draw a |ine between m nus and pl us,

The line that teaches us how to pitch tents
And build our cookfires on highest of ground,
How to rel egate offal to the ditch

O dig latrines a few paces away,

Stabl e canels, tan hides, butcher neat,

Bury corpses, count coin, pile the trash

In places apart to reduce pollution

And keep renpte those distracting odours,
Those cl ouds of flies, those curious rodents.
There's good reason why they situate

The rectum sone di stance off fromthe nouth
In nost bodily organizati ons,

A point often raised by those anong us

VWho argue from design existence of God,

Si nce m ndl ess evol uti on woul d negl ect,

As merciful God, dem urge, would not,

To give purity such priority

And keep the shit fromdripping down our chins.
Thi s same principle el aborated

Was the force that collected in this spot

So many conpeting conmercial firnmns,

This and proximty of riverbank,

O rail head, and the confluence of roads

Al ong whi ch anci ent caravans noved.

It was here that the athanors, alenbics,

Ovens, snelters, refineries and pits

O Nineveh's fanous al cheni cal works

Bel ched snoke and steam and profit's sweet stink
Onto nmy ever-appreciative pal ate.

Qur town externalizes only perfune,

Replied Marguerite, by Assur's command.

And all natives, those born and raised here,
Find other air too lowin fiber,

Too insipid, too transparent, too thin.

This district was one of Seven Whnders,
According to travell ers and geographers

Drawn to adnire anything | arge scale,

And best seen, as | now did, in Septenber,

VWen the sunmer snogs have lifted a little.
This year, with the drought, vistas and views
Were enhanced by a superb visibility

That often extended for many netres,

Not that | understood what | observed.

VWhat did all these pipes and boil ers nean,

And what liquids filled these vats and tanks?
To what purpose noved t he wheel s and the druns,
Clattering nachineries and conveyor belts?

My powers, had | bothered to exert them

M ght have brought up detail ed schemati cs,

But you needed no Mdses or Mahonet

To divine the one goal that drove it all

The goal was, | reflected, the sanme goal

The sane single-mnded pursuit of wealth,

That inpelled ne, that gave notion to ny |inbs.
Al the sinews and joints, nuscles and bones,
That bent, flexed and stretched to wal k ne al ong
Were informed by the same ulterior notive



They did their job, worked for greater glory.

You were, then, at this point still comnposed
O normal hunman tissue, and not yet
Made wi th many cl ockwork wheel s and springs?

Cl ockwor k? Where have you been, Marguerite?
I may be nore advanced in age than desired
In the latest of electronic fashions,
Burdened with an antiquated nenory

Corroded by exposure to heavy danp

And by early onset obsol escence,

But I'man artifact, not a fossil

A fake parrot, not a pterodactyl.

And t hough profound changes were underway,
Were al ready proceeding in clunps of cells
In the dark recesses of l|iver and |ung,
Proceeding with work wi thout ny know edge,
Betrayed only by soft, muted chuckling,
This wasn't where ny attention was fixed.

It was sel f-inprovenent that | now addressed.
It was a question, | saw, of attitude,

O proper focus and orientation.
Consequently, as | approached the Tenpl e,

| made careful nental preparations,
Jettisoned unheal thy scepti ci sns,

Aligned ny faith to closely correspond

Wth that of the natives of proud N neveh.
To fail to accept that faith is folly;
Those who fail to observe it will be observed
To fail in every endeavour pursued.

Yes, | perceived well how things were done.

Do you speak agai n of numerol ogy?

No, but the thought is not unrel ated.
It's the idea that by thinking al one,
That by sheer force of personality,

A man can succeed in any anbition

You need only talk yourself into it.
Known as the power of w shful thinking,
It's dogna for all who'd prosper here.
None who work to transmute lead to gold
Can afford not to enmbrace this teaching,
And those citizens who do not so work,

Do not work at all, for transmutation
Is Nineveh's only working industry.
And what is it that changes lead to gold?

The phil osopher's stone, said Marguerite.
We |l earned that in elementary school.

And of what is the philsopher's stone nmade?
Confi dence, of course. The confidence gane,
In Nineveh, is the only game in town.

W shful thinking is nothing but fantasy

Wt hout confidence to energize it,

To arouse it into purposeful action,

To inflate it into a lifesize doll.

What el se exists to give appearance depth?
What el se anchors our fondest constructions?
Confidence is the Godhead's own substance,
The pact that binds the atons together,
Keeps them packed, stuffs up creation's cracks.
Wt hout confidence, civilization falls.

The highrises topple, factories close,
Traffic slows and brakes to a conplete stop
It's all that secures our prized possessions,
Prevents them from crunbling back into dust.
W thout confidence, there'd be no selling,
No advertising and no pronotion,

No pl astic packaging for fine products,

No cosmetic to paint our faces hale,

No preservatives to enbal mour foods

Agai nst the retreat of gold back to |ead.
And it's the one essential ingrediant

To a happy, healthy and prosperous life.

If | were to succeed in ny bold anbitions
And to see ny career flourish in N neveh

I would have to ingest its tenets entire.
Yes, | perceived how things were done here.
Prophecy was only the first step for ne,

And | hoped in time to work nmy way up,

To become a scam broker, buy and sell

Trade scans on the N neveh scam exchange,

O start ny own al chem cal conpany,

Put out an initial public offering

And pronptly retire on the rich proceeds.

And just what's the difference, said Marguerite,
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Between this goal and that of Elijah?

How can you conpare nme to that lowlife?
He was truly a prophet wi thout honour

For the neasure of honour is one of scale,
The one that runs up frompetty theft

To grand | arceny and beyond, to swi ndl es
O a subline, breathtaking nagnitude.

The only honour greater, Marguerite,

Than being listed on the stock exchange
Is getting de-listed on grounds of fraud
Too extensive and too extrene in scope
And too over the top to overl ook

And there would be no honour left, in fact,
Were it not for the honour anong thieves.
No commerce woul d ani mate N neveh

And there'd be no trade in city narkets
If there did not exist, approved by all,
The white collar crimnals to conduct it.
Yes, | perceived how things nmust be done,
And | nust teach nyself to wal k the walk,
Tal k the talk, and humthat little tune
If | wanted to score big city big.

| think, bird, that you are being unfair
Concerning the town's business comunity.

But as | said, Marguerite, you are inured.
You have not seen the bar being | owered,
Slowy, inperceptibly, notch by notch
Until one no |onger needs to vault

To be deened honest, only stroll across.
There are nmany regul ations, to be sure,
And every appearance of propriety,

But what, in truth, is being sold and bought?
Little by little the town | eaves behind
Concrete foundations for abstract space,
Trades away or di sposes the physica

For concepts, for the intangi ble asset.
Al is permssible, anything goes,

If it goes acconpani ed by paperworKk.

This is a benefit of the conputer.

No | onger does one work to docunent

Each slight movenment of hot air by hand.
It's all fully automatic now

Now t hese bhillions of tiny confessions
Are recorded forever in blue ether

Pai nl essly, and w thout consequent guilt.
This is not, as clainmed, for tax purposes,
But to keep a geneal ogi cal chart

O ascendi ng, evaporating gases.

This is the alcheny that runs the city,
The burning away of reality's dross

To find financial records hid within.

And no city is now so bookkept,

So rooted in menory, as proud N neveh,
Yet none of themis so insubstanti al

One m ght suppose the town now conposed
Sol ely of hal f-renenbered transactions.

That sounds, she said, like the point of view
O bitter, disenfranchised country hicks.

If agirl isn't smeared in nud and dung

She nust be sonme enpty- headed harl ot

Fal se and foul and drenched in sickly perfune.

Most prophets conme fromrural backgrounds,
| admitted, and know little of harlots,

O her than, of course, by reputation.

The wel | - known, undeserved mni sfortune

That befell the fanous prophet |saiah
Woul d surely have been averted had he known
Enough to take some sinple precautions.
However, mnmy own view is nore profound
Than that of your sinple, ranting prophet.
It's a deep phil osophy, very deep

Possi bly too deep for your intellect.

You | ack, | suppose, the proper circuitry.

Don't you dare sell nme short, you bird brain.
I minored in philosophy, majored in gym
My mi nd and body are in perfect bal ance.
I know how to do the yoga postures

Wil e considering effects of first cause
On Hegel's master-slave dialectic,

How to swimlaps and to do pushups

While tuning ny breath with the infinite
How to detach essences from exi stence
VWi | e doing sonersaults in midair,

How to parse | ogic doing handspri ngs,
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How to hum Om on the parallel bars.

This was before the country mnusic band?

| stand corrected, | said. You are profound.
That's just why | feel | can talk to you
It's alnost like talking to nyself.

It occurred to me once, said Marguerite,
That | alone amthe only real nind
That everyone else is just illusion.

Wiy tell me? | said. | won't argue.

You're real, |I'mnot. But, even so,

I"ve nmy own soliloquy to conduct.

If you still possess the stonmach, eavesdrop
You nmay even |learn a new thing or two,

A thing, for instance, about the construction
O that building | even now approached.

The Tenple was a brickwork ziggurat,

A nine story artificial mountain

Each course a setback fromthe one bel ow
You find, at ground | evel, w ndow displays
For factory outlet retail stores.

I know war ehouses that | ook |ike that.

In these displays, it's worth it to note,

Not one mannequi n wore sackcl oth

Despite work each frozen stance perfornmed

To denpnstrate fashion about to hit,

Al t hough one headl ess torso that wore

A nice |l eather nmotorcycle jacket

Seened to know t he posture that Shiva taught,
The one in which ny own body is |ocked.

Isn't it great to neet a kindred soul ?

And that's why |I'd sweep the frequencies

To find an interstellar alien nmind

Wth the same thirst for right wing politics
Masoni ¢ conspiracies and football scores

And fornication with Hollywod stars,

Had | a conbination clock radio.

These shops occupi ed the bottom fl oor.
Above was office space, for sale or |ease.

To the right was where the apes were once tied,
And to left sat a pool where crouched cats,
Covered over with ul cers and running sores,
Peered intently into the still waters

And didn't nove except to lash their tails.
But | didn't spend nuch tinme admiring

The features of this edifice fromafar.

The Tenple's architecture and appearance
Frankly were of secondary interest,

And the chief point to one such as myself,
Pr ophet - Assyri ol ogi st of the Lord,

Is the very fact it was made of brick

But what, she said, isn't made of brick?

It's quite true, Marquerite. Al is brick
Al'l Nineveh is nmade of one substance,

One substance fornmed and sun-baked in parts
And fitted together with visible joins.
The brickwork is so ubiquitous here

That folk, like flies, grow multiple eyes
And see the world as rectangular cells
Hel d together by rigid nortar grids,

As cataconbs in which pupae are curled
Caterpillars gripped by rigor nortis
From whi ch inner noths will never escape.
| see many little caskets of brick,

Each a sarcophagus that cans a coil

Each a carapace for a foetal nine,

A cuneiformwormthat's been numm fi ed.
That's what | see within a prison wall.

Put out your eye then, parrot, she said.

O fix it el sewhere, on heaven perhaps.

And what happened, cone to think of it, bird,
To that other eye, that one that's gone?

| still had a pair then, Marguerite,

A healthy pair that still worked as a team
And ranged ahead scouting terrain for bricks
That m ght pose a hazard or harbour worns.

| can't see a building of any size

W thout seeing the thing as pre-ruin

As a heap of rubble waiting to happen

Oten ruins retain little structure
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And will offer the observer nothing nore
Than piles of the once-constituent bricks,
And each one of these bricks |ooks alike,
So that if you've inspected one brick

You have to a degree inspected themall,
And it's best therefore to pick a brick
Any brick, a brick at randomw |l do

And give that brick one good hard stare.

VWhat neani ngs can a standard brick inpart?

No brick that runs | oose, that creeps away
And seeks to nake escape, was ever | aid.
Take note, Marguerite, of bricks you see,
The ones scattered around on roads and wal ks,
Precursors to greater rubble to cone.
They're all aligned along the exit routes,
Ref ugees that flee their appointed spots.
There's a brick nmissing here in each wall,
A gap that only your town's prophet sees,
The keyhol e for which ny nessage is key,
And pl aced to guarantee conpl ete coll apse.

Prophecy's quite sinple, once it's explained.
Prophets see bricks and understand all

It's little known but nonet hel ess true
That di mensions for a given building s brick,

Hei ght, breadth and depth, are divinely ordained.

The nold is fashioned so each baked product
W1l correspond to heaven's express w sh

Exact within a few m crocubits.

If Inquisition agents ever find

A brick out of line, not true to square,

Too yellow or small or tall to conform

They' Il order whole walls torn down and smashed,
Though those walls may encl ose their own hones,
Though fallen weight may pin kin beneath.

Even so, even with this obsession

That divine guidelines be strictly observed,

I nspectors never spot the fatal flaws

That vision like mine finds so glaring.

Per haps, after N neveh bites the dust,

They' Il find, too late, new regul ati ons.

Trial and error, scientific method,

Is always generating a better brick

After disaster unearths hidden | aw.

The ratio clay takes to straw, for instance,
I's precisely specified by heaven's plans,

Al ong with other data buil ders need,

The sl opes of roofs and curvatures of dones,
How far apart two pillars should stand

And how many nmasons likely will fal

And nmeet death in workplace accidents.

And t hough much of this is but conmon sense
O logic or tedious computation

It takes pain to educate architects

To each new speci es of nasty surprise

That creation hides inside phenonena.

There's nmore to the brick than neets the eye.

And sonme nunbers are | earned by engi neers

By splitting open a wasp nest in wnter

To scry dreanms that slept there clasped in cells
O by picking through fruit and by counting seeds,
But secrets gained in these approved fashions
Don't guarantee successful projects.

The first Tenple they tried to build, in fact,
Fel | down because of badly nmade bri cks,

Bricks with a bad clay-to-straw proportion.
But Godhead by law is never to bl ane,

Nor dreans he sends, architects he enploys,
Fruit he grows, wasps he intoxicates.

The bl ueprints he reveal s are sacrosanct,
Conmruni cati ons protected by privilege.

And it wasn't the fault of the brickmakers

O so a later investigation found.

The principal contractor was cutting cost

And provided themw th insufficient straw
VWi | e denmandi ng t he same nunber of bricks.
This finding was greeted with relieved sniles,
For many feared that brickworns were | oose

If so, it's not that Tenple al one

But all of Nineveh that would stand condemmed,
Stand awhil e seenming still sound and whol e

But all the same eaten away within.

And just as CGodhead is indemified,

Armoured in limted liability,

So too are his creatures, the brickworns.
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Despite an appetite that seens perverse,
The wormis just a clay-eating nmachine,
A soull ess bore that's born to produce hol es,
Wi ch | eaves nothing to curse, nothing to sue.

| thought you were going to tell ne, she said,
How t he buil ding was actually constructed.

I was, but then | found it such bother.

And why, really, would you want to know t his?
Do you plan to build a tenple soneday?

If so, go with current trends in tenples,
Erect a structure of ferroconcrete.

Wel |, how were all of those heavy bricks
Transported from brickyard to worksite?

They put themin a truck and drove them over.
How woul d you do it, oh Marguerite?
Have sl aves bring themon foot, one by one?

And tell me how they got the nortar up
To build the upper portion of the building.

In hods, by crane. The machine, not the bird.
Never confuse, | say, machines with birds

But enough of this technical discussion

Let us continue up the sloping ranp

And pass between tall sandstone col umms,

Let us proceed inside into a pl ace

As hot and tightly clenched as a nare's wonb.
The heat that afflicted mighty N neveh

Was a heavy presence inside the Tenple,

A remi nder of the drought that withered crops
On the once-rich alluvial flood plains,

A sign of God's continued displ easure.

O perhaps not. Perhaps it was just ne.
Perhaps ny dislike of heat was an effect

O ny ongoing transformation to bird.

But | thought parrots would |ike heat, she said.

Electric parrots hate the tropic clines
Wth such a strong and i ncandescent passion
A Moor's jeal ousy pales in conparison

A parrot |ikes the cool and likes the dark
And shuns |ike plague the direct sunlight
That brings up warps in his plastic case
And overburdens juryrigged systens

That use ol d bal sa wood ceiling fans

As neans to dissipate pent up heat.

Parrots avoid rain-forest humdity

Wi ch oxidizes netallic surfaces

And encour ages exotic fungal growh

In and around an input output jack

Over grown poi sonous snakes and insects
Throw theminto convul sions of dislike.
Allergic to the orchid s perfunmed pollen,
Motion-sick at the thought of swaying pal ns,
Driven to distraction by chattering apes,
The flocks migrate afoot, step by step,

Sone going north and sone goi ng sout h,

Above Cancer and bel ow Capricorn

The nore sub the subtropic the better

The nore sub the subzero the better

And best of all: tundra and frozen waste!
Not hi ng gl addens the heart nore than to watch
A large parrot pack working together

And racing through the endl ess wi nter night
Sl avering in harmony, howing in fugue,

Pur sui ng, pulling down a caribou

Here in ancestral, polar hunting grounds,
Far fromthe fevered hunours and fetid stinks
O the equatorial jungles and swanps

The parrot is at home, untroubl ed, rel axed.
The parrot, in its natural habitat,

Dwnells with the penguin and the al batross
By the sea at the foot of groaning glaciers
VWere the ice, mast-high, comes floating by
G een as enerald beneath the northern |ights.
They swagger there in nmist and driving show,
And swal | ow whole a living arctic char

They bel ch once or twice and then shout out
Shove those bl eedi ng crackers up your ass,
For a parrot on ice is in paradise!

I think your spiel is pure fabrication
Just as you yourself are an artifact.
You know not hi ng of true parrot nature.
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I"'monly reasonable facsimle,

| admitted, of a true parrot nature,

You're just going to have to live with it.
Mock ny origins, my stature, ny substance,
Mock ny style and nmannerisns, if you w sh

| am truly, a parrot nostly nock.
Nonet hel ess | expect consideration

Polite, if not quite enthusiastic,

O the kind given a grandfather's lies.

We |isten to patriarchs, al nost dead,

Who falsify to glorify their lives,

So that dull, inert, |eaden tine

May transnmute to a gol den age reborn

Once upon a tinme, long | ong ago,

Her oes wal ked the earth and did great deeds.
Don't dispute these words despite the fact
You know full well they misrepresent.

Nod al ong. G ve consent to fal sehood

Even though it's clear to all involved

That nmen of yore were just as short in reach
I ndeed shorter in reach than those today
Since they | acked performance enhanci ng drugs,
Treadm | ls, stationary bicycles,

Bi of eedback, artificial |inbs,

Bi ceps beefed up with injected goop

Ment al trainings taught by Chinese nonks
That raise ordinary fisticuffs

Al oft into dogfights wi th biplanes

To wow the crowds at fairground airshows.
They were, in a phrase, less inclined to cheat
Due not to greater inbred honour

O underdevel oped determ nation

But only to | esser opportunity.

It's in words not deeds that the past shines;
It's as liars that old-tiners excel

|'ve sat on docks nyself, heard themtalk,
Describe the size of fish that got away

O which, because it couldn't fit the boat,
They put back in water, let swimoff.

It breaches bonds between generations

To junmp up and shout, that's a damm |ie,

It never happened, neither God nor man

Ever gave your doings a second gl ance.

Die now or later, it doesn't matter,

Your eulogy's witten, brief and business-like,

We need only fill in blanks with name.
Here it is, the priest's boilerplate form
Born, suffered boredomif not worse, died,
Rose from dead, did |aundry, died again,
You may now kiss the bride, rest in peace.
No, such response does no one good.

It's best to listen, as if transfixed,

And keep unspoken all reservations.

A prophet, |ikew se, deserves attention
Even when, through no failure of his own,
And |i ke sone toothless ancient mariner
H's high-flying spittle msses its mark
And hits with spray a bystander instead.
These efforts, at least, are still well-neant.
A willing suspension of disbelief

I's necessary both for fiction

And its cousin, the nmediuns seance.

Dead voi ces quavering in a still mnd,

In a mnd that brackets the nmundane worl d,
W1l heal the wound between heaven and earth.
Sink back into your cushions and listen
"Il ease you back to that seam ess sack
Whose warm wet walls will inmpart neanings
Sweeter by far than the queen's honeyconb.

Part VI.3: GUEST SPEAKER

You' ve already sold ne on the sackcl ot h.
How much nore, parrot, nust | swall ow?

There's always nore to cone, Marguerite.

| went out on the mezzanine terrace

To escape the heat, to catch a cool breeze
Wiile | awaited ny turn at the pul pit,

And the terrace was three bodyl engths w de,
Wth a lawn and an active sprinkler system

It was a pl easant place, except for the walls,
For on these walls the original frescoes,

Cl assic scenes of humlity fromscripture

Pai nst aki ngly reproduced by artists,

Nanel ess masters schooled in the fine designs,
Were overscrawled with loud graffiti tags.
Tequi l a bottles, condons and crack pipes
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Were often found here, strewn across | awns,
And wal | - mount ed pay phones had been gutted.
These were acts of juvenile delinquents

Who work at night in teans to vandalize

And none should pernit young folk to gather
What ever virtue they possess is |ost

In the evil of the peer group dynam c,

And not only the teenage street gangs,

But all the grade school class picnics,
Field trips to view toadstools and wood rot,
Littl e League basebal |l teans, cheerl eaders,
Param litary cub scout packs,

Young Republicans and church youth groups,
Al'l these shoul d be di sbanded and di spersed.
Worst of all by far are 4H cl ubs,

Created and funded by the State's agents,
Dedi cated to educate children

To work unspeakabl e satanic rites.

They secretly gather in granges and pl ot
Crop circles and cattle mnutil ati ons.

They parade bl ue ribbons at county fairs,
Gained they will say for aninal husbandry,
But in truth awards achi eved for bl oodshed
And savage, indiscrimnate butchery.

|'ve seen their secret markings on buil dings,
On cornerstones, on keystones in arches,
That signify the thing is cursed and hexed
And hazard to all who dwell there within.
I've seen them on playgrounds selling drugs,
Recruiting babes for child prostitution
Trapping toddlers to sell to pederasts..

Wat ch what you say, remarked Marguerite.

These are powerful and quite litigous groups

Who act quickly to quash criticism

And you are not beyond their reach, parrot.

You'd do well to mind the tort involved,
Establ i shed fromantiquity in common | aw

Any person who dares sing or conpose

A work agai nst any other person

O persons, alive or incorporeal

Must be dragged from his den and cl ubbed to death.

Even though | may well be God-inspired?
kay then, | said, | retract it all

Cl ubbed once, | shirk second experience.

Were there not surveillance caneras there
To deter those inclined to m sbehave?

Yes, but no one knows what they observed.
Soul | ess machi nes nonitor each devi ce,
Machi nes that care nothing of true evil,

That aren't appalled by marks it | eaves on walls,

The treasure maps that | ead prophets to hell.
I"'mtold they watch only for certain cues
They see only certain seditious acts

And aut of orgi ve all other offence.

They hear only certain heretic words

And overl ook all other content.

They're like a dog who scans conversation

For any one of a few chosen phrases

But can't read newspapers it's asked to fetch:
Good dog, dinnertine, go for a walk,

Rol | over, retrieve, sit down and heel

Rip out the throats of those | point out.

Learn to manage anger, parrot, she said.

The speaker before ne had just wapped up
A | ong discourse on some hot topic,

On his new no-effort weight |oss plan,

O how sell anything to anyone,

O zen and the art of paving driveways,

O nmaybe just free associating

On revised fire safety regul ations

When the tidal wave of stagefright struck
By light that came through strange graffiti
Aci d- et ched on gl ass neant to show saints,
| could see the congregati on was i rmense,
Al t hough nmostly conmposed of rowdy drunks.
The sheer intensity of pure attention,

The sheer volune and force of pure judgnent,
The sheer withering, derisive scrutiny
Woul d feel |ike Godhead hinsel f watching.
The thought of that focus |left ne quaking,
Weak and flushed and unable to address
Even nyself wi thout rapid stammrer.

My own attention becane as oppressive

As that of that imagi ned spectator.
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| was caught in negative feedback | oops,
The worse | felt, the nore | reacted,

The nore | reacted, the worse | felt.

And then, at last, it was ny turn to speak
But, as | staggered up to the lectern,

| noticed sonething truly remnarkabl e:

Thi s audi ence paid ne no attention

They were tal king and | aughi ng anong t hensel ves,

Eati ng |l unches, and conpletely distracted,
Like wild asses in the season of rut.

They' d made gods of their own appetites,
Food, drink, opposite sex, clothes and toys,

Books they read, films they watched, thoughts they

t hought

The jokes and runmours they passed back and forth,
The | eaders they foll owed, scapegoats they burned,

Laws of physics they obeyed without grudge.
And these sinners deny the day of doom

O else believe its dawni ng so del ayed
That there's plenty of tine left for fun
Yet today is their resurrection day,

Just as was tonorrow and yest erday,

The day their gods depart and idols nelt,
The day that Godhead's rainfall returns
To germ nate seeds and qui cken dead,

The day judgnent cleaves a pigeon in two
And lunch, served late, is not fit to eat.

Thi s audi ence sounds to ne |ike workers,

The ones who drive forklifts and stack crates,
Who gat her after shifts to eat their neals,
War ehouse workers, taking a |ong break

My stagefright instantly di sappeared,

To be suppl anted by procedural questions.
The fish had given ne the spell to utter,
Yet it seened too brief; so large a crowd
Woul d undoubt edly expect a | arge message,

A loud, lengthy, closely-argued sernon.

My four lines would prove anticlimactic.

But what? An anecdote to break the ice?

No, the occasion was far too sol emn,

O would be, if they would all stop |aughing
And exchangi ng crude j okes anong thensel ves.
We needed sonehow to get to sol emn.

Not hi ng, of course, is nore solem than doom

The death and dammati on

But some might find it a breach of etiquette

of all present,

To nmention such an unpl easant prospect,

To stand behind pul pit and just blurt

W thout nore gradual exposition

W thout getting into the finer points.

Pl us, bad news is best broken slowy,
Wth a few understated hints to start,

To get themthinking, nmulling things over

And t hen begin cl osing

n on the truth,

Growi ng ever broader, nore explicit,
Ever nore heavy-handed and bruti sh,
Then ending with one |ast hamrer bl ow

That | eaves dammed fool s speechl ess,

shocked.

A Nineveh audience likes it |ike that.
Cat harse them hard: they' |l just lap it up

But how approach the poi

nt I want to nake?

Scriptural text is often used, | knew,

To set the tone and introduce the thene

For harangues that, with luck, last all day,
Well into the early evening hours.

And |1'd seen nyself how

this was done,

From pews nade of unconpronisi ng wood.

I'd seen God wung out,
From sone i nnocuous scri
And so | cried to skies,

drop at a tine,
ptural phrasing.
I's this not

The great Babylon | have built to house

My ki ngdom due to mi ght

of my domi nion

And on behal f the honour of nmy majesty?

| mredi ately some heckler replied

You' ve gone w ong, man,

taken a bad turn,

Didn't you see signs? This is N neveh

Cet back on the freeway,

take a right,

Drive back forty | eagues the way you cane
Until you see the carpet superstore.
Next twenty exits are to Babyl on

As | prepared nmy rejoinder to this jerk
A man stood up and began to jabber,

To expostul ate and roll

up his eyes

it out

st unned
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Wil e delivering incoherent address.
| said to those who shared with nme the stage,
VWhat the hell is this newest outrage?

G ossalia, said a woman. He's ent hused,
Overconme by gases God bl ows out,

Exhal ations that drift down from heaven
I nsi stent, vocabul ary-1aden vapours
Still encrypted, packed up in nonsense,
Because not hi ng divine' s ever easy

O ever comes without sone defect

That postpones a public understandi ng.
He's speaking in tongues, a common probl em
For it happens all the tinme around here
When religious fervour overpowers sense.
Now soneone just as fervid will stand
And will translate back whatever it is
The holy spirit has induced himto say.

I ndeed, one fromthe congregation stood
And said, He says he's an Italian sailor
He's terribly sorry to interrupt

But he wonders if anyone here knows

A qui et bar where men can neet |adies.

Send himto Ernie's! the heckler yelled out.
Send himto Ernie's! the audi ence agreed.

| cried out to skies, Eschew harlot |ove..
What's this eschew? said the heckler. Eschew?
And someone el se shout, Gesundheit!

And still another heckler rose to feet
And said, He says that he's a German sailor..

I hadn't yet found the patience and poise
That communication of God's will required
If crowds conposed of hostile infidels
Seek with spite to defeat recitation

In taunts, boos and | oud derisive |aughter
A seasoned pro keeps rejoinders ready,

Put downs he's used a dozen times before

To help regain control if crowds resist.
He'll have honed skills on many pl atforns:
Labour rallies, canpaign trail hustings,
Weddi ng banquets and pancake breakf asts,
Vaudevil l e, tent neetings, nedicine shows,
Pr of essi onal devel opnent semni nars

And those free introductory |ectures

Wth poorly done powerpoint slideshows

In case the suckers decide to take notes.
But | had no quips or putdowns at hand.
Enough! | screaned. Shut up, you asshol es!
And | recited w thout further ado:

How much time is left to change your ways?
Septenber, nmonth nine, hath thirty days,
And thirty days hath the N nevites yet

For Godhead's terms are thirty days net.

And as soon as | had finished, the sunlight
That came stream ng through the stained gl ass
wi ndows

That depicted gas | awn nower repair

In twel ve easy-to-understand | essons
Suddenl y di sappeared, |eaving darkness,

For |'d inmproperly inflected the spel

And caused an inmpronptu sol ar eclipse.

And then | saw, but not very clearly,

Due to lack of light, fear of Godhead
Imprinted on retinas of those present.
Quickly, I thought, intone the spell again!

How much time is left to change your ways?
Septenber, month nine, hath thirty days,
And thirty days hath the N nevites yet

For CGodhead's terns are thirty days net.

Damm it. Again I'd inflected wongly,

For anbng the thousands present not one

VWho suffered from snake-bite was |eft uncured,
Al t hough none scrupl ed to approach pul pit

And give voice to glad testinonial

O roll up trousers to show snooth skin.

And fear of CGodhead, | saw, was fading
Now t hat the sunlight had reappeared

Behind the Iines of a two-stroke engine

In various cross-sectioned positions,
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The sex act etched for |ove-lorn pistons.
So | repeated the ditty a third time,
Wi ch, just as proverbs report, was the charm

How much time is left to change your ways?
Septenber, nmonth nine, hath thirty days,
And thirty days hath the N nevites yet

For CGodhead's ternms are thirty days net.

The unruly crowd was now hypnotized

And now docile as if |obotonized

And t hey sat so gape-nout hed and astoni shed
That | feared they' d abandoned full contro

O their bodily functions and processes.

| saw pools of drool begin to collect

In aisles that ran between the folding chairs,
But luckily no excrement or urine.

The i mense hall was totally silent now

Even the characteristic humr ng

That unconsci ous humi ng in background,

Had come to stop. And did the fish's spel
Attune itself to N neveh's signature?

Is that how it was done? Enough know edge,
And anyone coul d fashion such a spell!

But theory was secondary at present.
Everyone's attention was at ny comrand.

Sone had cl osed eyes and sl unped back in seats,
And all appeared | oose, receptive, rel axed,
Ready to receive Godhead's holy word,

Except for one or two who'd stopped breathing
And shortly thereafter, sadly, expired.

First, | explained to nmy captive audi ence,

| want your donations. Lots of donations.

And next | want ny nane put on the sign..

And as | detailed ny list of instructions,

| could barely suppress ny expandi ng gl ee.
My reputation was firmy established,

And t hough, it's true, there was nore to do,
I'd made an excellent start on the work.

The one instruction |'d failed to |ist

Was that very one the fish insisted

Be dropped, without fail, upon this town:
I'd neglected to bring up sackcl ot h.

Wy bot her sell the fool s anything,

VWhen | coul d sel

Sackcl ot h,

Moreover, | did f
Speaki ng comands from behind the pul pit,
That my own power

And mmy headstrong pride had | ed ne astray.

It was, | concl uded,
I'd sel

That whi ch machi nes have w ought,

sel |,
As that ancient prophet Veblen foretold,

And you'd do wel |
Lest God grow cranky,

And turn your twitter down,

t hem absol utel y not hi ng
And col | ect the sane total revenue?

eel so godlike

had

over power ed ne

a mnor matter.
sackl oth sonme ot her tine.

to renenber that,
sai d Marguerite,

But then an idea struck my thinking
Wth the force of a marlin attacking bait.
A pyram d distribution, it whispered.

VWhat's that? |

A hierarchy of distributorships,

Sai d the voice,

nore | oudly,

in nmy own view, was redundant.

machi nes nust

or even off.

whi spered back. Speak | ouder!

is set up.

The size of distributorship you receive

Is a function of how nuch you can invest.
The product flows down the pyramd
And the proceeds wll
At the apex is the Prophet of the Lord,

And at the base are the nasses of

flow right back up.

| osers

Ont o which bal es of sackcl oth descend.
It's a proven get-rich quick technique.
The streets of great Nineveh are littered
Wth dietary suppl enent containers
That ski dded down the sides of pyram ds.

Donati ons, true,

But sackcl oth's another profit centre

That only total fools would overl ook.

bring steady incone,

It's a perfect opportunity, friend,
To do God's work and make extra bucks.

|i ke that idea,
like it a lot,

| infornmed the voice,

and |

think it will

wor K.
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Part VI.4: THE LOCUST EATERS

As ny fanme increased | began to attract

The mul titudes of spiritual seekers,
Backslid sinners and nmere dilettantes

Who drift from evangelist to evangeli st

In search of any relief fromtedi um

And each night nore canme to hear me speak
VWich | began to find an irritation

Since often | really had nothing to say
Beyond those few words the fish had taught.
Really all they needed to do was buy

Books and vi deos and three ring binders
Crammed with cartoons and sinple sentences
That fully outlined nmy fool proof program
Pay me and take it away as honeworKk;

"Il send a truck around with sackcl oth.
But of the many who canme to hear me speak,
Many of them did not go away again

But instead did choose to follow nme around
And style thenselves as my | oyal disciples.
These | did ny best to dissuade,

I nventing absurd dietary |aws

And clearly preposterous prohibitions.

Thus | drove away one inmrense nob,

Equal in nunbers to the popul ation

O Geater Metropolitan N neveh,

Wth the suggestion there could be no salvation
Unl ess they subsisted only on | ocusts.

I couldn't take that, said Marguerite,

Not even ground up in blender drinks

M xed together with orange juice and yeast.
You'd need to hold ne down, force-feed ne

Agai nst the press of ny hot, rising gorge,

Salvation or not, if lunch was a | ocust.

I could have used nmy ditty, but did not.
Instead, | told themthat to eat the |ocust
Was nanifestly the right thing to do,

And also it is good, nutritious food,

And listed, like the nore vocal cricket,
Among those the Lord pernmits us to eat.
Thi s advi ce was enough to send away

Many who, |ike you, were too squeani sh,

Sent themoff to find an easier path,

Of to find a better approach to CGod,

An enlightennent with a better nenu.

Yet for each who'd | eave, another stayed,

Not only stayed, but stayed to hear nore

Hel pful soteriological hints

On whi ch apostles own exclusive rights,
Avai l abl e only from Godhead' s prophets.

So | told themto eat their |ocusts raw,

Wt hout sauces or other seasonings,

And anot her nob thereupon depart ed,

For while the neats of the Assyrian | ocust
W1l possess a delicate flavour when cooked,
Eaten raw the flesh is rather bitter

And brittle, chitinous exoskel etons

Are hard to chew, still harder to digest.

Yet for each who woul d | eave, another woul d stay.
| told themthey nust eat their |ocusts alive,
That one could hunt [ ocust only in nonths
VWhose nanes in Turkish lack the letter 'R',
That one nay not ever use expl osives

On nenbers of the fanmily Locustidae

In order to facilitate their capture

As they lie stunned, insensate on the ground,
That one nust always eat a | ocust whol e,

No matter how | arge and energetic

The particul ar insect in question,

And that one nust consider the consunption

O the fenmales, of the larvae and the cripples
And the ones with horizontal red strips
Runni ng al ong the dark, dorsal thorax

Absol utely taboo and unsporti ng.

And with each new, nore absurd conmandment,
Hal f again the once devout woul d depart.

But so constrained are ny wits and so popul ous
Is Greater Metropolitan N neveh

That when ny snall |ocust-lore was exhausted,
There did still remain a vast nul titude,
And each of those faithful who still remained

Was evidently an absol ute fool

One had only to observe the great nob

Go berserk in search of comunal feast,
Locusts having become rare, if not extinct,
In the city's imediate vicinity,
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To be assured that if all these brains

Were col | ected together, nmashed and distilled,
Not a single gram of sense would be |eft

To dilute the dull |iquour thus produced,

Fit only to be bottled up and sold

As |ight beer to gullible mountain folk.

Hey, said Marguerite. | renenber now
Readi ng about nutbar locust cults

In a newspaper article headlined

A low carb high protein salvation

Above phot ographs of a bearded creep

If that was you, you have changed quite a bit.
The beak, as | recall, was | ess pronounced.
The story said the cultists lurked in fields
Bef ore the dawn to catch | ocusts asleep,
Wth swarns settled down on cold fence rails
Bef ore, heated by sun, they rise again

To plunder the croplands of all their yield.
It said the creep took all the credit

For wi ping out the plague that ate our food.
| believe | skimed the article only,

But | don't remenber sackcoth nmentioned.

They woul dn't nention ny main product
Unless | paid for a big display ad

To run in the next two colums over.

What a bunch of crooks! It just sickens ne.

But that's just the way things work, she said.
And that's ny point exactly, | retorted.

Wait! The article mentioned holy war

An arned struggl e agai nst unbelievers.

You urged, | now recall, a bloody death

For all who failed to kneel and plead your Cod.

Not true. That's misrepresentation

War is of the soul, an inner westling

That will subdue man's inner infidel

Qur secret weapons and expl osives training,
The literal interpretation of the words

| sometines used to expound ny doctrine,

Is |'i kewi se of spiritual character,

And is not conducted, as clained, in the canps
Est abl i shed just beyond the city limts.
These canps exist, it cannot be deni ed,

But physical fitness is their only goal

Dance steps taught to snmall, informal groups.
None of it's true, those stories they ran
There's no network of cadres and cells
Working to smash this idol fromwthin,

To blow its damm head right off the neck
Wth some well-placed sticks of dynamite.
Peaceful reform of course, is always best.

[Lacuna in text]



CAPUT SEVEN
Part VII1.1: TRUE BELI EVERS

The growi ng nul titude of acol ytes

Began to tax ny patience past the point

Neck tendons coul d untense or jaws unclench
O headaches mi ght cease to squeeze ny brain.
The carefree devotion and boundl ess oy

That these sheep betrayed in nmpans and bl eats
Left me with irritated, itching skin.

Their gl ad noises red-lined stress |evels,
Made ny scalp flesh creep forward and craw
As if to unseat a | oathsonme thing there,

A flea perhaps or the sure-footed | ouse.
Happy hymms grabbed and cl anped cranped mnuscl es
Al ong ny spine, around nmy hot bowel s.

Sounds of thanksgiving brought backspasns.

Di sciples |like these pose a health risk

For one al ready sick, for one beset

By pre-existent nedical conditions.

One shoul d not teach if already ailing

Nor shoul d one preach if one |like nyself,

One untrained in self-tranquilization,

One unsedated by strong narcotic,

One unprepared, unnedi cat ed,

Unpi ckl ed, unstupefied by drink

To see themin outfit grated nmy nerves.

To see sackcloth skirts, sackcloth slacks,
And sackcl ot h bandannas rai sed hackl es,

Rai sed bl ood pressure, triggered facial ticks,
And aci d-etched ny ul cerated stonmach

Until the searing pains bent me doubl e.

Under cooked | ocusts could do that too.

Eating | ocusts wasn't the cause, Marguerite.
I've never eaten one nyself, of course.

It's not healthy to live on one dish only,
As t he prophet Mankanaka found out.

Mankanaka? | don't know that nane.
That's one of the minor prophets, |I'd guess.

The prophet Mankanaka was a | ocust,

Sent to lead his people into Egypt.

First, though, his swarm wandered wi | derness.
They criss-crossed the desert for forty years,
Which is why, in fact, that land first fail ed,
Wiy the Sinai, once |land of plenty,

Once paradi se, has now becone waste.
Mankanaka's | ocusts consuned it all

That |and that once sheltered the vast herds
O giant lizards and flying reptiles,

The vani shed fl ocks of shaggy m cro-bi sons,
The now extinct hosts of pygny | eopards,

That | and was ni bbl ed up by mandi bl es,

Sni pped into billions of bite-sized bits.

The tinbered hills, the flowering savannahs,
The lush swanps and jungles all are eaten
Drawn down t hrough those turbine intestines.
First they ate the gane, all the wildlife
Then went the trees, and then went the shrubs,
And then, at last, there rennined just grass,
Only the rolling hills and plains of grass.

And this, of course, disnayed the fam shed tri bes,

Who' d grown accustoned to a finer cuisine.
Mankanaka spake then to the swarns:

The holy, oh locusts, eat grass only.

A diet of grass shall transformthe sage,
Confer a sleek physique but bul k nuscl es.
It gives strength and power to hindquarters
That stereoids prom se but can't deliver.
Al'l creation shall cone to watch you hop!
This, however, net scepticism

And Mankanaka, to show swarns the way,
Subsi st ed many nont hs nunchi ng on grass,
Growing daily larger and nore holy.

A | ocust prophet is preposterous, bird.

To each nation will God send a prophet,
And each one gets the kind it needs nost.
To Christendom he di spatches one ki nd,

To Jews anot her kind altogether,

To Islam still another kind again.

Each nation, though pagan wogs they seem
Gets not just prophet, but al so books,
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If literacy rates are high enough

Each nation gets prophecy in its tongue,

A Godhead it readily understands,

A prophet fashioned to nmake his word heard.
And yet, if you correct idiolects back

You al ways get one that |ook like ne.

Each gets, unasked for, its own Jonah

Its own one CGod, its own holy book

Even apes, even aphids get one.

And even the human coronavirus,

The strain that gave Ninmrod a headcold

On the day he laid your town's foundati ons,
WIIl get its coded strip of nucleic rage,
Its stiff, stern non-negotiabl e denmands.

And what coul d Godhead say to a virus?

Their prophet told them go and nultiply,

Go and grow and stuff this head with phl egm
Confuse brain tissues with thick stickiness,
So that sonme neurons fire, some jam

And sone go on and off, on and off,

So that the key, that one | abelled nine,

The ninth key on the nmental nunberpad,

Shal | stick down and out put repeatedly

And superinpose pattern onto sight.

And that's the problem prophets often face,
The fact that though they do Godhead's work,
They won't always reap the benefit.
Mankanaka didn't learn this truth

Until the swarns hit the Egyptian crops

And found thensel ves one pl ague anong nany,
Pronmoti ng sone forei gn business plan.

So what happened to Mankanaka, bird?

He sat on a golf course, on the ninth green
VWhen a | awnnower cane near, too near

And sheared off his |left and rearnost |eg.
Mankanaka, in shock, and then delight,
bserved the stunp ooze a green grass sap
Look, he cried, what this diet has done!

And then, in joy, comenced the | eaping dance
That all creation, indeed, cane to watch.

He danced, his swarm danced, the whole world
danced,

Up and down, knocking over cities

And casting down every nountain range.

And God, annoyed, said to Mankanaka,

What's the nmeaning of this damage you do?
Look, he replied, what ny diet has done,

And showed Godhead his green-dripping stunp.
But God revol ved, so that his prophet saw

CGod too | acked his left rearnost |inb.

And God shook abdormen and fromthat stunp
There cane neither blood nor the sap of grass.
God shook thorax, shook w ngs, shook and danced.
From that wound canme what | ooked |ike snow
Qut swirled powder. Qut fluttered white ash.
That, said God, is what diet can do.

Did you tell, parrot, your followers that?

| inparted only what nust be done

To make a raw | ocust ready to eat.

Boil them four days, stirring once or tw ce.
You'll need strong detergent to wash them off
Because those fields over which they swarm
The fig and olive orchards, the vineyards,
The acres of cornstal ks and |ettuce heads,
Are often sprayed with some insecticide

That harns no insect but blights all else.
Better yet, peel off the outer skin,

Soak steaks overnight in al cohol

And eat |ess than seven ounces per week.

So, she said, they ate too much | ocust?

One strange effect of a locust diet,

Due, 1'd guess, to ingesting foreign twitch,
Is that it nakes disciples want to dance.
You see this too with God's other plagues.
Rat - borne Bl ack Plague first springs to m nd,
Ki cks of f from haunch to launch itself up
But other fevers too will shuffle feet,
Fevers that seize our |ast nerves of contro
And tug us tangled, jerk-jointed, aloft

In dervish worship of bad puppeteers.

And sone will dance to summon di sease forth,
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And others, |less reckless, to ward it off.

| understand, she said, the second group

But

not the first, unless hope's abandoned.

Sone flesh, Marguerite, is so saintly

It

chooses that path of |east resistance,

The state in which cells are only inmune

To

anti-retroviral drug regines.

It sacrifices self, it feeds itself

To
To

every phage that |ikes human neat,
all the hungers that now know our scent,

The popul ated mists that weathe us round.
Such flesh hops and spins, disintegrates,

It

does jigs you do if eaten alive.

Dance it dances, although subline, is brief.

But

that doesn't describe ny acol ytes.

They danced a dance neither brief nor subline,
A dance too mundane to call holy,
Too | ackl uster even to be whol esone.

Not

only can they sing, they dance as well!

They' d make a good nusical theatre troupe.

Singing, clearly, wasn't noi sone enough

For
For

t hose who'd put on sacred sackcl oth,
now t hey danced God's dance, the foxtrot,

Danced two by two in two four tine,

A slow gait, not a walk, not a trot,

A sl ow procession up the streets and | anes,
Around corners and down the boul evards.

| say stop, they stop, say go, they go

Ent
At
I

hroned upon a notorized float,
hrong in front, another nob behind,
ed them through the downtown ziggurats

To where their Quintus kept his royal seat.
| waved to shoppers crowded on sidewal ks

But

none acknow edged or ever waved back

The bargains too bright to permt them sight.
And all the ornanental al nond trees

Al
Wer

gned al ong Ni neveh's avenues

e bare of leaf and brittle, dead of drought.

Their crooked twi gs segnmented sunlight,
Inscri bed onens onto pavenents bel ow

It

had come time to heed the warning djinn

Time to divest nyself of these adul ants.

That angel shoul d' ve given you a spel
To send peopl e away after awhile.

| know now what drives a holy man

To offer folk their last rites early,
Advanced in date fromsone faroff day

To right away, this very afternoon

And so often do such urges cone

To those who sacrifice their lives to God
That sem naries teach us how to cope,

On when to let your charges bl under on

And when to euthanize, cut things short,

And introduce a life to afterlife.

Preachers, even during | engthy sernons,
Watch their congregations for subtle signs,
The mute, unconscious appeal s for surcease
That come as slight gestures, a shift of weight,
A poorly chosen gl ance or itching nose,

A cough that cones just as scriptures are read.
If these are seen preachers have no choice
But serve fl ocks nonal coholic juice

Poi son-spi ked i n deat h-induci ng doses

To better speed along their trusting souls
And put an end to any chance to sin,

Just as sewi ng shut their distended guts
Keeps overeaters from unheal thy snacks.
Sorreti mes holy nmen are | ess direct,

As with those who run flying saucer cults;
Oten the drug given is non-Iethal

Maybe just sonething to help them sl eep

To pacify questions with dream ess rest

And keep flocks quiet while throats are slit
To spare themthat disappointnment that cones
Wth grimknow edge that flying saucers won't.
For this is one nore | esson prophets |earn
Just what to do if God's overdue

And prom sed sal vati on doesn't show up.

But even so it seens a bit extrene,

A bit further than where | w shed to go

My intent was to culmnate ny nission

By converting Quintus and thus the nation,
To get the whole damm thing over wth,

| say stop, they stop, say go, they go.
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Doubl e time, double step, step it up
Time had cone to cash out and | eave town.

You're still here though, said Marguerite,
O did you go away and then return?

Part VII1.2: LUNCH BREAK

I'"d just reached the high stoplights that rule
The place where Ishtar intersects Miin
VWhen sonme organ inside me lost its grip
And | et inner |andscapes |iquefy

And cone geysering up to seek rel ease.

| stopped the bunted fl oat and di senbarked.
Nausea weakened | egs, staggered ny step
Made it a long march to the nearest curb
VWere a nan was beating a parking neter
Wth rolled up unbrella to the coi nbox.

| watched himgo to work at this vengeance
To take attention off my roiling guts.

All saints endure dark nights of the gut.

Was this just a bout with notion sickness,

O was it a new effect of divine zap?

O was | only sick of prophetic work

And sick of these crowds, sick of N neveh?
And with nausea canme doubl ed vi sion.

Sunlight dimed as if obscured or eclipsed
By a great archaeol ogical trowel.

The street tilted as if heaved by earthquake
And | saw pavenents broken, weckage strewn,
Each passageway bl ocked by rubbl e heaps.

At noonday desert owls and screech ow s
Uttered cries perched upon stone col umms
Fal | en over across the narketpl ace.

| picked my way through the broken housebeans,
Through the yell owed human bones underf oot,
Bones of dead dancers, bones of dead priests.

And what if | spake? Wuld scattered bones rise

And snake up rustling to reassenbl e,
To cage nme round with incantations and ribs,
I ncorporate nme whole into their dance

Around counting, revelatory djinn?

I was |ike that surly shade that witchcraft
Had recal |l ed, reenbodi ed, reawakened

To bear witness to its foresight ignored.
Thi s outcone had not been overl ooked.

My second si ght showed ne a second scene
Superi nmposed on this present contentnent,

A persistent vision of desolation

To defeat new, increased expectation.

It was time, | thought, to take a | unch break

| saw Ernie's Bar and Gill was nearby
And headed there, alnmost on hands and knees.

Thi s hagi ography, said Marguerite,
Includes full descriptions of all your neal s?
VWhat about your showers, your shopping trips?

Peopl e expect too nuch of their prophets,
Never thinking that they m ght go shopping,
Eat food, stroll around the market place,
Al though it's true that when they do
Armed store detectives keep a cl ose eye
And wal kyt al ky warnings up the nmall.

A saint's behavi our doesn't differ much
From t hat of pickpockets or shoplifters

O shifty types as apt to plant a bonb

O rape young schoolgirls or snoke a joint
As participate in consumer culture,

Sup upon oval food court fixtures

Wth bags of purchases stuffed underneath.
But trust ne, Marguerite, to tell ny tale
So that no unnecessary dining

Sl ows progress toward grim concl usions
That | eave not hing unsaid or unresol ved.

Wait, said Marguerite. A thought has struck.
Just how, parrot, do your words conme out?
For don't you need to draw a breath to speak?

Despite the fact my lungs coll apsed

And nasal tubing twisted up in knots

As human form fol ded back to the bird,

My words still spurt and don't miss a beat.
And this is how ny respiration works:

| draw my wind and hold it in awhile
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And circulate it like a hurricane

Around an eye |'ve |ettered nunber nine,

And then | let it out transformed to speech
Inhale the world, soak it in sense, exhale.
I make my little angels into w nds

And send them whistling off across the void.
If I"'mfeeling frisky while this transpires,
"Il also flap wings and hop up and down.

| just love a good hop, a good flap,

A good snort of the air and then a cough,
And then a brief shudder, a roll of eyes.

I nhal e, exhale, forgive, forget, expire.
Every fresh breath a yogin emts,

If not his last, if not an exit line,

Is just idle talk, a passing breeze.

You're no yogin, bird, the worman sai d.
No line you repeat is ever the |ast.

It's true, quite true, that I do go on

After the act that brought the curtains down,
Despite | essons our honoured fictions taught:
Don't ever, dear, overdo a scene.

Critics look for crisp versimlitude.

It's best to twitch only once before death,
Make but one brief point before you quit,

One last quip and just one last jab

Before they drag you off, stiff, stage |left.
Better yet if death seens unrehearsed,

As if in fact you really took a dive,

Sai d goodbye and toppled off the perch

To take a repose in birdseed and shit.

Stop now, she said, take applause and go,
Before | frown and start |obbing fruit.

After every effort cones a pause.

Sorme go out to wilderness to find

Respite and rest, to collect scattered thought,
To regain the strength and will to go on

Sone hole up in caves, clinb on a cross,

O lie on a beach and soak up the sun

Sone book thenmselves into golf resorts,

Log cabins, | oonie bin oubilettes,

Nunnery cells that |ack worki ng conmodes.

QO hers flyfish or cross-country sk

O pan for nuggets downstream from a vein.
Still others dress up as derelicts

And sleep in tin dunpsters, nibbled by rats
And pillowed by paper that once wrapped neals.
None, though, know how truly to rel ax,

The secret strategy all saints enpl oy.

None know the best course, the course | took
The way that makes straight the road to our Lord.
For full, abject retreat | recomend

A slightly secluded naughahyde booth

And two or nore drinks, in quick succession

| chose a seat far fromthe sl ot nachines

Far from w ndows, far fromthe noi sy bar

And far fromthe mal functioni ng jukebox

That did two four tinme as nine by nine.

An aging stripper, now partly disrobed,
Gyrated and stopped, gyrated, stopped

To nusic that rose and fell in broken bursts.
Her breasts bobbled a bit behind the beat,
Sili cone-enhanced mammary gl ands,

Pl unped up dugs designed to catch the eye,

Ni pples tipped with tiny tassels that twrled,
That spun with odd, disconcerting orbits

That made nme dizzy, put wobble to the room
And this was not, in ny view, a foxtrot,

Not a dance that nost prophets will condone,
Unl ess they see occult neani ngs reveal ed

By the cl ockwi se notions of female flesh.

And few prophets indeed glinpse truth here

O penetrate beyond skin laid bare

To where divine grammar will parse burl esque.
This feat only the wisest will perform

And only after decades of research

Years of study spent in dives like this
Awat ch for the spot our Lord will pass through
In flight fromone whirling void to the next.

So say you, parrot, said Marguerite.

I've seen guys like that who sit in bars,
Too nunb to sense much of anything

That isn't two sizes larger than norm

Fromtime to tinme, as routine mght permt,
She poured me | ooks with bats of coquette |ash

115



Wth pouts and smiles that didn't hit their mark,
But went too high, alittle too left

From where such attention best finds roost.

My | eft pocket, the place | hid nmy cash,

WAs what, it seened, aroused the hot desire
That drove the tassels with such urgent speed.
She must've noted the wad of banknotes
Fromwhich | took a bill to pay for beer

And marked ne the nost likely candidate

For her overstated, m sdirected charns.

Did that stripper noonlight as harlot?

No ot her wonman woul d deign to register
Anyt hi ng but conpl ete indifference

At the prospect of ny sackcl ot hed person.

The wonman in the next booth stood as proof,

O rather, she sat as proof, her back turned,
A sl eek beauty who spared nme not a gl ance
Despite the frequent |ooks | cast her way.

My di spl ayed weal th rmust not have caught her note.

O nmaybe she did see those banknotes,
Said Marguerite, and had cone to concl ude
That men |ike you are just not worth it.

But men |ike ne possess, Marguerite,

Short patience for this inquitious town,
Its thirst for domination, its pretence,
Its corruption, its half-cooked hanmburgers,
Its cold and insensitive wonenfol k

Who assess net worth with a single glance.
I lack patience with woren rul ed by | ook,
The cal cul at ed exchange of appearance,

The estimation that sips and spits out
Surface val ue, depth left untasted.

| lack patience with the inpatient regard
That neets ny image, then shoves it aside,
Looki ng past for the better view beyond.
Prophets will never earn a second gl ance;
Thei r unfashi onabl e sackcloth garb

And ash-sneared faces and unkenpt hair
Negate the need for deep cal cul ation

They are not desirabl e acquisitions.

VWhat yield could such men ever achieve?

A nmoral victory, pyrrhic victory,

O any insignificant success

A prophet m ght reasonably expect to gain
Is clearly not sufficient for these girls.
Cheer | eaders and daughters of cheerl eaders,
These sil ky, gene-crafted beauty queens,

Al ways cheer and al ways choose a w nner.
Better that |osers do not reproduce.

Is it so shocking so nmany prophets

Are driven to strange, desperate perversions?
Recal |l the fate of the prophet I|saiabh,

Pull ed off an enbrace with a metal box

That he m stook for sone curbside hooker
Then charged with interfering with the nmail,
Eventual | y undergoi ng el ectroshock

And ending a career of early prom se
Strapped to a bed and staring at the ceiling.
Sonme say that he shoul d have seen it com ng,
But hindsight is forever twenty-twenty.

Yes, it's only the true prostitutes

VWho will make tine for prophets: a half-hour
O fifteen mnutes will usually suffice,

The fee in question payable in advance,

And then they too nove on, unsated.

Hi gh cash flowwi Il require turnover

If the wonen only knew nmy net worth,

They woul d not dismiss me so easily.

Net worth was a neditation topic

On which, in fact, | often came to dwell

One on which | had proved nysel f naster

The cal cul ation of nmonthly interest,
Compounded daily, at variable rates,

Had becone an effortless task for ny mnd.
And |I'd never before shown such skill,

A clear sign of the great work in action,
That transformation to nmy present state.

An idiot savant, said Marguerite,
A lightning calculator in bird shape.
You yank a leg to learn the grand total

Fi nanci al conputation |led ny thoughts

Back to the annoyance of ny acol ytes.

Why couldn't they just give nme their noney
And then go away and | eave nme in peace?

| could go nowhere without a nob.

Many t housands of them waited outside,
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Fervent, patient, crowded into the street,
Wanting nothing nore than a glinpse of ne.

If | were to strike up conversation

Wth a kindly, likely | ooking fenale,

And, the one thing | eading to another

Depart looking for a little privacy,

I would have a nultitude trailing behind.

But it was a vexation unamenabl e

To the sort of thought that w ought solution
O an asset's net present val ue.

There's many girls who don't mnd a crowd,

And not only those who put on shows.

You need to find the right type, that's all

A retinue is not nearly as bad,

Wen feral es come to apprai se sone nal e,

As those screeches, stamers and shorts you nake.
More offputting still are screans of rage

And vi ci ous swi pes of beak designed to maim

Gash open a cheek, take off an ear.

It indicates, bird, an abusive streak

That is now, Marguerite. This was then,
Before | learned what an irritation
The human form presents to nystic sight.

Man is the measure of all things, |'ve heard.

|"ve heard it's the two-toed newt, | replied,
The one that dwells in the stillwater pools,
Soft, cute, four inches long, and tasty too.
They' re exactly half way, science has proved,
Bet ween the very snall and very huge,

And less inclined to count higher than three,
The point at which a cautious thought should
pause.

This newt, too, folds and fits in pockets,
There when needed to find the I ength of planks.

W won't tol erate another measure.
This claimis outrage, said Marguerite.
The newts nust back down, or go to war.

As | idly wondered why the cal endar
Conforms so inmperfectly to sky notions,

To orbits and rotations of nobon and earth,
Suddenly a fine idea arrived

And parked itself on ny nmental driveway:

I'd restrict the nunber of ny disciples

To the nunber of days in a |unar nonth!

O course, it was so perfectly plain to see.
It woul d be a much nore nanageabl e size

Than the bleating flock that foll owed ne around.

And, when required, | could send the few off
For an advanced, intense neditation

On those untol d virtues sackcl oth has.
However this created new probl ens,

Most of which | mght easily surnount,
Such as how one sorts the select few
Fromthe great nultitude of candidates.
Per haps one coul d organi ze this nob

Into a sharpshooting conpetition

O sit themdown to play duplicate bridge.
H ghest score joins the holy vanguard.

Per haps patronage, prinogeniture,

O al phabetical order reversed

Woul d suffice to separate gold fromdross
Per haps batteries of aptitude tests

Coul d sieve away fools and | eave the el ect.
Method itself did not really matter;

A nore serious puzzle now seized thought:
The nunber of the days in a lunar nonth
I's, you know, twenty-eight and a fraction
Lesser prophets night have rounded it off,
But here advanced arithnetic function,

A side-effect of nmy prophetic talent,
Allowed ne to note this fraction equal

I f divided by | ength of shadows cast,

In standard units, by the Geat Pyranmd
At six o clock on the spring equinox,
Square-rooted, inverted, added to nine,
Multiplied by the secret area code

O CGodhead' s ineffabl e phone nunber..

Skip the algorithm said Marguerite.

The val ue reached at end of day equalled
The nane given Eve, fenule, nother,
Daughter, wife, crone, ninble sex kitten
And whol e hosts of other meanings
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A cabalistic | exicon conbines

Under the nenstruation hieroglyph

The answer here now nade conpl ete sense
I'd take twenty-ei ght mal e disciples
And one very closely chosen wonman.

Ha! Tokeni sm sneered Marguerite.
Rank m sogyny! Ml e chauvi ni sn

Marguerite, Marguerite, please be calm

For no m sogyni st woul d ever dare

Persist in the proven error of his ways

After hearing thy soft, nelodic voice,

Vi ewi ng thy conpassi onate count enance,

And stroking thy rounded, thy velvet contours,
After lowering thy urgent frane... Squark

Wat ch your | anguage, parrot, said the wonman,
O 1'll rip out still another feather

And wreak further w eckage upon

Thy respl endent, thy fine and vinyl plunmage.

Desist! | lack the pluck to withstand you
Yet let nme say this, oh Margeuerite,
Tokenismis not the sort of sin

That ever offers souls much tenptation
And not one for which | expect to burn.
Hel | woul d rock with raucous, nocking |aughter
VWhen ot her dammed heard what sent ne down.
No, | aspired to higher sin than that,

I ntended sonething far nore intense.

The female | required to seal ny sum

Was to all twenty-eight others conbi ned

A val ue equal to and greater than

An ordi nary wench, wonman, or wtch

For this position sinply wouldn't do.

| required that eternal paradigm

For all wonen past present and future.

| sought Godhead's first and finest thought,
| sought Sophia, w sdomincarnate,

A girl less cerebral than oft portrayed,
Less renpte, less indifferent to nen,

More in fact a lithe and lively Lilith,
Qur first seductress, reincarnated,

O Hel en of Troy preincarnated,

O that girl | saw onstage |ast week,

That buxom sexpot in underwear

Who smiled, held props for Sinon Magician
And battl ed apostles for crowd approval.

| could spend a lifetime, nine lifetines,
Roami ng across earth, corner to corner

And never encounter in a wonan's eyes

The precise spectrumof |ight that displays
The new nmoon, the goddess, the true bel oved.
And it could become a long, |onely quest
Looking into every face | neet,

Fi ndi ng not hi ng, | ooking away agai n,

Never finding the pearl the world conceals.
O so it seemed for one or two nonents,

But a quick seek and ye shall find was m ne.
As luck would have it the worman | wanted
Was | ocated in the next booth over,

That sl eek beauty | nentioned earlier.

She was drinking gin and speaking to a toad,
A |l arge toad, squat and reprehensible.

Toad? What the hell are you tal ki ng about ?

It was a toad, Marguerite. | assure you

And while | recognize that this character

An enl arged ant hr oponor phi ¢ anphi bi an,

M ght further strain a credibility

VWi ch is now al ready stretched near snapping
Wth nmy tales of talking fish etcetera,

I can provide a rational explanation
Unfortunately, | forget the details,

But the gist is that your toad drinking partner
Was irradiated while still quite small,

Still little nmore than a nere tadpol e,

In one of the early atom bonb tests,

Crawl ed out of the |agoon, began to eat,

And ate, ate until he attained a size

And intelligence and position in life

Not normal ly encountered anong mnenbers

O the less fortunate ani mal cl asses.

What do you nean, 'your' drinking partner?
Do you suggest, parrot, that | was present?

Yes, Marguerite. You were in the next booth,
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Wearing a red dress, talking to a toad.

Wait just one second, said Marguerite,
For | remenber the occasion in question
That bar, that booth, and that red snock.
There was definitely no toad present.
Armand and | were having a drink there,
After a |ong norning spent at shopping.
A creep in the next booth gave nme a | ook
And then cane over and started to talk.
He was spouting new age nmunbo junbo,

The noon goddess fertility bullshit,

But | knew he was trying to pick ne up.
After atime | told himto screw off.
That was you, parrot? You're shorter now,
Al t hough still not nuch better | ooking.
And just what are you? A stal ker, maybe,
VWho' s al ways around, always popping up?
And what is all this stuff about toads?
Semiram s and the Toad God was first,

And now you come up with Arnand as toad.

You're sure that was Armand, not a toad?

That is troubling if true, very troubling,

But let's press forward now with the tale.
Your refusal to join ny crusade for cash

And the fact that one of nmy toes felt |oose,
Had I eft me in a thoroughly distressed state.
| kicked nyself for not using ny lines

To coherce you into ny coterie.

How could I think ny owm charmwould suffice?

Sorry about that, said Marguerite.

But what the self, as self, desires,

Is that other, as other, desire itself.
It's not the other's fault it |acks desire.

Unl ess, | said, the other qua other

Wl lack desire, withhold supply

To stir self, as self, to greater denand.
The toe, it turned out, was a false alarm
O perhaps a presage of what was to cone,
For, as | bent over to tie my shoe,

| felt a wench, and ny sexual organs,

For which |I felt inordinate fondness,

Wth which | had so closely, for so |ong,
Identified nmyself and my well -being,
Suddenly cane | oose and fell right off.

If you play with it, Marguerite said then,

It will fall off. And this has been foretold
By all the seers and prophets from Myses

Ri ght up to but not including you

|'ve had enough, bird, of creeps like you
Who' || never tire of finding new ways

O bringing such distasteful subjects up

Your synpathy is so touching, Marguerite.
And | was in conplete shock, as you m ght guess.
Headaches and hair | oss were bad enough
But this - this assault was beyond belief!
This was so extrenme and unexpected,

So over the top, that | al nost screaned.

| forgot all about you, Marguerite.

| forgot about disciples, net worth,
Forgot everything but what had happened.

I went to the washroom and then came back
After | had confirnmed my worst suspicions.

Per haps, she said, it's indelicate to ask..

Down the toilet. Wth one flush, it's gone
To that space where thoughts, once thought,
vani sh.

As | passed the booth that sat next to mne

| noticed at once that it was now enpty,

That on the table was a tip in small coins
And a long, thin, flat black rectangle

Wth little pin legs like a mllipede.

The coins tenpted nme for the briefest nonent,
But it was the rectangle that | picked up

That's where it went! exclaimed Marguerite.
Armand was | ooking for it everywhere

What exactly was that object? | said.

It was an eprom he needed for his job.
An epromis like software on a chip,
Means eraseabl e sonet hi ng or other.
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And Armand was in big trouble with his boss
For a long tine after it went m ssing.

He works for the Nineveh Lottery Corp.
Because of the new coi nage com ng out

Al the slot prograns will have to change
Al their denoni nation validators.

Al'l the paytable and reelstrip listings
Were also to be adjusted in sonme way.

VWhat ever happened to it, anyway?

| put it in my pocket and then forgot it.
But my afternoon there was not conplete.

Swi ngi ng doors to the back were shoved open
And si x kitchen slaves energed with a plate,
Bent over by the great weight that they | ugged.
The six bore resenbl ance, in their progress,
To pal | bearers for one corpul ent corpse

And pall indeed is what they bore forward,
For on the plate reclined the |largest fish
That |1, a fisherman, had ever seen.

However, | recognized it instantly,

Even before it raised its head and spake.

Part VI1.3: SECOND OPI NI ON

So, prophet, it's tine again to talk,

Al though | note no wel cone in your face,
No gl ad noises welling up your throat.

Did you believe you saw the | ast of ne?
Once an angel is deployed it continues
Until its fatal business is conplete.
We're like the war dogs who once unl eashed
May not be recalled until all foe

Lay strewn di snmenbered across the field.
WIl the lion roar, concealed in thickets,
Unl ess the beast has seen, selected prey,
And left behind the stealth that brought it close?
The Iion has roared, now what of Jonah?
Are you Godhead' s prophet or deaf-nmute?
I've come to judge, so speak your defense

I"mcertainly surprised to see you here,
Especially since | ordered a burger

CGodhead is not happy with your progress.

You | ag behind in product delivery.
Anticipated fruits are unachi eved.

Most of the town should be clothed in sackcloth
And chanting sl ogans in praise of Godhead
As they | abour to increase the commonwealth,
Spendi ng nore, working nore, sleeping |ess.
Instead the factory shifts are laid off,
Retail storefronts are dark and enpty,
Forecl osures are up, bankruptcies up

And big ticket item purchases down

As consuner confidence slowy subsides.

Li sten, angel, |'ve been doing ny best,

And our plan, our canpaign, is still on-track
And support builds daily by word of nouth.
You should see the mob | have parked outsi de.
And listen to this, nmy |ast masterpiece:
There's a really major coup in the works.

A big celebrity endorsenent is planned,

The King Quintus hinself, sometinme soon
Though vision here remains a bit vague.

I've been distracted by personal problens,
Sone problenms with nmy person, an affliction
That has detached certain parts of my person
Fromthe principal, still ongoing part,

Not to get overly anatomni cal

Also, | think my frame nay be shri nking.

Your condition has not escaped the notice
O angel s assigned to nonitor your file.

Qur potent infusion of divine w sdom

Has had, | fear, negative side effects,
Stinmulating an allergic reaction

Maybe we shoul d have had a bl ood test first,
But it's such a rare, inprobable event,
Qccuring with but one prophet per hundred,
That who coul d berate us for our oversight?

If ninety nine other prophets refused,

| said, then how could ever the hundredth

Find heart to find fault with your procedures?
Yet | do feel a little |let down,

And a little hurt, and a little angry,

120



And a little inclined to pistol-whip you
Until you whi nper and beg for ny nercy.

| can understand you're upset, he said.
None of us are very pleased with the news;
You can i nagi ne our di sappoi ntnent

At this dire devel opment, that our project
WIIl not present the yield we hoped

In ternms of optinum message delivery,
Resulting in | ess perhaps of a Bal aam

And nore perhaps of his |oquaci ous donkey.

What, exactly, do you mean by that crack?
Are you bastards at |east conpetent enough
To say how serious ny condition is?

The prognosis, | nust admit, is grim
That catal yst of spiritual know edge

I ntroduced to chem cal reactions

Taki ng pl ace inside the obscure organs
In nmore renpte regions within your gut
I's turning you into something high-tech
Possi bly a handsone digital watch

O sone hand-hel d el ectroni c gane.

You nean to say that you don't even know?

But we're narrowing it down, | can assure you.
You'll be nothing |arger than a breadbox.
We' || know nore when nore data comes in.

I don't suppose, Jonah, you'd undergo,
After signing a form a urine test?

I think I'"lI'l not conpound forner m stakes
And gi ve consent wi thout counsel present
To any enterprise angel s suggest.

That entire subsystem noreover,

That that includes the urinary tract,

May not, with certainty, produce output.

We know already quite a lot, in fact.

You won't, for instance, be a goose-necked | anp,
A stroke of good fortune, you must agree.

A team of principalities and powers,

Qur consuner el ectronics division

Feel s safe in concluding, noreover

That both your eyes will eventually evol ve
Into blue, light-emtting diodes.

A maj or breakt hrough on your power supply
I s expected nonentarily, of course.

Then he began a noral nonol ogue

On the old thenme of don't count your chickens
And praise not the day before nightfall,

A discourse too witless, too tedious,

Too lengthy to repeat, even by ne.

Instead, both to sate curiosity

And to expedite its earliest rebirth,

| shall give you, Marguerite, a summary.

Why not, she said, skip it altogether?

No, | said. Nothing can di ssuade me now.
First draw attention, if attention it be,
To the fate of that nobl est N nevite,

Sci pio Central Americanus,

So titled by Senate proclanmation

For his dispatch and conquest of a foe

In sone renmote arena of combat.

Because he was so conplete a warrior

He conpletely exterm nated the foe,

Two million small and furtive pygnies

Who al ways beseeched the absurdest favours,
Who were al ways underfed, underfoot,

And whose soft hair always cl ogged the drains,
By | ayi ng out rat-poi soned nangoes.

The grateful nation rewarded the warrior
Wth a deed to twenty thousand hectares

O unharvest ed Lebanese cedar,

The hi ppodrone parking | ot concession

And softdrink vendi ng machi nes therein,
And all the proceeds and the revenues
From St at e-operated bow i ng al |l eys,

Bal | and shoe rentals to be excl uded.
These magnificent gifts left himrich

But victory in war, however conplete,

Does not master peace or conplete a life,
And this inspired genius ended his days
Living in hovels, hounded by creditors,
Eating catfood fromthe cans with fingers,
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Al'l because of the unw se investnents
He made in | ongshot exactor tickets

And all those offshore nutual funds

Too of fshore for quick extradition,

And, worst of all, in combdity futures.

And who was to know that soybeans woul d dive?

It certainly astoni shed our Sci pio.

The conclusion to be drawn, my friend, is this:

Close no man's file that does not include
A nmedi cal certificate of death,

And insist, when possible, on an autopsy.
Make no final profit-loss statenents,
Even in jest, even under your breath,
Until all your transactions are conplete.
Count no man happy until he's dead,

O, if not dead, incapacitated

To such degree he cannot venture forth
And inflict on himself some further harm
Thus only a conpl ete quadripl egic

May be consi dered both happy and alive.

O the nmanifold joys God gave nan

None can surpass a full paralysis.

And this is best of all the nortal states,
Pl easure subtracted and pai n di sappear ed,
The suprene peace all our nystics cherish
The parinirvana all Buddhi sts seek

Wy el se did Peter not cure his daughter
VWhom Godhead both paral yzed and poxed,

If not to spare the girl the wack of |ove
And keep her eager paranours at bay?

Wiy el se do snakes i mmobilize gane

If not so the prey in perfected bliss

May then witness itself engulfed alive?

An angel said that? asked Marguerite.
Paralysis is the best of nortal states?

No angel woul d ever say such things.

You' re substituting your own point of view,
Your own nental vision for divine words.

I hope the fish spoke not ex cathedra

But rather fromthe despair of his own state,

Qut of water, enbedded in vegetabl es.
If you think I msrepresent his words,
Bring your own version of the events forth.

But | had, by this tine, already |eft
As you yoursel f have al ready reported.
But surely others there observed the fish

Maki ng points with such force, at such length

O her diners, oddly, paid no note

To the discourse ny nmeal tried to conduct.
And waiters always train their gaze away
In case a patron tries to send requests
To get more quickly drinks, food or bill,
Whi ch | eaves only this account of events.
Trust without question a testinony
Unchal | enged by ot her eyew tness reports.
Parrots observe a strict ethical code
Parrots, like scribes of history and news,
May only bring forth objective truth

El se ri sk appearing before col |l eagues

On charges of professional msconduct.

My own point of viewis quite different,
In fact, than that presented by ny dinner
Not only does ny still-vigorous m nd
Strongly reject the angel's argunents,

My body is its living refutation

My plastic wings and plastic | egs, you see,
Are but representation of wi ngs and |egs;
They lack all ambul atory function

None of my subvocal comrands and threats
Can elicit the | east response fromny |inbs.
They exhibit to all exertions of wll

Only an appalling | ack of interest.

Inside |'mninble, outside inert.

This condition, believe nme, |eaves ne
Unoverjoyed, a bit dissatisfied,

For what is Iife without nmotion of |inbs?
| nyself satisfy all the criteria

The fish set forth to reach lasting bliss
And can therefore proclaimits odd prem se
Wt hout a doubt absolutely false.

Per haps then we shoul d take the angel's speech

To be a premature consol ation.

The typol ogi cal interpretations
Have not, of course, escaped ny intellect.



However, we should take to heart that point
The good fish was nost eager to inpart.

Let us not too soon anticipate

The concl usions ny narrative mght reach
And now suspend further specul ation.

The fish, in fact, had not finished his speech

He had not finished with the bad news,
Nor had he finished with evadi ng bl ane.
Per haps he saw | was thinking |awsuit.

M sfortune is sure to follow the man

Who shirks the duty heaven has assigned him
For negligence, Jonah, invites accident.
Spot-lit by the Godhead's displ easure,

You' re exposed to attack fromall quarters.
When you no | onger bask in the Lord' s grace,
Pestil ences that prey on weakened | uck

WIIl swerve to strike such an easy target.
A moment's inattention, and whanmmo!

M nor bad timng, major bad |uck

It's a syndrone famliar to the wi se.
Stress, too, is a contributing factor

When attenpting to di agnose the patient,
Cur research division does now i nform

It's best to adapt an holistic approach
This is not to say we ever endorse,

For treatment of any serious ail nment,

The use of honmemade herbal renedies
Honeopat hy, vegetabl e jui ce,

Acupuncture needl es or foot massage.

It's well known that God strongly favours
Mar ket share for mmjor pharnaceutical s.

He delights too in invasive surgery.

And al t hough your state is irreversible,

We urge purchase of non-prescription drugs.
These over-the-counter packaged products
Are readily available in drug stores,

Super markets, even in gas stations.
Fruit-flavoured pills with nonsense nanes
Provi de m nor synmptomatic relief

For nost colds and fevers and stomach aches.
The pl acebo effect alone is worth

The manufacturer's suggested pricing.

I mention this for your reference only,

In the event of any future problem

It will be little or no use at present:
Your current condition is incurable
And won't respond to any known treatnent.

Irreversible? Incurable, fish?
How can this be just? What have you done to ne?

You are but one man anong nmany mnillions.
And what of Euphrates? What of Tigris?
The river tw ns have now grown di m ni shed,

Have sl owed, have dw ndl ed down to nere trickles

Now gr asshoppers drag thensel ves al ong,

Their brief desire to spring |long since spent,
Repl aced by that stiff and dyspeptic w sdom
That sickness and old age will teach a joint.
Chi cken hens now |l ay grade B eggs.

The fertile fields arise in clouds of dust

And wat er buffal o have wandered away

In an unprecedented mgration

To find noister, nore congenial wall ows.

The gane, in a single, huge, confused herd,
Has stanpeded in its haste to be el sewhere

Bl ackened bl ossons, bl own away |i ke ashes,
Leave behind no fruit for next harvest,

And no seedstock for next replanting.

Al'l vegetation blisters and withers.

Al'l newborn livestock - the calves, |anbs,
Kids and slave infants - arrive blighted,

Not to nention ducklings and earthworm ets,
Particularly hard-hit by the blight.

Penguins in the zool ogi cal gardens

And pi geons on the ziggurat rooftops

Drop like ten-pins in bowing alley Ianes.
They wait, shaken, for divine nachinery

Wth clicks and clanks, with bangs and roars and
t huds,

To descend, to collect, to reposition

Their feathered flocks in new conformations.
But as they stare up, stiff with rigor nortis,
Their eyes will grow bleak with di sappoi ntnent,
For judgnment day, for birds, is still distant.
Fi xed stars wander off fromtheir positions
To become pl anets, or worse, mneteors.
Constell ati ons begin to | ose their shapes,

Di sfiguring the gods thus depicted.
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The ni ght sky dissolves into a novenent

That both astrol ogers and navi gators

WIIl find hard to fathom hard to foll ow

And who can now cat al ogue the poisons,

The insecticides, the nercury and | ead,

And the radioactive isotopes

Wth which the water's so heavily spiced

In cisterns and troughs, aqueducts and wells?

Is the meal not satisfactory, sir?
You' ve not even nibbled at your dinner

Look at this fish. Tell nme what you see,
| said to the waiter who stood at ny booth.

| must admit that | see nothing am ss.
It's fresh, he replied, peering at the plate.

This fish is a turbot, | told the man.
Fish and chips is prepared with halibut.
Moreover, it is highly undercooked.

And where, ny friend, are the chips? Take it back

But you ordered the giant sushi platter!

I"'mnot inclined to argue the matter

How much time is left to change your ways?
Septenber, nmonth nine, hath thirty days,
And thirty days hath the Ninevites yet

For Godhead's terns are thirty days net.
Take the fish away and bring nme a beer,

An inport beer, an Egyptian |ager

Isn't that a clear abuse of power,
Sai d Marguerite with di sapproved tone,
To commandeer beer with Godhead's spell?

Recal |l the newly pronoted Marduk

G ven omni pot ence by ot her gods,

Who incinerated his ol d wardrobe

Now too drab for one so exalted,

Into curling smoke and fluttering ash

Wth only one potent word of comrand,

Just to make sure his power worked.

And woul dn't you, with such a spell at hand

And a guest who's overstayed his wel cone,

Use it to nudge himgently out the door?

I didn't regret seeing the fish go

Back to the pot in a casserol e dish,

Still ranting about Ni neveh's peril

Screw Ni neveh. Wat about Jonah?

The angel's frank di scourse had depressed ne,
And the parting with departing private parts
Had a profound, negative inpact on ne.

I'd entered, so quickly, the twlight.

In this nonent ny ministry turned sour

And | forgot all ny clever ideas,

Wi ch included nmy finest and nobst recent.

| abandoned forever that concept

O the one special female disciple.

Li ke one of those fast-grow ng gourd vines,
The plan matured from seed to stick-figure,
From chi | dhood to nenopause in m nutes.

It now stood dead, a dry, sapless cane,

Its withered | eaves and bl ossons still attached.
VWhen dreanms turn marcescent it's time to wake
It was then, too, that | found I'd acquired
A distaste for all manner of seafood,

A strong and adverse reaction to fish

| could not now eat one or see one,

And | had | ong since outgrown the desire

To net my rewards as a huge fish catch,

W shed now i nstead the cash equi val ent

Paid out in large and frequent install nments.
Fish were too lively, too unw el dy,

To work well as a medi um of exchange

Many nerchants will not accept a fish,

Dead or alive, as paynent for a purchase.

And what nodern Ninevite female

Wuld find attractive squirning wads of trout
Pul l ed fromthe pocket instead of banknotes?
But this was now purely acadenic

To one like nyself, robbed of manhood.

WIIl there be any love interest, bird,
To this story? Any relationship

O a strong, deep or conplex nature?

| begin to suspect expectation

O any such will go disappoi nted.
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Your thinking wounds nme, Marguerite, | said.
You were then, and you still are, ny passion.
And think twi ce before you dism ss ny case.
Your true other's concealed within the noise,
Di sgui sed and underrated, overl ooked,

Li ke nessiahs that do carpentry too,

O worlds that hide in unassumi ng sand,

O all the small signs that Allah provides
You find out of place, shelfed with white rice
O filed with gas bills or floating in soup.
The true lover isn't always obvious

O what fickle convention would pick,

Perhaps a bit fatter, a bit flatter,

A bit nore inanimate, short and green,

That what current taste regards as a match.
Don't let superficial flaws deter;

Go for inward truth, not outward charm

It still isn't too late for something

To devel op between us, a great romance

O the kind you've seen on paperback racks.
I"'mnot quite that barechested hunk

You spy on front covers, the one that |eans
And tips the babe over onto a bed,
Concentrate instead on ny stronger points.
I"'mjust the right size for a sex toy,

An el ectric parrot-shaped vibrator,

Feat hered and dirty-tal ki ng and abuzz

Wth rapid, satisfactory beat ... Squark!
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CAPUT El GHT
Part VII1I1.1: PRESENTATI ON

What angers prophets npst is nenus

That don't truly describe a cook's intent,
That lure the palate with overw ought bl urbs
And dangle in air the scents of paradise

But serve horrors even worns won't eat.

I nean, Marguerite, the bills of fare

That rhapsodi ze over a rack of |anb

That | ooks like a rat the cat half ate

And then buried inside a plate of sludge.

| mean, Marguerite, the bills of fare

That |aud sal ads as though they'd never died,
Never grew corrupted, decayed and brown

On banks beside their native sewage ditch.

Contract | aw does not extend to vows
Propounded in the heat of self-pronotion.
And there's no recourse here, | fear, for that.

You don't live here in Nineveh for |ong
Before you learn it's all one |oud boast.
Nonet hel ess you' d think di nner would be exenpt,
A time, a sabbath time, for minds to rest
And put this need for scrutiny aside.

Those who heaven appoints to find the facts
Woul d rat her not pursue their work at neals,
For who'd willingly plunb suspicious soup
To identify for grieving relatives

The soggy things that float bloated there,
Crout ons perhaps, or parts of shrinp, or flies?
And what prophet woul d put aside his fork
To guess what hi dden agendas will swim

In congeal ed glop they tout as coq au vin?
After a diner formul ates desire

And specifies the taste that fits his bud,
He won't easily swallow substitutes

O stomach a | ower-priced | ookalike,

A fact that drives kitchens to subterfuge,
To little tricks that train eyes el sewhere
To | ook at presentation, not at sauce.

But appetites are not easily tricked,

Not easily led froma plotted course

By pl oys designed to enhance a failed dish

O swap for cheesecake a | owfat bean.

Al t hough 1" m no gournmet or connoi sseur

| know what | like, like what | know,

And what | like is a well-behaved neal,

An honest food that's freed fromall pretense.

Ernie's cuisine rarely gets good reviews.
Prophets shoul d know that, said Marguerite.

| hate it when angel s di sgui se thensel ves

In sly tries to blend with nelon slices
Wiittled up like little coral reefs.

They take their cue perhaps from Buddhi st chefs
Who barbecue carrots instead of ribs,

O canni bal cooks who can't get a corpse,

O can't get it fresh or tender enough

And serve instead a roasted |eg of pork

Al dolled up in sporty sw nm ng trunks.

O maybe angel s take inspiration,

I f none comes down from heaven itself,

From priests who bait the faithful few with bl ood
But switch themfirst to wine and then to juice
And then, in nost rites, just to concepts,

To divine transfusions they guarantee

Free of infectious hepatitis A,

Bl and enough that no one takes offense,

O drives honme drunk still giddy with God

And strikes down a toddler riding her trike.
What is holy if not risk reduction?

Cod' s nmessage, |'ve heard, said Marguerite,
Can't place itself in this nortal sphere
Wt hout | eaving behind divine vestnments
That | ook too antiquated, too stiff

For less formal or elevated real ns.

CGod' s transcendence can't go i muanent,

It's true, without quick change of costune.
It dons whatever garb now i n vogue,

Grabs any rag handy, off the rack,

To fit right in with backwater styles

And show the yokel s what they want to see.
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But messengers never quite get it right,
Never conprom se where it mght help

A word to navigate your ear cana

O gui de healthy heaven's unpl easant taste
To slide snmoothly through your digestive tract.
The overstated presentations nade

By angels left beached in nmashed pot atoes
Never deceive seasoned eaters of fish

And never whet an honest appetite

For ordinary fare, for food as food,

Not as scenery to go snorkeling through
But angel s, of course, never take advice
Fromthat sane unrefined clientele

That once nade unwi se nenu sel ections

That ever after branded them suspect,

Due only a barely conceal ed contenpt.

| mean that uncouth couple who once chose,
Even though it came unreconmended,

The real fruit, not the one made of wax,
Real life, not the still life bit part

In Godhead' s stiff paradi se tabl eaux.

What fake birds want real fruit? she asked.
What plastic grass wants a real nanure?
Artifacts desire artifice:

This is how nature neant things to go

It's just disingenous, just a crock,

To spill crocodile drool over truth

Wt hout tooth enough to chew tough neat.
Appetites like this lead to trouble,

That indigestion that Tantal us got

After tasting an unaccustoned food.

Conpare the genes of apes, of chinps and nen,
And | earn that these species are nmuch ali ke,
In essence, at heart, very nuch the sane.
Stand back a bit, say a | eague or two,

And these two are quite indiscernible

And thus, by that |aw that Leibniz found,

Are deermed now as born identical tw ns.

So too organic and inorganic.

Their atons, enlarged and stretched out in space,
Defy our science to say which is which

No artifact, at |east, ever stops

And wastes tine guessing which berry's best

If two alike are hanging side by side.

| hear a chinp logic in human guise.
Let's | ook nore closely at this prenise..

| hate too the way that angels speak -

And speak is all they do, never listen

Never solicit input fromothers

Only take m d-sentence breaks for breath

So others never get to interrupt

And point out |ess entrenched points of view.
Their conversation irks ne even nore

When it turns elliptic and indirect,

Couched in arcane synbols and wordpl ay,

Shot through with ganes that intellects like,
Ri ddl es, technical terns and Latin tags,
Acrostic-spelt nanes of favourite aunts.

Wy can't these nessengers speak plainly,

So that all hidden |ayers are exposed,

Al'l secrets disclosed, ciphers deciphered,
Eschat ol ogi cal , scat ol ogi cal

And nystical truths all clearly conveyed?
Good footnotes too would sonetines help

Parrots, then, she said, are a breed of bird,
A kind of fow that when they take a dip
W1l always choose the shall ow end of pool s?

And what's worse is that tidings sent from God
Seem al ways to arrive at our nealtines,

And all at once, a whole holy scripture
Packed in one medicine ball sized burst.

|'ve seen this happen so many tines.

The knocks will conme just as all sit down
And pick up spoons to start the first course,
Smal| taps at first and then mighty bl ows
Until you open door to pure horror,

A nightmare in neck-tie and dark suit

Better suited for gravesi de sendoffs

Than fine dining and sparkling repartee.

O worse still, it just comes from nowhere
Not even landing first on doorstep

A treasured God-butchered Egypti an pet

That saturates with bl ood your wel come mat.
No, it arrives wi thout introduction



And pl unges through any gap it can find,

Any hol e that conversation all ows.

An ot herwi se reticent dinner guest

W1l suddenly grow enthused, start to froth,
Start to gurgle a bit and puff vapour

In anticipation of spiritual gush

Only to pitch forward into his soup,
Strangl ed by inspiration's enornity.

No wonder many prophets shirk work.

They fear those strains that God' s | oads inpose,
Heavy enough to put you off your feed,

Fog up your eyes, rob your coat of gl oss,
And send sexdrive into steep decline.

Many divine internediaries

Oten find their words so wei ghted down
Wth the secret neanings that God's piled on
Their tongues struggle around |ike pinned eels,
Li ke that of Myses after seeing the bush
Catch fire with the manifold nysteries
Crammed tightly inside an expl osive nane.

I grow tense when they gabble |ike that,
When t hey cough up phl egm and withe around.
These throes attract appall ed bystanders
Who | ean forward to better understand

The staccato rattle that reveals all,

Deat hbed hai ku as conposed by duck

Master's final croak, his last zen quack

A qui ck tabl etop tracheotony

Performed with a toothpick and sal ad fork
By qualified nedical professionals,

If there be any of these on hand,

Can sonetinmes help to dislodge the phrases
That bl ock passage of transparent air

Back to the place of enpty, sensel ess space.

Isn't it tine for dinner yet? she asked.

And this, perhaps, was why the fish had grown,
So that it mght nore easily manage

The massive nmessage that it cane to inpart.
And the inpact of that nmessage sufficed,

Li ke a strong, hot blast of desert w nd,

To push me through antique revol ving doors
That graced entrance to ol der ziggurats

Such as that which housed Assyrian ki ngs.

W ndstorns that begin snmall shall rmushroom
And nmix the soil and air in choking clouds,
Shall grow from dust devils into nonsters,
From whi sps that |lift the bent grassbl ades
To cyclones that tw st the horizons up.
CGodhead's breath is gentle, snooth, unseen
Until knitted, knotted into brutal words.
It issues out in orthodox pants

Until it's driven through the |arynx,

Until it's baffled and beaten by paddl es,
Until given spin by revolving doors.

Those things are obsol ete now, she said,

Except in those structures the State preserves
Agai nst the wecking ball's nonstop swi ng

As keepsakes and educational props

To illustrate bygone architecture,

The styles we loved not five years ago

And then so | oathed the foll owi ng season

Ni nevites now find such doors quaint.

| wonder who it was that first deduced

It's best to fix the frane and spin the door
Than anchor door, revolve the ziggurat

From carpark right up to restaurant.

Armand and | ate in such a restaurant,
One that revolves slowy, high up, once

Who' d ever eat there twi ce, Marguerite,

Except the drunks who like their roons to spin?
The panoramic views of snmpog-clad hills

W1l whizz around so fast you'll |ose your food,
Even your plate, your silverware and cup.
They' re dragged away by centrifugal force,

Tabl ecl oth and all, tossed agai nst gl ass

To stick and chatter, agitated teeth

It's that brief, queasy, uneasy feeling

That ani mal s get before earthquakes hit,

The banshee shape that goes out the door

The very nonent that you go in.

Were it stops or goes, nobody knows,

Li ke the ball that races around the wheel,
Merry-go-round, horses up and down,

Grail castle, Ezekial's nother ship.
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It's a sinmple device, cleverly made,

Aki n somehow to the subway turnstiles

That serve to introduce departed souls

Into caves of automated transit,

O dispensers found in vendi ng machi nes

That squirt out an ounce of flavoured liquid
Before it dunmps a crashing aval anche

O inexpensive ice to fill the cup,

O laundromat driers that tantalize

Wth one brief and | ukewarm breeze per coin.
In each of these there exists a spirit

That serves with smles the timnetable posted,
As stuck in strict routine as Sisysphus

O those who stoke | oconptives with coa

O cuckoos caught in the cuckoo cl ock

I'd wake them and take them back home to nom
Teach them nanmes of basebal |l superstars

And feed them chowders nade fromcorn and cl am
If only Pharoah'd say yes, prophet,

Go ahead, just take themall and go,

For 1've no further need for groaning sl aves.

Let's get to the point, said Marguerite,
Let doors still aspin recede behind.

Part VIII.2: DUPLI CATOR

Inside the King's Palace a clerk was posed

So all who enter nust approach her desk

To state their business and receive bl essings.
I'd arranged an appoi nt nent bef orehand

For an interview for the Oracle job,

And so | strode up to her desk and said,

The Godhead has sent nme to repair

The grave peril in which you find yourself.

Peril? said the clerk. Repair? Godhead?
The nane CGodhead does not ring a bell
Did you happen to bring a purchase order
O is that one of our regular vendors?
Then recognition lit up her face.

You're here to fix that copy machi ne
That has so frustrated our office staff

And filled the dunpsters with excess paper
Attenmpting to duplicate an invoice

For aftermarket helicopter parts.

You were due here Tuesday, two weeks back

She stood, took nmy arm and guided ny way
Down a long hall lined with office doors.

The floors here, curiously, were paved in glass
That, when struck with high heel, gave a tone,
Al nost the mddle C of tuning forks,

But not quite, off enough to cause pain

To those of us equipped with perfect pitch
Attuned to wavel engt hs the djinnkind choose
To conduct honme glad hymms their choirs raise.
And such di screpant noise, | understood,

Was what professional forecasters cal

An early warning sign, a word to w se

That said clearly enough for all to hear

The path you follow here is not approved.

As we wal ked along the hall the clerk said,
You look a little green around the gills.

That must have been sone party |ast night.

And then she stopped, her destination reached.
She rel eased her grip and my arm gave pop

And jerked suddenly free of its socket joint
Li ke a tooth whose roots have rotted away.

My arm slipped down ny shirt sleeve and fel

To hit the hallway floor with nmuted thud

And roll a short distance across the gl ass.
It's okay, | said weakly, a prosthetic.

But she'd already turned away to go.

| saw now | stood before a machi ne,

A standard i ssue photocopier

After | heard her clicking step recede

I took nmy fallen arm and | ooked around

And found one unl ocked door nearby.

| tossed my arminto the space inside

To join sponge nops, broons, bottles of bleach
And pails of ammoni a- based gl ass cl eaner

So, an armgone. This was, | suppose,
Preparation for a left wing to sprout,
A divestnent of flesh prelimnary
To your penultimate metanorphosis.
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Did you, at |least, renenber to retrieve,
I nqui red Marguerite, your wistwatch first?

| closed the door on that part of ny past

And then turned back to study the nmachine

Wi ch, to ny eye, appeared in perfect health.
The power |anp was on, toner okay,

The paper path free of obstructing jans.
Reanms of paper were stacked inside their bins,
Ready to catch | egal -sized nmenori es.

This fact brought profound di sappoi ntnent,
For you'd think a proper photocopier

Made fully and truly automatic,

Woul d hide a pulp and paper mll inside

That once a nonth you feed a presto |og

It chips, chews up, and stews into stuff

That just files itself away in drawers.

The world, | fear, is not the best possible,
A |l ower-priced nodel, not the del uxe.

The back panel, | found, cane right off
To reveal the nysterious el ectronics:
Circuit boards, flat chips and bundl ed wires,
The usual, secret, black box innards

O a recent vintage digital device.

| had no clue what any of it neant,

Knew only it all had sonme neaning.

Al'l here had nmeani ng but neant not hing,
All except for a pair of dust bunnies
That stirred unhappily on sudden air,
That | mistook briefly for neddling djinn
But then nmy second sight began to work,
Slowmy at first, to expose hot |ogic,

The network of nerves, pathways of fire,
The thin channels that circul ated sparks.
It's dark, at first, inside this machine,
But gradual ly sight becomes accustoned
To the ozone gl ow of crouching denons,
Each captive in a zinc enneagram

And one is a governor and one a power,
One a throne, one a principality,

And each is a bl ue-glow ng vacuum t ube
Der anged by intense acid pul sing hate,
Spel | -driven by bl ack, backwards Lati n.

And what are these tiny worns, these snakes?
Condensers and capacitors and resistors

Are each coded with nine stripes of col our
They spell out, pernuted, the secret nane,
That name that huns al ong, huns itself

From nexus to pl exus, plexus to nexus,

And changes as it grows, grows as it changes.
A thousand gypsy glyphs litter the floor
Letter the walls and Iift up fromrafters.
They scatter as | step, flutter |ike noths.

| breathe dust, cobwebs, rotted Iinen

And | tred with an extremnme trepidation

You nust not neet a denobn's bare gaze,

Those two enbers, those cayenne peppers.

They see only weakness, only darkness,
Sinners inpaled on stalagmtes of guilt

And zonbi es shanbling back from coffee breaks.
Renove this screw and your warranty's void.
Why kill the goose that |ays gol den eggs?
Abandon hope, ye with the screwdriver,

For there are no user-serviceable parts.

Hey! Stop it! Don't touch ne there, ever

And there it was, the problem the sore spot,
Di seased tissue needing qui ck renoval .

Second sight clicked off and the first on

I found nyself staring at a bl ack chip,

At a famliar flat black rectangle

Affixed by pins to printed circuit board.

It | ooked much like the one in ny pocket.

You nean Armand's eprom for slot machi nes.

| didn't know that then, Marguerite.

| knew only that the two | ooked the sane,

So | pried the one out of its socket,

And, one-handed, stuck the other in

| replaced the panel and | ooked around,
Looki ng for something easy to copy.

Then | remenbered ny wad of banknotes.

| snpbothed a crunpled fifty down on the gl ass,
And cl anmped down the lid, and hit the button.
But not hi ng happened, no copy was nade.

O course not, parrot, said Marguerite.
You can't do that, and even | know
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That eprons are not interchangeabl e
Sinmply on the basis of |ike appearance.
Just because two things fit together
Doesn't they're nmeant for one anot her

But under the sheets all nature is one,
Al'l things connect and fit into place
For ecstatic dance-masters, nystagogues,
Love-sotted bards and soft-spoken saints
Whose overenl arged hearts will only beat
For anal intercourse with cornered sheep

| beg your pardon? replied Marguerite.

You reckon without my fish-given gift.

The idea just popped up, entire,

Fully formed, springing out of nowhere,
And | enacted it w thout further thought.

| gently but firmy addressed the machine:
How much tine is left to change your ways?
Sept enber, nonth nine, hath thirty days,
And thirty days hath the N nevites yet

For Godhead's terns are thirty days net.

The machine recoiled |like a wounded seal
Roared outrage at unexpected pain.

Under the clanped |lid a light flashed tw ce,
Cylinders rolled, and a crisp new fifty
Briskly dropped into the collection tray.

But counterfeiting is a serious crineg,

Said Marguerite. And you could go to prison
| f anyone ever observed your deed.

Al cheny, Marguerite, is not a crine.

Here in Nineveh all law is designed

To safeguard and maintain the craft,

To regulate its work and keep it pure,

To keep nmaki ng noney a praise to God

And not the destitute profanation

W' ve seen el sewhere, in Egypt or in Tyre.
We're idolators, yes, to worship gold,
But singl em nded, but nonophysites.

It matters not the shape your idol wears,
Mamon, Caesar, Yahweh or Aaron's calf,

It matters only it be made of pure gol d.
And there is no gold without the Art,

Ei ther that |ong one that nature does

O that briefer one that humans perform

To hasten creation of value from dross.
Such an endeavour yields no counterfeit;
The gold it makes is authentic stuff.

Even the nost acerbic test assayed

Can't distinguish a manufactured gold

From gol d that God has matured underground,
Made fromnud with | avished revel ati ons
Until purified and consubstantia

Wth his own incandescent, nolten core.

Al matter, whatever its current stage,
Nei t her speaks nor conceals its truth,

Only signifies its final intent.

Al creation, its every particle,

From seven heavens stacked up in levels
Down to the dust notes that hang midair,

I's pol arized, pointed toward the Lord.

And we see only the world's hindquarters

As it turns, bends, tips in genuflection

We see only the dark side of the noon;

The face, sun-gl addened, is turned inward.
This is praise, glorification itself,

And not hing rai ses praise, extols the Lord,
And sacrifices self to the greater nass

Li ke good, ol d-fashioned |oot, like cash
And it can get self-congratul atory,

It's true, fromtime to tinme, place to place
But never false to its own guiding light.
Money i s al ways true, never betrays,

Al ways follows paths to greater power,

Al ways serves the master who calls its nane.
The feast, the bread and wi ne, may gl adden I|ife,
But nmoney answers all, the Preacher said.
This is the clearest, the greatest of signs
That makes God mani fest to nmankind,

The divine tithe that ties all together

If you've failed to take the paynent proffered,
You' ve rejected comunion, flesh as |oaf,
Multiplied two to the al eph null

Dupl i cat ed, doubl ed and redoubl ed,
Transubstantiated by little yeasts.

Call it fake or counterfeit if you like,
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| call it a manifestation of Cod,
A revel ati on of the hidden treasure.

I will call this what it is: nonsense.

You have no concept of noney, she renarked.
It doesn't grow on trees or fall from heaven
It's hourly wage, the fruit of hard work.

M ssi on acconpli shed, machine fixed, | thought,
Until novenment drew ny eye to the bil

In the photocopy output tray.

| picked it up and examned it closely.

Along the left-profiled face of Ninus

There ran a thin fissure, top to bottom

I now trained nmy attention on the portrait.
Was this the nucleus of a banknote,

The dark place where its genetics reside,

The yolk in which its ancestors are cl unmped?

I | ooked closer and N nus grew | arger

And then dissolved into pixels and dots.

Now t he face by which his peers perceived him
Had been replaced by nbbs of dancing notes
And these notes quivered, stirred, mlled around,
And staggered about, colliding |ike drunks.
Can they, one asks, rearrange thensel ves?

But this is the nmarket, as seen from above,
Posi tioned, guided by an unseen hand

Into the best of all possible worlds,

The one nost economical to run,

Singularity, the tail-engorged worm

Col den age goose egg risk-free bond,

Manki nd' s mass- produced hand- made keepsake,
Jack's mmgi cal notion bean nachi ne.

And |'d observed this very dance before
Performed with greater skill upon a pin.

| crossed ny eyes to get an overview

And N nus reappeared, but now doubl ed,

His fissure grown, with left parting fromright.
Before I knew just what | beheld

I was holding two identical banknotes.

This, | surm sed, nyself newly neutered,

Was that asexual reproduction

Wth which, by some unhappy happenstance,
Luckl ess protozoa nust nmake do.

It's that sorry state wi thout blind dates,

The tinel ess sight that draws a | one voyeur
And realigns his w de, astonished nouth.

And this fission, | knew, once ignited,
Woul d never stop, never reach full growth
Until it crossed beyond the bottomline,
Until its food, the universe itself,

Was eaten, broken down, turned to profit,
And stashed in bodily tissues as fat.

But this account doesn't quite ring true.
What |'m hearing here, this deed you did,
Was just sabotage, said Marguerite.

That charge | will nobst certainly deny.

But | can't pretend, as things turned out,
That | took away no satisfaction

At doing my part to bring about flood.

This is part of prophetic followthrough
What God | ooks for in jobs well-done.

I f doom doesn't conme you help it al ong.
Threats without force will carry no weight.
If Nineveh won't yield you soak the place
So that, gone soft, it flops down and sobs.

[ Lacuna in text]

I quickly wal ked back up the hallway

And addressed again the receptionist.

I have a job interview with the King.

My nane is Jonah, son of Amtay,

God bathe nme in glory, drench ne with peace.

She | ooked up the hall toward the machi ne.

Since | know a thing or two, | explained,
About correcting the ills of this world,
| had a few words with the poor nmachi ne.
It's working now, better now than ever

She | ooked a bit confused, but did not object
O hinder ny passage toward the chanber
In which Quintus conducts his interviews.

VWhat about the arm said Marguerite,
That you left behind in that broom cl oset?



It had already forgotten me, | replied,

As foetus, once expelled, forgets its wonb
And the turd its transformative intestine.

So too will a thought abandon body

And the ache of the pose it was forced to hold
During its afflicted sojourn in flesh

And the travail ed departure therefrom
Renenmber, if you can, the dearly departed;
However well -di sposed they once did seem
They now don't give a damn about us.

It was rmuch, | believe, the same with nmy arm
There, in the warm darkness of that closet,
It pursued a separate putrefaction

Part VIII1.3: QU NTUS

As | entered the King' s central chamnber

A workman was wheeling out a dolly

To which was strapped a | arge, bul ky sl ot,
One of the video tarot nmachines.

What's that? | asked the man pushing it.

The | ast applicant to be State Oracle,
He replied, struggling to angle the dolly.

| saw that one panel was quite dented

As though a forceful blow had |Ianded there.
A door was ajar, exposing an interior

On which I chose not to train scrutiny.
Curative sight of such proven power

Must sonetines blink, and even doctors,
Though bound by youth's Hi ppocratic oath

And nmoved by pity when pain neters junp,

WIIl oft w thhold oxygen from nonsters

O pull the plug on a braindead | oser.

Nor did | speak at all to this nmachine,

And | suppressed an urge to kick it mnyself.
It would seemto sone, | thought, ungracious.
And restraint, too, was required not to yank
That stray wire harness that dangl ed out.

I nstead, polite, pleasant in tone, | said,

| gather it was unable to perform
That it produced no jackpot on denmand,
That the Oracle job still stands open

King Quintus judged it unfit for the post,

Said the man as he sought the right bal ance,

Ti pped it forward and back, m ssing the point.
It didn't show the King proper respect.

He put in one of the newy minted coins,

One of the coins he'd struck with his own face,
Hit the spin button, and the damm machi ne

Spat the coin right back out at the King.

M nor bad timng, ngjor bad |uck
Render unto Caesar what is Caesar's
Isn't always best if a Caesar wants nore.

He wheel ed the tarot nachi ne out the door,
And | proceeded further into the room
This place was bl essed. It was air-conditioned.
Quintus hinmself was there, in uniform
That bore an Air Marshal's insignia.

He was seated at a desk, readi ng papers.
A bl ack | eat her notorcycl e jacket

O Persian cut was draped over his chair,
And a | arge hound was curl ed up nearby.
That hound, unlike everyone el se

['"d met within this town, didn't hum

My nane is Jonah, son of Amtay,

Al so known in your |anguage as Dhul - Nun,

May God marinate me in w ne vinegar

Slice me lengthwi se, stir-fry nme in grease.
I'd like to make an application, sire,

For that State Oracle job vacancy.

As bonafide prophet of the Lord God

VWho's | ogged hours of street-Ilevel practice,

I think nyself uniquely qualified.

And need | state ny resunme in full?

It can get lengthy if | add those parts
Divulged in trance by past |life regression

For |'ve been present fromthe very beginning,
Made God fromny breath and introspection
Spake the prayer to unite ghost with corpse,
Brought up the steanms that fibered the thunder.
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| split open snowcl ad hori zons,

Parted sky fromearth, tugged out a thread

And unstitched the script that clasped the seam
I nmyself brought forth the signal from noise
Pul | ed the squalling infant down from cl ouds,
Fashi oned the fork-fingered runes that comrand,
Set sail birds above on crackling w nds

To navigate across electric storns...

Ah yes, Jonah. | have been expecting you
For your appoi ntnment was half an hour ago.
Forgive the lack of the normal fanfare,
But | am runni ng behind and nust dispense
Wth much of customary formality.

Are you ready to start the try-out now?
Just center yourself in that pentacle

Over there in that big open space.

| notice that you are missing your left arm
In our hiring guidelines the handi capped
Recei ve no special consideration

The | ast one armed bandit to apply here
Was, in fact, totally unsuitable.

Pentacl e? | thought it would be nine-sided,
An enneagram by ancient tradition

I"maltering N neveh's nunber to five

To better match the era introduced

On that day that my lustrous reign comrenced.
You will recall, | hope, that occasion.
There was a holiday, a parade with floats,
Bal | oons for the kids, cocktails for adults,
Fl ags and fireworks, costunmed fol k dance,
Prize fights, foot races, cattle auctions,
And an extra ration of the bran nuffins

We al ways distribute at coronations.

Each muffin was marked, in glazed sugar
Wth a large fat Roman nuneral five

Five's a better nunber, really, a prineg,
Easy for a slowmwit to count up to,

Easy to renenber, easy to find

Since it is so nuch closer to the start,

A nmore nodern, nore congeni al nunber.

And it's folly to dwell on former glory,
VWhen present glory is so outstanding.

So, to assist with change, the use of nine
I's now forbidden in any context.

Bricks nolded for use in all construction
Must now observe a new nystic neasure
That's harnoni zed with pentatonic scale.

Ni ne story ziggurats, now by | aw,

Must be eight only, the penthouse destroyed,
Its tenants slain and all furnishings sold.
Every ninth tree rmust be uprooted

In the sacred nountai nside | aurel groves,
Buttons in el evators re-nunbered,

All the orbits in horoscopes redrawn,

And cats euthanized after life eight.
Counting nust now proceed fromeight to ten,
And if a group of nine persons assenbl es,
One nust be i medi ately executed

El se the group be deened secret conspiracy
Gat hered to restore the bygone nunber.
Basebal | teams shall lose their left fielders
The suprene court its nobst junior justice,
And the nuse of poetry shall be beheaded,

O denmpted to work a part-time position,

O given an early retirenent, her choice.
The ninth person shall now be non-person,
And this means, in particular and nanely,
That person of my nanel ess ancestor

Hi s substance shall now be incorporated
Into forns that will glorify ny reign

Wi ch al t hough al ready wel | underway

Has seen all its acconplishments and deeds
Unsung and quite unjustly overl ooked

As yet by historians, critics and pundits.
My ancestor, by contrast, has received

Far too nuch of the credit and acclaim

Hi s statues shall be renoved fromcity parks,
And his effigy erased by furnace heat,

The netal reduced to slag and recast

Into comenorative chanber pots

To cel ebrate the dawn of ny new age,

And each shall be etched with the nuneral five.
Al'l coinage with his offensive profile

Shal |l be renmoved from public circulation
Melted down, reminted with my inmage,

And redenom nated with nmy nunber.

And every page that mentions his name



Shall be torn out of the history texts,
Wth, on principal, every ninth page.

I shall not rest until the age is mne
Very shortly our great city itself

Shal | change nane, Ni neveh to Quinteveh

Qui ntus unwrapped a fresh tarot deck
Are you ready, he said, to receive a card?

Before the gane starts, said Marguerite,

| thought you said, some tine ago now,

That this sacred rite was done el sewhere,

I nsi de the Godhead's downtown tenple.

Does this change signal a power shift
From Ni neveh's Church to its secular State,

A shift that starts by sacking the High Priest?

That's too nuanced a sign for birds |like ne.
I thought Quintus liked to test nearby
Rat her than wal k the bl ocks to God's Tenpl e.

True, said Marguerite. It's a | ong walk,
Longer still for those with a nystic bent,
Who cut through the town's industrial zone,
Shortest route, no doubt, on higher spheres.

Ht me, | said. And Quintus dealt a card
Again, | said. He dealt another card.
Again, again and again | drew cards.

Incidentally, a rule change of note

Has been recently instituted, he said.

No longer is a tarot hand nine cards.

No | onger is nine card stud played.

And, perhaps nost relevant right now,

Five blank cards now terminate files

That Godhead transnits through tarot cards.
I've sent him nmenpos confirmng the change.

| didn't upturn the face down cards.
Second sight told me all five were bl ank

| snatched the tarot deck out of his hand
And sai d, okay, that's warm up enough
I"mready to start the game. I'Il deal nyself.

And my supernatural synaptic gaps

Snapped like alligator castanets

Feedi ng on a hot jungle beat of glee.

What the deal er gives, he may take away.

To change the King's doom just change the deck
By a sleight of hand can fate be determn ned.
The glory of God is to conceal a thing

And a divine finesse is to palma card.

But betw xt ideal and real, will and act,
Process and result, and heaven and earth,
Ch surprise surprise, there falls a shadow.
And a foul shadow it was that befell ne.

My right hand, charbroil it on hellflaneg,
O fended ne with its poor execution

O that sinple task ny cunning had set.

M nor bad timng, najor bad |uck

I'd been caught by the king red-handed.

And his hand was preternaturally quick

And the point of his dagger already poised
In the general area of ny |larynx

Before |I could even |launch nmy Plan B

Prepare to neet your naker, sir, he said.
One- handed nen shoul d not attenpt sleight.

|'ve already net my meker, | said,

O one, rather, of his authorized agents,
And do not think myself at all inproved
By the sorry outconme of that neeting.

It certainly did nothing for your card skill.
It will be mercy to renmove from exi stence
A cardsharp so sadly nal adroit.

| looked into his intense face and said,
VWi ch is superior, oh king, luck or skill?

You nust be a phil osopher, said Quintus,
To initiate reasoned dial ogue

In the anteroomto final oblivion

And you're lucky indeed sir to have posed
Thi s question to one who has the answer
And can grant you some snall satisfaction
To take away into the lethal msts.



For was it not this administration

That created N neveh Lottery Corp

And skillfully used a belief in luck

To increase State revenues fivefol d?

And who better knows than |, a nonarch

VWhat awaits a people who would trust in luck
In luck al one, to manage their affairs.
Recall, if you will, Babylon's despair

VWhen each of her investments proved unsound,
Her rul ers brought |ow by specul ation

They placed their trust in luck, ganbled and |ost.
The place is conpletely uninsurable,

Rife with crine and bad debt, frought with risk
And subjected to the denpcratic whim

They rely now on the vox populi,

Majority rule, as if ninnies in nobs
Choosing ninnies to | ead was a godsend,

A stroke of genius sent by ninny gods.

VWhat payoff will voting machi nes bring?
Random nunber generators woul d serve

The fools just as well in making a choice.
They sel ect their dansites by drawing |ots,
Manage traffic by just letting it go,

Fi ght foes only after taking polls

O sneak-attack distant eneny fleets

After watching how yarrow sticks fall

They arbitrate conflicts by flipping coins,
Design integrated circuits in jets

By random sel ection, the best one w ns

And taxis down tarmacs in triunph,

Wyrst take nose-dives, kill all aboard,

And nelt | oser chips in white-hot flanes.
Babyl on is chaos, noise, a circus,

Governed entirely by contingency.

Al this cane fromlack of prudent skill,
Al'l due to unreasoning trust in luck

And any nmarket force that then prevails.
Such trust is invitation to ruin,

For | aw and order can be only upheld,

By the skill of an educated tyrant.

And CGod's |aw and order nust be preserved.
Wth it, we're strong and secure and weal t hy,
But without it, w thout those benefits,

We all dissolve into Browni an novenent

In the cloud chanber of our fate's dimeye.

That last |ine was nobly said, oh king,
But nonetheless it was a trifle obscure.
Still, 1 perceive your position on the matter
Therefore, | urgently request that you place
Your noney, so to speak, where your nouth is.

VWhat ? Do you wish me to stab you in a rage
Rat her than the cal mand al nost kindly
But surely hunane fashion | intended?

Absol utely not. | propose a bet.

First, | bet I"'mnore lucky than skillful
And, second, that luck's superior to skill.
Third, sir, call your el khound off please,
That leg's not attached quite as tightly
As one might like in so large a |inb.

VWhy shoul d | accept your wager? he replied.
Your payoff, clearly, will be your life,
But what is mne? Your sackcloth, your sandal s?

| have the good fortune, | said nodestly,
To have a fortune concealed to human si ght
I npl anted i nside ne by divine intent.

Part 1'll reveal, part will remrain hidden
I'"'ma certified Prophet of the Lord.

| came to Nineveh at the Lord' s request
To deliver unto its King a nessage.

CGod bel i eves N neveh deserves a chance,

A chance to repent nistaken convictions,
M sgui ded pat hs, m smanaged actions

So adroitly and so skillfully pursued,

But | disagree; 1'd like to see it trashed.
The nessage still remains undelivered.

If I go nowinto the |lethal msts,

It will be with unrepetant Ni neveh

And its hapless nonarch foll owi ng ny tracks.

Qui ntus | ooked at me thoughtfully and said,
Are you the one they call Jonah the Mad?
The one who conmmands the eating of |ocusts
To his poor, unfortunate acol ytes?

Never mind your answer, | see the truth.

| thought nmy play already dealt you out,
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But now | see | lacked all of the facts. But this is just an hypothetic case,
The kind of thing that m ght once have occurred,

And he whi spered a brief conmand to an aide, And if it had, would nmake the point | want.
Who nodded and then quickly left the room
Then he turned back to nme and gave a grin. So what's the point you attenpt to make here?
A fictitious plot, prophet, will annoy
And listen now to mny counter-proposal : If it doesn't prove directly relevant.
I will accept the wager. If you should win,
You' || deliver your nessage and have your life. It isn'"t now nearly as clear to ne
If you lose, first | will enascul ate you, As nmonments ago, when | started out.
And after that | will eviscerate you. VWhat | think | neant, sire, is this:
Next I'll anputate your toes and fingers, The builder's poor skill in driving a nai
Then arns and | egs, and finally your head, Brings an entire kingdom excellent |uck
Gving you at last a reason to rejoice And poor judgnent in choosing a townsite
Prior | oss of miscellaneous |inbs, Brings a good king's subjects true justice.
Since it expedites things considerably.
But before I allow your tornent to end, A tough call like this is often made
You' || deliver your nessage, if you have one. By monarchs who' ve honed their | eadership skills.
So then, sir, convince nme that you' re | ucky. And riddles like this are easily sol ved
By kings schooled in all of human science.
Those weren't quite the terns | had in mnd, And this is how we'd proceed in real life:
But | nust adnmit you hold the upper hand We'd execute the man who drove the nai
And thus nmust accept the wager as stated. And send al ong thanks to earthquake gods,
But let ne make this point on good | uck. But nothing too fawning, a polite note.
Suppose a city sits above a fault, It's best not to appear overgratefu
A place where hidden plates slowy collide. Lest powers grow aware you're sitting ducks,
Suppose a small trenmour | oosens a nail Ready for the plucking and ripe for the pot.
That hol ds a beam that supports a tile roof. This wouldn't turn out well for a realm
Atile slips out, falls, and kills a man Had its nmonarch | ess judgnent, |ess skill
Enroute to fix a photocopy machi ne. Less foresight, less discretion and tact.
O so he would seem by what parts he bore
And what repair orders his fingers clutched. Lucky N neveh, to possess such ki ng!
But found stuck anmong the wrenches and probes
In the toolbelt that girded overalls It's a futile life for an el khound here,
WAs a poison-treated utility knife Here in Ilrag, where elks remain rare.
He meant to plunge into the city's king. Poor Syl vester thought he treed one once
And went into a |ong, deep depression
You saw t hese events, asked Marguerite, VWhen this beast m ssed a | eap, branch to branch
In visions God's gadfly zap i nduced? And proved to be, dead at his feet, a rat.
The royal shrink spent weeks with that dog,
I've forgotten now how it cane to m nd. And wasted countless hours and liver treats
What King Quintus wanted npst to know But never got his patient to transfer
In whose enpl oy the dead assasin was. VWi ch is why, perhaps, he keeps eyes cl osed
| want, he said, all the plot's details. And doesn't make sounds or hear ny conmands

But keeps those cani nes cl anped on your thigh
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| too, oh king, | said, have m ssed a | eap,
The leap that will make this matter rel ate.

The I nquisition autopsied the rat

To find how, mid-leap, its skill had failed.

A rare gall bladder disorder turned up

That had made left side swell and right shrink
And canted |l eaps left, slanted paths |eft,

And left it to hang, scrabbling, in mdair.

Rat di stenper, she said. Carried by mtes

For any failure of skill, there's a cause.

Bad | uck, you think? A wi se rat, Jonah

Knows its state and sonehow conpensates

Wrks with a trainer and learns to | ean right,
O hires a stunt double, or takes the pills,
The red ones, not green, his gods dispense.

Hear, oh King, what wi se prophets have |earnt.
Desi gn and accident, applied to events,

W1l nean nothing outside of nenory.

Awake it's nenory, asleep just dream

This rat is just an automaton.

Play it back, make its | eaping dance repeat,
Run it back, run it forth, freeze the frane
And wat ch the rat watch that branch recede

Strap down the corpse and give it twelve volts:

The rat, oh King, will never get it right.

Sl eep on. Watch, wisely, your dreans unfold.
Meanwhi | e ny nenory conquers the worl d.

It finds the flaws that yawed wave equations
And sends robots up to fix | eaks in roofs.

This rem nds nme of that enpress of yore

VWho kept | oaded dice in her gamng room

Pent ahedrons she weighted to throw only fives
That thus would always reaffirmher |uck

And what |uck to possess such power,

That compel s even chance to play | ong,

That forces even nenory to conformn

VWhat possible world, if so | everaged,

Woul d not pretend awhile to do as bid?

At this noment there did enter the room
A large and quite sinister |ooking toad.
Good norning, M. Toad, said Quintus.

Not anot her toad! said Marguerite.
Just what is it with you and all the toads?

There have been no previous toads, | said.

| really don't know why, Marguerite,

You nmust keep nmking that accusation

You don't know how tiresone it becones.

I will admit | own an anti pathy

Toward toads of all kinds, all sizes,

O all colours and all ethnicities.

An ancient and bitter ennity exists

Bet ween toads and the parrot overfl ock.
Sone parrot once gave them sonme of f ense,
Sorre trifling or imaginary slight,

At e several of their offspring perhaps,

O rolled a boul der over a col ony

And squashed a dozen, | forget now which
And the toads responded with vicious slanders,
Runour s, innuendoes and snear canpai gns.

It was despicable, an utter outrage,

And we sl aughtered thousands as retribution
But the toads continue with snide coments,
Wth nasty asides to this very day.

Menmory of even mild recrimnation
Wl outlast that of the crinme, she observed.

Here is the file you requested, said Toad.
It's the background for the application

Are there any reports, inquired the King
On dead assassins di sgui sed as repairnmen?

"Il convene a taskforce to study files,
Sai d Toad, who blinked twi ce but didn't nove.

Continue with your convincings, said Quintus.
Luck has delivered you this far, prophet,

But beware: it can | eave you w thout warning.
"1l hear evidence now, and then |I'Il judge.
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But don't call ne prophet. Call me Jonah,
For so ny parents, the poor fools, nanmed ne,
Believing it sonehow a | ucky nane ...

Part VIII1.4: ANOTHER NASTY SURPRI SE

But you begin to repeat yourself, parrot,
Said Marguerite. Were is fast forward?

As a parrot, Marguerite, | can recite

My life verbatimad infinitum

However, you know, events in retrospect
Oten swell or shrink in significance

In response to the current exigencies,

To the contexts in which events are vi ewed,
And to the new venues for the evidence.

I n sonme aut obi ographi es decades

O alife will take seconds to relate

And seconds of the life will take decades.
And then, told again, the reverse occurs.

| don't care. | can't take this again.
It's common, you know, when soneone tal ks,
For there to exist point to what he says.
Is there a point to this disquisition?

If so, oh parrot, |'ve failed to grasp it.

If nothing's seen there, then nothing' s there.
It's an ideal world only if w shed,

Only if time has ripened itself enough

And only if that pushing, unfolding force

Can bl oomitself, bootstrap itself up

And burst open the bud that hides the fruit

To bring understanding to all who watch.

You can't tell anyone anything

They don't al ready know, already guess,

Li ke sl ave-boys theorenms buried in sand

O adol escents dark secrets of sex

O kings the Godhead' s preenptive strike,

Thr ead- suspended, poi sed just overhead.

| told Quintus nmy tale up to the fish,

Its conmand, its spell, and the sackcloth bit.

So that's it? That's your spell? said Quintus.
How much tine is left to change your ways?
Septenber, nmonth nine, hath thirty days,

And thirty days hath the N nevites yet

For Godhead's terns are thirty days net?

That's it, | agreed. So, am | |ucky?

You are out of luck. Past, present, future.
For you, never even a chance at |uck

Has come your way. Wat has seened to be | uck
Is, like the fool's gold, just fate's jest.

| know this, Jonah, because of mny skill.
Skill, as it always has, carries the day.
I've always performed nmy due diligence.

My agents, you'll learn, are everywhere.

Thus the nessage you bring ne is old news.

You' ve al ready heard ny nessage? | said.

As it happens, he said, | already possess
That very magic spell, word for word

Wi ch may account for these curious facts:
First that | amnot inclined to believe you
And, second, sackcloth has no appeal

None, zilch, zero. It's a non-starter

| already succunbed to another |ure.

Ch, by the way, there is no nonth nine,
Not anynore, it's gone fromthe year
Spring back, fall forward, make obei sance,
Make wel come to Cctober, harvest tine.

He nodded to one of his functionaries.
The official began to read froma page
That he found in the legal sized file fol der
That M. Toad had just put in his hand.

One night the party of the second part

Went out and by nuttered incantations

Moved the massive dol men that marked the |ine,
The property line defined in part six,
Subsection thirteen, paragraph nine..

Was that nine? said Quintus. Are you sure?
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That's what the State hires surveyors for
Sorry. A misprint. Paragraph five

I know, | said, about property |ines.
Wait, | said. This is going too fast. VWhat | nmeant, is what is this docunent?
What's all this talk of property lines? And why nust | listen to its contents?

You haven't heard of such lines? said Toad.
They're our civilization's very soul

Are you just energed fromraw conditions,
Fromthat state of nature that |acks a | aw,
VWere all contend in eternal strife?

Nei ghbours, without a fence that runs a |line,

It's fromfiles the I nquistion conpiled.
This is background you'll need, said Toad.

And he then took the aforenenti oned horse
And did park it on the newy acquired ground,
Wher eupon sai d horse proceeded to eat

Woul d soon kill each other off in feud. The freshly sprouted grasses underfoot.

A property line, an abstract concept,

Divides a plane in ternms of ownership Horse? | said. \What aforementioned horse?
And thus keeps the wild beasts penned in place.

My asset is your liability, | believe, said Quintus, his name was Ned.

And only lines keep nmy hungered debits
Fromrushing in to eat your fat credits. Very good, said Toad. Hi s name was Ned.

Wt hout these lines there aren't two sides, The King, he said to nme, is good with names.
No self for others, no egg for sperns.

Wthout lines there's no trade, no need,

You eat only what your own ground grows,
Pot at oes and oni ons, string beans and beets.

But when lines are placed, our cells stay walled
And precious substance doesn't |eak away

But gets sold instead for the highest price.

And best of all are lines in parallel,

At right angles, lines laid out in grids.

In Nineveh we like lines to go straight

And the horse ate with such vigour and force
That those young plants not wholly devoured
Were torn up, left dead on naked soil

When the party of the first part awoke

And saw the horse turning his lawn to nud,
He sought out his nei ghbour to nake protest.
Hi s nei ghbour, the party of the second part,
A powerful warlock, refused to hear

And only pointed to where dol nens sat.

To make tax cal cul ati on a snap

And variegate irrigated | ands

Wth lots of tiny, tidy, squarish plots.

Just dig a ditch or put up a fence

After you've nmarked the corners wth dol nens.
Two points is enough to define a I|ine,

If Euclid s logic serves here as rule.

But what if the line curves in between
And hugs a creekbed or follows a sl ope?
And who's to say it doesn't take a left
And take the scenic route fromA to B?

I nterpolation of sonme extra points
WIIl pinit down, if need be, said Toad.

And none of this would cause such of fense
Had the horse been a heal thy thoroughbread
O proper size, conformation and age,

A steed of the sort that gl addens the eye
To see it graze on one's pasture or |awn.
But this old, broken-down derelict?

Thi s wi zened, wheezi ng, scaborous pony,

Its tail matted, caked, strung through with dung?

And first part said this to second part,
But met only with insults and rebuffs,

And so brought hinself to the magistrate
To lay charges and nake fornmal conplaint.

That seenms the responsible course, | said.



You need not take sides, replied Quintus.
This case, the ensuing litigation

Wth its many notions and counternotions,
Contesting wits, depositions and pl eas,
Grew to such scope, such acrinony,

That the courts' attention was fully consuned
And no other matter, even mnurder,

Could gain any judiciary review

So frantic and so urgent were appeal s

That you'd think the nag dwelt on death row,
Waiting to take a last plod to the vet,

St abl ed anong perverts sentenced to die

For nibbling a sweet but underaged grape

O psychopaths who kill w thout renorse

O filthy scum who pl ot against their king

O, still worse, neglect to pay a tax.
Death row - the very thought brings disgust.
They're all just a bunch of freel oaders

Who' ve found a way to live out their days
In warmdry quarters that Quintus provides,
Wth free nedicine and cl othing, free food.
I'"d charge themrent but they'd never pay,
And if tinme comes, as it al nost never does,
For a last neal before execution,

Each will expect to dine at ny expense.
That wi zard, for exanmple, just last night
Ordered a big mac and a case of w ne.

How did the case turn out? | asked the King
Second part, it seems, didn't do well.

The State was left with a case of enpties.
The man was so soused it took two guys

To prop himup to get the noose on neck
And he did, | suppose, as well as he coul d.

I neant, royal highness, the | egal case,
The case of second party versus first.

It grewuntil the State was paral yzed

It turned all objects into evidence

Al former events into precedents.

It ate all it found and stored it up
Until the dispute reached such di mension
It spilled out of courtroons into streets

Di vi ded people into two parties,

Those of the first, those of the second parts.
And the horse itself was | ong since dead
When that issue was finally resol ved:
Adherents of the party of the first part
Sei zed weapons and fell upon their enenies
And slew themall, man and wonan and chil d,
Al'l who rooted for that opposing team

The gl orious party of the second part.

It left the real mweak and depopul at ed
VWhen the barbarian hordes at |ast arrived.

Pause here a nonent, said Marguerite,

For I'mfamliar with the case that you cite.
To ny know edge the lawsuit still proceeds,
W t hout bl oodshed, wi thout barbarians.

You're right, Marguerite. That |ast part,
Now that | reflect, was never spoken
Strike it from whatever records you keep
For it shouldn't stand, I'Il freely admt,
Even as paraphrase of exact words

That now retreat, recede into nurk

It was, instead, a circuit kicking in,
Overwriting history with prophecy,

I ntroduci ng extra di spensations

To keep God's grace forever inconplete.
And this is what prophets often confuse,
Foretellings already done with, fulfilled
And t hose that never happened, never wll,
And those still pending, postponed awhile.

King Quintus too was not satisfied

And told the man who held the file in hand:
Nei t her horse nor case are relevant here.
Just read out the wiretap evidence,

The part where the pair of scoundrels conspire.

The official began reading fromthe file

A conversation between two persons,

One a surveyor, the other a w zard,

Collected, it appeared, w thout their consent,
Recorded, transcribed, and now repeated

The surveyor, it appeared, was first to speak
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For three-eighths of a camel, he announced,
I will testify in court under oath
To support your claimon where the |ine runs.

What ? said the warlock. Is ny claimfalse?
Yes, said surveyor. The dol nen was noved.

Not hing is concealed fromtrigonometry.
And courts here are severe with any man

Who angles off fromthe | ong-established truths.

They puni sh all those who superinpose
Their own imaginary lines for mne.

There's no way your perfidy can persi st

Unl ess that surveyor who drew the |ine
Perjures hinself and reports faked results.

This woul d cost you the three-eighths of a canel.

Thi s suggestion appalls, the w zard said.
Your price, you crimnal, is far too high
"Il offer one quarter of one canel

Get lost, said the other. For three-eighths
You get sincere, trustworthy fal sehood,

For | am mister, a naster surveyor.

For one-quarter, hire yourself a novice

VWho bl ushes and stanmers when he repeats lies
And who still confuses cosines with sines.

How about five-sixteenths? said the w zard.

And that's all the canel | have on hand.
| swear to Godhead that this is true
Satisfy yourself - look in ny freezer

According to rabbinic law, he replied,

A canel, unless scrubbed down with that |ye
Prepared by priests and bl essed by an expert
In unclean, tainted and fractional beasts,
May not be divided unto sixteenths,

Lest the sins of fathers visit their sons.

A war crimnal breeds war crimnals

Unl ess the soil is sown with salt.

Yea, though their fathers die intestate,
Sons are bequeat hed taste for weasels and nice,
And so get slaughtered thensel ves by furies.
This diet denies them sanctuary;

No priest grants refuge, permts approach
To those whose breath reeks of rock badger
And this is how furies keep lines straight,
The fiery sun running its steady course,
Protons attracted, el ectrons repelled.

They chase contagi on wherever it flees,
VWhat ever weird disguise it puts on

Al though it's true that they sonetines err
And mi st ake geese for eagl es because w nged,
Because feathered and seven pounds or nore,
Because sel dom observed hunping a wren.

Such surveyor lore won't help ny case.

G ve ne the proferred one quarter canel,
But to cure ny blush and to cal mny stanmer
| require some extra paynent - in kind.

Just what kind of kind had you in mnd?

| have neither w ne, swi ne, nor herds of kine.
But for words of your kind, | have my own kind,
And for a kind of line, a property |ine,

| can always give you two kinds of I|ine.

My enpty promises, | think you' d reject,

But ny magic spells - well, | think, perhaps.
These are worth, indeed, an entire canel,

And not to be wasted on such small change.

In exchange for small change, said surveyor
I"lI'l require words that will work true changes,
And not false words that but seemto work

If you short change ne, m serable wi zard,

I will trisect your gizzard with a conpass

And unsterile, inaccurate ruler

But | have in mind, ny friend, a swell spel

That you'll find conpletely satisfactory,

A highly charm ng and di sarm ng charm

A fine mantra fromthe Hevajra Tantra

That works as nedicine for nost denenti as,
Wart-renover, snakebite antidote,

And superb general anal gesic.

Plus it claims another intriguing virtue.

Repeat it twelve trillion thirteen tines

And it will procure, to the amazenent of friends



And confusion of foes, a solar eclipse.

Wrthy words, I'msure, but still worth to ne
One thirty second of a canel at best.

Sol ar eclipses nake ne quite nervous,

Wi le the analgesic is negligible

And to warts |'m apparently inpervious.
Reptiles already rightly take pause

To come within the strike of nmy scrutiny.
Cough up, you al coholic warl ock,

A spell with benefit, with cash val ue.

You drive a hard bargain, ny friend, he said.
Take this, then, ny prize and joy of spells,
Most precious and powerful of word-turns,
Possessi ng several assorted virtues

In addition to those already stated.

First and forenost, if it's spoken al oud,

It leaves the wills of all who hear enslaved.

And that means, sir, they'll buy what you sell

It conmes too with extra benefits,

The add-ons sone woul d call side-effects,
And which, forced by law, I'Il fully disclose.
It will blot out the Horsehead Nebul a,

| npregnate a nmi den koal a bear

Wth pepsi cola spermatazoa,

Mut at e the tobacco npsaics

Wthin six cubits of circunference

I nto benign, al nbst easygoi ng

And am cabl e am no aci ds,

Re-string an anem c ballerina

Too weak to flit to the supernarket.

And | ast but not |east, yes, best of all
It lets dead nen tranpose two heads.

Ha! said Marguerite. | shoul d' ve guessed.
VWhat possible use could | have for that?

Fi ngerprints, Jonah, said the warl ock

The spell itself is, in full, as follows:
How much time is left to change your ways?
Septenber, nmonth nine, hath thirty days,
And thirty days hath the N nevites yet

For Godhead's ternms are thirty days net.

That' s enough evi dence, announced Qui ntus.
Note that the two spells are identical
Note that their properties are simlar.

Note too, said the Toad, the single nane
That this prophet and that surveyor share,
Al 'though I'm not sure why that is so.

It's a bad |uck nane. Call ne Dhul - Nun

So, prophet, why should I not have you charged
Wth crimnal conspiracy, collusion,

Necr omancy, plagiarism corruption,

And taki ng possession of stolen property?

| know nothing of this surveyor, sire.

Look at his eyes shift, said Toad. He |lies.
That warl ock taught this Jonah too.

I received ny information froma fish,
And that fish, in turn, received it from God.

And you expected to sell me your sackcl oth?
The charl atan warl ock and the surveyor,

May the Lord have nercy on their crooked soul s,
Possessed, at least, a nore attractive scam
It wasn't canmel neat they tried to sel

But fine | eather notorcycle jackets.

O so they clained. The confiscated goods
Turned out to be as bogus as the vendors:
Cheap sweat shop knockoffs, poorly stitched.
The surveyor, Jonah, hanged | ast week,

The other, the warlock, only |ast night.

This nmeans | don't get the job? | said.
You're a fool, prophet, he said. Go away.

It was time, | saw, to play ny last card.
But what of ny faithful disciples? | said.
They worship the pavenent | wal k upon

The sackcloth | wear, the sernmons | preach
The great nmob of them assenbl ed outsi de
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WIIl be extrenely disappointed to hear
O your disregard for the nessage | bear
If their nmood grew ugly, grew hostile,

Woul d you want to be the object of their wath?

If they grew violent, began |ooting shops,
Hurling stones and dung, and crashing through

doors,

Where could a nmonarch safely hide hinself?
And sone, the hotheads, may be arned, | fear,

May have brought along or grabbed as they went out

Makeshi ft knives, a petrol bonmb or two.

The smle that spread over his face stunned ne
Wth the spectacular malice it conveyed.

That woul d i ndeed be a concern, he replied,

But | cannot worry myself too much

About a crowd outside chanting praise

For one as | ow on the prai seworthy scale

As the compl ete

i nconpet ent before mne.

Do you really believe people exist

VWho eat insects,

dance a gracel ess dance,

Wear sackcloth and follow an idiot,

Who are not enpl
Who, Jonah, woul

oyed by ne to do so?
d crama struggling | ocust

Down his throat w thout a royal paycheque
Paddi ng his back pocket as an inducenent?
They are all, every one, ny agents.

Quintus turned to M. Toad and said,
And now it's tea tinme - and he left the room

While Quintus is gone, said the Toad to ne,
There's a matter or two we m ght discuss.
| know you're keen to see the torture start,

So I'lIl make th
G ve back ny chi

s pitch as brief as | can.
pand I'Il let you go.

And don't pretend that you don't understand.
I nean that object you stole back at the bar
A surveill ance phot ograph caught your act.

You' ve since |ost the hand that pal ned that chip.

| hope, for sake of all your other I|inbs,
You haven't |ost the stolen chip itself.

That's yours?

sai d. But what does it do?

Long ago | obfuscated ny code

So that none will know how the gane's pl ayed.

I wote out an end that sees Toad wi n,

Destiny in binary cuneiform

And inscribed nmy programonto the chip.

A ganme of chance goes better for betters

If all chance is gone, if futures are fixed.
When ni ne becones five, payoffs increase.

Repl ace nine by five and oracl es speak.

If the nines are fives, | know what they'll say.

Good luck, then, | said, tossing the chip.
Nunbers, so often, get out of hand.

Toad | ooked at me with bold, bul bous intent.
So, friend Zu, your plan is dead, he said.
Ni neveh will stay nmine until the end,

Until Nabupol assar marches north

And | eads armed Medes up from Babyl on

Go back to the depths and forget revenge.
No, don't get up. We'll throw you out.

But listen, Toad, | said, to what | say.

You take the near future, 1'll take the far
"Il take it far away, far as it goes.

My recent past has trunped your |ong ago,

And truth is nore than what you now observe
The odds perhaps worse than what you've supposed.
Any prophet, it's true, can make m st akes,

Li ke that time that Mahomet's trencht ool

Struck not once, but thrice, a power line,

But still, on whole, we nornally score high.
And don't think, Toad, that you tote the score.
Labcoats stand anmong us, taking notes

On whi ch of us weighs nost, the next to go.
They don't note they too stand in feedlots,
That they too have now grown fat enough

To pass along to where the throats are slit.
The point? Let me dwindle it down to this:

A refurbished machine may well cheat fate,

But 1'd hamer out those dents it took

Make way for new in new interviews.

VWat's that he called you? said Marguerite.
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Zu, | said. It's nmyth, a fabul ous beast.
Toads are not noted for keen eyesight.

Yes, that's the thing that nmarked your rooftile.

It sounds to ne, parrot, you already knew
The machine Arnmand's chip was neant to fit,
The chip you asked about, awhile ago.

| hoped ny near-sighted foe couldn't see
VWhat |I'mforced, after the fact, to admt:
I knew nothing of what | tal ked about.

But that's common, she said, for knowit-alls.

Prophets rarely know what words intend

Until it's too late and fate's conplete.
Nost radanus. Mal thus. John the Divine.

They prophesi ed nonsense, then they prayed
That someday sormeone woul d know t hey neant.
It's worse for we who cheat on Turing tests,
Money- hungry nachines gifted with gab

Ni ckel -fed apostl es who speak in tongues.
Even now, nearly done, |I've no clue

What any of this nystery inplies.

But what happened then? said Marguerite.

I was uncerenoni ously kicked out,

Pit ched headfirst through the revol ving doors
To spraw across an oddly enpty street.

| saw, while still struggling to stand up
That none of that great nob renained there,

Di spersed, perhaps, after receiving pay.

The holy war, it seemed, was over now.

I linmped away quickly before the King
Returned fromtea to hack ne into parts

Part VII1.5: THE Tl DE Rl SES

At first | was in a conplete shock and then
Thinking it over, becane hoppi ng nad.

Was it for this that | risked life and |inb,
Limb in particular, sacrificed

Al nost everything that | held dear?
["1'l never know just what had transpired
Wth the surveyor and his |ookalike spell
But | held very specific suspicions.

And what, parrot, did you suspect? she asked.

| suspect a trial run by Godhead,

A botched job, as usual, and aborted
When he finally recogni zed his n stakes.
The wi zard was no doubt sent from heaven,
Ei t her an angelic master of disguise

O one of those they oft call sl eepers,
An agent placed there decades before

And left to wait until the tine arrived
To make oblique approach to the surveyor
The precursor Jonah, proto-Jonah,

The first of Jonahs to neet a bad end.
And the wait the warl ock endured was | ong,
A long slunber in ordinary life.

So why not, he thought, to kill the tine,
Have a few drinks and nmake a few bucks
By selling dance | essons to N nevites?

If that was Elijah, as you now suggest,
Then that wasn't, in ny book, an angel
Maybe, she said, the real angel was Ned,
O nmaybe that dol men that noved around.
And maybe God sent Jonahs in dozens,
Spernms in dozens to fertilize the egg.
The fastest Jonah, the sw nmer nost fit,
Beconmes the Jonah that gets the big prize
Maybe the best hasn't |aunched his attack
But waits and watches how others fail.
Did you never, parrot, consider that?

No, | didn't, thank you, and won't now.

Gat her all the suspects, all the clues.

It can't matter who did what to whom

I f Godhead npves in stealth behind them all
Who cares which tree hides the archer

In that instant the arrow | eaves the string?

And | suppose you bl ane ne too, parrot,
Just because |'mborn a Ninevite,
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Even though my alibi is ironclad,
For after all I'ma part of God too,
A dormant part, a red herring part.

Al is divine, it's true, to some extent,

Al though it rarely helps in laying blanme

When a victimhungers to take revenge.

One m ght as well take out one's grudges

On whatever thing you find cl ose by

And hope delivered blows will travel far
Distribute pain to each di spersed part.

One can blanme, as | do, all the world,

But when maki ng nysel f a voodoo dol |,

It's atoad in which I like to stick pins.
And those | ast remarks that Toad had nade
Suggest he may have played a | arger part

Than what you m ght at first suppose.

Maybe Toad took a nore active role,
Approached themall in dreans disguised as Thoth
Set themup, betrayed themwi th fal se prom se
Into positions designed for sacrifice.

O maybe not Toad, but the Lord hinself

When he |aid down the earth's foundations,
Drew t he passageways in such a fashion

They'd transport us all to spots he's assigned.
It doesn't matter now, the method used.

VWhat galls ne nmost is the parsinony

O that lazy, |ow cost second attenpt.

The new m ssion was just a patched version,
Re-jigged and revised with mninmmeffort.

It was, in retrospect, designed to fail.

They might've told you, warned you in sone way.

Heaven i nvented nushroom managenent,

And |, for one, had had enough of it.

Agai n and again, the sane old story.

Cast again and again in seas for fish,

You'll fetch up that sanme ol d Godhead

And shoul d they ask, Wat has your Lord reveal ed,
Say only, The old fictitious stories,

Romances and spicy detective tales,

Legends and nyths, outrageous fal sehoods.

That's harsh, parrot, very harsh, she said.

Could not the Lord be sinply m sinformed
O his predestinati ons gone am ss
Due to circunstance beyond his control?

An ommi potence is no good at al

If forced to lash out at targets blindly
And funble forth in search of good handl es
And necks on which to get a strangl ehol d.
Better to have universal power,

Di sappoi nting though it sonetinmes is,

Than let the world be ruled by |ocal gods,
By nature's forces partly deified,

By half-crippled titans, hanstrung el ves,
Lesser sprites who dwell in wells or rocks
And spit a spell for only forty feet.

It may be, as you suggest,

| was, | am very disappointed,

Al t hough the affair wasn't total |oss.

My innernost circle was still at |arge
And ny bonb-maeking | abs were still intact.

If you can't get the apocal ypse you seek

Go for next best - dammge what you can

But still | had expected so rmuch nore,

Had hoped for one crater that stretched for niles
Not just a dozen little pot-holes.

Al so, as | wal ked away down the street,

| noticed that Nineveh's litter problem

Had grown, in short time, far nore serious.
There were scraps of paper everywhere,

In the streets, the gutters and the sidewal ks.
They stirred as wind passed, they fluttered in
trees.

Sone of these were just fast food w appers
And sone were parts of a newspaper page,

Want s ads, baseball scores, conic strips,

And those ubi quitous obituaries.

But others had a shape that drew the eye.

| picked one up and instantly | knew,

As | watched it duplicate, twin itself,

That time had conme to | eave the town behind,

I npose a quarantine for safety's sake.

Was this just a minor viral infection,

One that passes after plenty of rest,

O were these final days, the end of time?
Cell fission always rem nds ne of seas,
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The cat-hiss of the surf's dissolving rage,
The resigned sighs of collapsed jellyfish

The dunes spum ng sand through the stunted grass.

And so, quickly, | struck off for the coast.
That's a long walk, as | recall, she said.
Well, | didn't get nore than four bl ocks

Before it had becone abundantly clear

The coast |ay already beyond ny reach.
Fifties now rippled, flipped above knees.
Wrse, a black hearse crept up from behind
And honked once as side wi ndow rolled down
To show Elijah's face behind the wheel

He frowned and then sniled, then sped away.
| knew then, prophet that | am by signs,
That in an alleyway not far fromthere,

In dark dedicated to Ig-Galla

And | aid on some concrete |oadi ng dock

Was the party, partly, of the second part,
A corpse that wore a fine sackcloth coat.
The hearse hadn't stopped, nore's the pity,
Since |'d lately | earned sonme new condundruns
That even Elijah's head woul d get wrong.
Also | now clearly needed a ride.

But swirling fifties soon hid taillights,
And my curses, which trailed, turned and came
back,

Gave up their chase and |l ay down to pant.

Your curses, parrot, achieve m xed results.
However, a kind of salvation arrived.

My | uck, which had preceded ne out of town,
Had left me a tiny farewell gift.

There, centered in the square, a ship was pl aced,

And t hough far fromsea its oars were manned
And sails unfurled, set for starboard tack
And just what is this? |I queried nyself,

Psal manaazaar's tonb in the Viking style,

A monmunment to a naval victory,

A snmall maritime nmuseum naybe,

O is it sone seafood restaurant?

Noting nmy interest, a sal esman cane,

Clad in hipwaders, over fromthe ship,

And filled me in on what was goi ng on

The ship is an exhibit for the Boat Show

Hel d at the Nineveh Convention Centre,

A Phoenician trierene, conplete with crew,

An arnmed marine battalion, galley slaves,

New oars, fully rigged, fully equipped,

And fully laden wi th precious cargo.

It flies a Liberian flag of convenience

And its hull has been underwitten by Lloyd's.
And the ship can be yours for a bargain price,
A show special, valid only today.

What cargo's carried? | asked, intrigued.
Leat her jackets, bal ed, consigned by the King.

His price cane down, as | told himit nust,
After | sang hima famliar refrain.

| considered the price a nmonent or two.
Havi ng a yacht would be nice, al so handy,

But 1'd beconme a trifle self-indul gent.

Could I really afford a major purchase?

Here | was, facing early retirenent,

Havi ng spent ny noney like it was water

And with nothing to show for it but headaches.
VWhat if the economy took a downturn?

I'd soon regret such great extravagance.

But didn't wise nmen say live for the day,
Today brings goods, tonorrow bailiffs,

Grab fruit, spend the |oot while you have it,
Lest cops catch you and take it all back?

"Il take the ship, | said. |I'll give you cash
Sorry, but all | have on ne is fifties.



CAPUT NI NE

Part | X 1: A COMWON KNONLEDGE

|'ve heard quite a bit, said Marguerite,
About what a hip, hotshot prophet

And prognosticati ng operator

CGod-driven gadfly bites made you into
And yet | haven't heard nuch of futures
Not al ready cl ai med by public domain
And factored into prices nmarkets ask
After runmours of quakes are set aside

And they downgrade reports that oil's been struck

| thought you'd give ne the insider's scoop
Al'l the new science, all the new trends,

Al the new futures not yet rel eased.
Instead | get a knowl edge so comon

It's out of fashion, already old hat,

Al ready di scounted, marked down to cost.

| see no arbitrage here to be had

And little roomto hedge by selling short.
Sackcloth, | now learn, is just a bust

And Ni neveh's doom due no tine soon.

I've heard nothing new that inpacts ny life.
Wen, for exanple, do | dunp Arnand

And find a nman who better meets ny needs,

A weal thy man who's tall, handsone and dark
A wel |l -rmuscl ed | over, nore responsive,
Better equipped to keep attention fixed?
You don't even have a clue, do you?

I'd get fresher, nore current news

Just by | ooking out the nearest w ndow.

I'd reap nore future with a weathervane
Than with what little sense your speech conveys.

But |'ve far bigger fish to fry than that!
I"mno penny ante reader of pal s,

No two bit fiddler of horoscopes

That put horny wonen in pairs with nen
And show a destitute fortune reversed.

Let rock hard Mars transit wet Venus

W thout direct divine intervention

Your petty love life and pocket change

Can follow their fatelines unchaperoned,
Unsupervi sed by djinn-fed foresight.
There's no need to get a prophet invol ved
In such low | evel and | ocal visions.

| see big pictures, large scale effects,
A obal perspectives and overall views.

| see worlds spun up from quantum fl ux

To speciate, flare with conpl ex | onging
Bef ore they sputter and fade and w nk out.
| see heroes pause, | ook overhead,

And drop the horns they'd raised to lips to bl ow

| see tribes gather, armthensel ves, narch,
Converge on where their ancient foes have slept
W apped up in blankets agai nst grow ng col d.

| see djinn cower in thunderheads

Before they let |oose reins on dead steeds
And fall to earth as scraps of scripture verse.
| see conets buckle, struggle upstream

To where hi gh peaks part and glaciers nelt

To drape stone slopes with snowberry eyes.

| see the christ and antichrist collide

And together slide down the final chute,

The pl easure-slicked birth canal, in reverse.
They hol d hands, sail over |lover's |eap,

Anni hilate the |last hermaphrodite.

This is what | see behind eyelids,

VWat | see displayed on the night within,

And all this vision gets brought to bear

On the one future I've made ny life's work.
All these portents fit into place

When mapped onto events that now unfol d.

I'"ve specialized in N neveh's downfal

And so none shoul d doubt when | clearly state:
This town is fated, is destined to die.

But that isn't really worthwhile news

Unl ess you state exactly tinme and date.

Al things will end, cities too, but when?

Qur lives are short but they're not short enough
To throw away when Chicken Little cones.

Al things die, wear out, turn to trash.

Don't waste brief tinme watching waste made

When all is waste, or nothing is, or both.

We don't need vague news of finitude;

More use accrues fromtips that give junp
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On which horse will win the derby |aurels,
On how superbow point spreads are fixed

By ci gar-snoki ng cabal s behind the scenes,
On which real estate it's now wi se to buy
And which precious netal it's tine to sell

A gadfly venom | acks the enzynes,

The corrosive spells that open cell doors,
The passwords that grant gl obal access
And give entrance into the treasurehouse

In which all the divine commands are stashed.

And there's many causal subassenblies

That lack all relevance to tasks at hand
And whose keys, therefore, renmain wthheld.
Don't ask the Lord's nessenger for data

On the cross-pollination of date pal nms

O where to rent a dozen folding chairs.
Look it up instead on the internet.

Onens tell you what's needed, no nore.

Take what's given and then extrapol ate

To learn the course of action sages take.

Extrapol ate, parrot? How? Be precise.

Don't buy real estate with borrowed cash:
That bubble will burst when walls coll apse,
VWhen tornadoes tear your shingles off

And cesiumtaints tips of dinner spoons.
Retire your nortgage, sell off your assets,
And don't, Marguerite, take on new debt.
Only fools make plans when God is ril ed,

When heaven sends hints a future is bl ocked.

Shovel away that nound of dead doves

That drifts a cubit deep above your car
Above dooryard, step, driveway and wal k,
And try to put aside the thought that cones
Maybe it's best just to call in sick,

Maybe it's not now good to go out.

You don't listen, you one circuit wonder!
Ni neveh's current existential plight

Is worth only passing nmention at best,

And CGodhead's law, if stacked up agai nst
The | atest score, the latest star divorce,
Isn'"t worth the air that it's chiselled on.

If there really were sone story here

Cabl e network vans would ring us round

And hang their m crophones above your beak
To transmit each word by satellite.

Behol d, parrot, an enpty parking |ot.

True newsnen, if any such exi st,

Can work fromhome and file reports fromthere

They need only inspect beneath their feet
To learn their city's true situation.

Ni neveh, like the distant tropic isles
That generations of shitting birds nade,
Sits upon soil nmade frommne tailings,

Sl aught er house of fal and nedical waste,
From dunptruck | oads of spoiled fast food
It laid down around its foundation walls.

Quintus is five, there's four nore to go.
I think we're still safe for quite sone while.

Rei gns go brief if Medes roam down streets
And hack off heads if they're poked outdoors.
Five kings, if given five nmnutes each

Can take any great civilization

Fromrise to fall in Iess than half an hour.

kay, the town's toast, said Marguerite.
"Il grant you that much to nove us al ong.
Sooner or later the street lights go out.
But what about you, bird? What's your fate?

It'Il take sone tinme but I'Il get ny reward
After Nineveh falls they'Il build a shrine
Atop the nound that filled its spaces in.
They' Il bury me there in that holy ground
So that any spade that desecrates tells

To illum ne depths with latterday |ight

Wl blunt its blade on intervening bones.
My own remains will block the graverobbers
From t oxi ¢ waste disposed in soil beneath,
From coins netal detectors mark w th pings,
From lshtar Fishwife in bas relief,

Her sneer astride the wounded cougar's heart
Inscribed upon altars for sacrifice,

From Assur hinsel f, carved out of cedar,
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Wth Zu bites, defense wounds, slashed on wrists.
"Il keep all false idols underground:
Sackcl ot h bal | caps, whal ebone corsets,

And Ashur bani pul *s urinal in chunks.

These treasures will never rise, never breach,
Never reach eyes that reconstruct life

As long as pilgrinms venerate ny nane.

They' Il festoon rood screens with decayed teeth
Di pped in reliquary formal dehyde,

Mol ars and tusks they've pried fromwalrus jaws
And now sell off as nobsque souvenirs.

It'1Il take sone time but I'll get ny reward

As long as gift shops stand sacrosanct

And tourist buses jamthe parking |ots,

"Il sacrifice nmy place in paradise

To nail down that restless corpse beneath

And nmake sure it never resurrects,

Never returns to get a second chance

"Il sacrifice nmy place in paradise

And pl ant nyself above the Ninevites

Just so they're never again dug up

Is that it, bird? Is that all you predict?

My scry alights on that gol dfish bow ,

And the date in black | read witten there
I's due shortly - what's today? - to expire.
Look at that fish, blank-eyed, droop-finned.
It floats there, not noving, belly up
Wor ki ng on neither its tan nor backstroke
In aliquid hung with hollow snail shells
And wat erweed fronds turned half to sline.

I think that's what's putting out odour

A snel |l possibly fish, possibly death.

It's just sleeping, she said, tapping the bow .

VWhen the fogs approach horizons are erased.
Let the drunbeat's pul se conpel you forth
Wth djinn alongside unfurling their sails.
Sweating gal |l eyslaves will bring comuni on,
Pass forward the sacranment bench to bench
To behead as it goes all who don't take,

Di smenber the sober and toss out |inbs
Into the vines on the overgrown banks.

And when the chop comes up, the oarbl ades strike
And rise fromfoamtipped waves dripping bl ood.
Saltwater will mx back with saltwater,

Menory m xed i nto non-nenory.

When lions roar even old nen will smle,
Forecast a dance, replay a foreplay,

Cl ose up shop and let carnival rise.

Ye righteous in the leg-irons: Look upward!
Hai r di shevel | ed, conposure sacrificed

CGodhead grins at last, a grimrictus,

Unable to commmand or whistle airs

O send out winds to whip up the seas.

The fish is an extrenely heavy sl eeper,
She expl ai ned, taking a | ong-handl ed spoon
To stir stagnant water around the bow ,
Bringi ng up bl ack eddies fromthe bottom
It al ways wakens, though, at dinnertine.

Part | X 2: BREAKI NG NEWS.

What conmes up from depths, goes back down.
The tine has cone, | said to Marguerite.

And what tine is that, oh parrot? she asked.

Six o' clock. Six o' clock news tine,

It's time to turn on your television

Now, at |ast, prophecy's season arrives.
Now events begin to repeat ny tune.

Virgins, saturnalias reappear!

Now novel prodigies drop from heaven

They spill out across dusty concrete

As obscene, withing litters of |izards
From sone irradiated di nosaur

Squatting in earth-stationary orbit.

The heavy fruits of our negligence descend
As | oose bricks from proud Babel's masonry.
They shower the streets careless of |awsuit,
They arrive with huge thuds on our doorsteps
As unwanted i nfants, newsprint-w apped.

Six o'clock! It's tine for dinner, she said.
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What do you eat? Whuld you |ike a cracker?
I"'mnot that sort of a parrot, | said.

Woul d you rather a fortune cookie, then
Slightly nibbled, fortune nostly intact?

|'ve saved it for weeks now in case of guests.

And just what sort of a parrot are you?
The detail work on your plastic casing
Isn"t distinct enough to nake a guess.

I"'mthe plastic sort, the electric sort,
The prophetic sort, that rarest of birds.
But you won't find nme listed anywhere

In standard wor ks of ornithol ogy,

In Aristophanes anong the ancients,

O the one by Hitchcock anpbng noderns.
"' mneither donesticated nor wld,
Nei t her Amazon nor African G ay,

I'"'mthe sort that grows furious, enraged,
Whenever prophetic insight is spurned.
Look at ny sharpened beak, behold ny eye,
Recogni ze there a doom unhooded.

Do not provoke ne further, Mrguerite.
Turn on your television: it's tine.

Reachi ng, she switched her television on

But a commercial was playing instead of news.
Ha! she said. You are sonme prophet, parrot.
O should | address you as Captain Kisnet?
I's that doom unhooded or fate defrocked?

No combi nation clock radio

Fails to slink away in abject shane

After making such a glaring error

You can't even tell me the correct tine!

My on-chip cl ock generator works,

| said, with a precision oscillator
Controll ed by fundamental nobde crystals.
It cones froma |ow | evel of process,
One far beneath parrot consciousness,
Down where all biorhythns are kept,

P5 in the underground parkade.

Yet design flaws exist, | will admt.

My interrupt-driven processor will |ose

Time with every nenory access.

To correctly synchronize ny outputs

Ot I'"'mforced to sing a timng song,

A sea chanty or a field work holler,

O sonething djinn would sing in unison,

Hi dden in reeds, mngled anbng marsh frogs,
So that rowers will keep their strokes even
So that cilia beat and cells can swim

Just wait a nonent and the news will cone.

A bottle |abelled Product filled the screen
As mal e voi ceover gave stern conmands:

Let Product dwell forever near by,

No product but Product, spray or powder,
Conpassi onate, nerciful and non-toxic.
Insist on Product. Ask for it by name.
Avai | abl e near you, everywhere,

Near er than you think and nearer than you dream

Near ness too near, too dear to escape.
Product? Is this sone generic brand?

Al words, Marguerite, teach us w sdom

And this one word, perhaps, nore than nost,

A name of God that npst nystics have nissed,
One nore reflex of hidden glory,

Anot her name for rose, your heart's desire.
This old set is nore advanced, |'d guess,

That what the bl ack and white picture suggests.

Anot her voice, female, interjects:
But does it do toilets? Does it do sinks?

The mal e voice replies with a false surprise:
Did you think I'd onmit the kitchen sink?

On standard, dirty, griny kitchen sinks
Product raises up stains, snmites the grease,
And splits asunder that caked-on filth

Wi le, sadly, the other |eading cleansers
WIIl sit blinking, still struggling to cope.
They are fal se products, used only by fools.

A woman appeared, sniling, held Product.
One day | cleaned nmy hone with the Product
And found, after the crud was washed away,
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A couch | thought 1'd given away in March,

An aunt who's been missing, |I'd swear, for years,

That | had thirteen children, not twelve
As seenmed the case on all previous counts.
It worked qui cker than parthenogenesis,
Qui cker than black shark |inmousine | ogic.

The mal e voi ce | aughed and issued this edict:
Pur chase no ot her cl eansers before ne.

Bl ack shark |inmousine |ogic? Wat's that?
| hate it, she said, when sense isn't crisp

| diagnose a mld interference;
Sonething is tickling that frequency,
The international noon tine signal
Mayday broadcast, air raid alert.

O that |ast beacon, that rising wai
Heard after mssiles |aunch overseas.
Don't fret much, though, it's a false alarm
Triggered perhaps by a hair drier short
Sonewher e near by, maybe next door

Not e how ruffled up ny feathers stand.
By false alarm| mean fal se at present,
One that's gone off a bit too early.
It's best to reset and go back to sl eep

What if | change the rabbit ears around?

Reception like this never quite heals.

Take a little tonic, a lot of gin.

The synptons will suddenly fade away,

W1l stay gone for awhile and then recur

It's a common speci es of fungal disease

That attacks and eats young spark plug roots,

Haphazards their grasp on bl ack, white and ground,

Di srupts | ogics, random zes waves,
Unchannel s streans and di sorders senses.

It strikes without warning and cones in fits
Li ke aftereffects of gadfly bites,

O of overelectrified nerve ends

That randomy fire off a lightning flash

To thus derange a schizophrenic's thought.
It's like dreans that cone from opi um pi pes
To take centerstage and conpel belief

But drift away when the drug wears off,

O like French intellectual fashions

That seize a brain for days and then depart.
It's benign, | believe, but still a nuisance.
This set should go in for a tune-up.

It's been out of warranty for decades.
|"mafraid, she said, that they'd put it down.

But if so I'll console you throughout your grief,

Trot out wi sdom nmake the right noises,

The right platitudes in the right places,
Fondly rem ni sce to ease bereavenent.
Rermenber the tine we watched the comercial ?

["1'l whisper, as the tears stream down ny beak

Al that seens so | ong ago now,
Just menmory now, sighed Marguerite.

Here we go, | proclained. It's six o' clock

Oficials, said the television set,

Have today announced that contingency pl ans
For any end to our civilization

Are finalized at |ast and put in place.

Ni neveh, they assure, is fully prepared.
Art treasures, gold ingots, vintage w nes,

And fine foodstuffs have been hidden in vaults.

Mul ti pl e backup tapes have been conpil ed

O the nmunicipal tax and property rolls.
Bunkers for dignitaries have been readi ed,
Wth only roomfor the current head of state,
(May the Lord God cherish Quintus our King),
And his wealthy or powerful supporters,

Sone of the nore prom nent socialites,

Along with their executive assistants,
Personal trainers and sexual partners.

They will, of course, be fully screened.

No children and no one on welfare

And no pets except seeing eye dogs.

No blind, deaf or handi capped peopl e.

No hunchbacks or dwarves, and no | epers
Wth nutil ated faces or missing |inbs,

No one badly bl eni shed, pock-spotted,

O who itches with scabs or stanmers words,
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None of those few who sonmehow contrive

To break a toe or get testicles crushed.

No apes. And absolutely no birds.

Hi gh-1 evel church | eaders, bureaucrats,

And sports and nmedia personalities

May be considered for spots if space pernits.
Di esel generators are now install ed,

Spas and racquetball courts now conpl ete,
Catering contracts now put to tender.

Armed marines are stationed at each entrance
To turn away the curious and desperate,

Pi ckpocket s, sneakthi eves, papparazzi

The poor, sick or lost, the confused or damed.

But why release this news? sone have asked.
Sonme pundits see here a signal sent,

A veil ed nmonetary forecast made

That present state policy can't avert

A profound and wi despread increase in debt
That spells econonic trouble ahead.
Cvilization's end, warn experts,

Is widely thought not positive at all

By those who nanage mmj or pension funds.
Shoul d civic activity slow down or halt

O even worse, shift gears and back up

A stock market downturn mght result.

If Nineveh falls, they'll say off-record,
We' || see share prices take a sharp dip
For those firns that manufacture plastic

O dispense fast foods or mx concrete

O transport by rail cell phone parts,

W cker | oveseats, ice capade tickets,
Bottled holy water in dozen packs,

Singl e servings of puffed rice breakfast,
Nunber ni ne headl ess gal vani zed nai | s,
Boxset editions of soft rock hits,

Aerosol bugspray ready for use.

Anal ysts feel safe in conclusions reached
After hearing the news and plotting charts.
Ni neveh's plight is worse than ever thought.
The nopst pessim stic runmournongers

Had not even conceived such an event,

And now, hearing it broached, are |ess than
pl eased,

Less than inclined to buy |ong-term bonds.
Look, they exclaim at how yield curves go!

They claimto let civilization end

Is not the best or w sest course open
Not an outcome that many will approve
No matter what the contingency plans.

It doesn't sound good, said Marguerite.
And, frankly, it doesn't sound plausible.
This is an orchestrated canpaign,

The scare tactics designed to keep

The Ninevites tinmd, eager to buy

Excess stocks of energency suppli es,
Designed to justify higher taxes

And tighter State control of daily life.

This is the beginning of the end, | said.
The hol e sackcl oth opened up has cl osed

O grown so large we can't see the sides.
The point of no return has now been passed
And now Ni neveh will become wat chword

For the phrase here today, gone tonorrow.
Now s the time, Ninevites, to assenble

The traffic wardens, grief counsellors and
I'i feguards,

The fire nmarshals, cops and paranedics,
The cub scouts with pocket first aid kids.
And | am put in mnd, unaccountably,

O that barbarian | ord Tanberl ai ne.

Tamber | ai ne! she said. He's still up north

And still at work deci mati ng pagans,

Fl ayi ng open the fal se but conely beliefs

They think, wongly, will defend agai nst harm
He's not much threat, if that's what you think
To this city that Assur's |egions guard.

But let nme tell you, then, of Tanberl aine,
A sociopath fromearly chil dhood

Armong nonadi ¢ Scyt hi an horse-cl ans,

VWho's clinbed to absol ute dom nation

Over large tracts of civilized | ands,

Who rose from backwater petty gangster

To worl d-fanmous genoci dal despot.

Hi s foul career began quietly enough

An ordinary rapist, thug and thief

Torn by sundry conflicting inpulses,
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Wth altrui smpossibly included,

Until appetite laid bare his course

And gui ded his infanbus trajectory.

And here's the |l esson history best |earns,
O else repeat its mstakes to eternity

And never achieve final civility:

Enphasi ze custoner service, if you can

And open up tills when gunmen ask.

Learn this, else suffer decline and fall.

Do not attenpt to di scourage rage

O deflect a half-clad savage with signs
That read No shirt, No shoes, No service.
Certainly one should never interpose

A slow and surly conveni ence store clerk

Bet ween a custoner |ike Tanberl ai ne

And purchase of a screwtop w ne-jug.

W se nmanagenent, alert for risk factors,

If not already sunk in that torpor

That overconmes after too nuch norm

Too much nean, too nuch status quo,

Wul d not have failed to race around di spl ays
O candy bars and notor oil and beer,

Whul d not have failed to activate at once

An express checkout just for the youth,

And thus forestalled the ensuing bl oodbat h.
A barbarian just hates standing in |ine,

And, worse, handing over cash to jerks.

And once you've taken out scinitar

Wy not go on and conplete the sw ng?

Once you' ve killed one clerk, why not all?
And why not gather |ike-m nded nen

And take whatever you |like, and snmash the rest?
It's thus that Tanberl ai ne was | aunched.

And since these first victins were pagans

He earned from Ni neveh's short-sighted press
The epithet ' Tamberl ai ne, the Scourge of God'
In fact, he would only slaughter infidels
Because those were people he cane to neet

On the path charted by the WIIl to Power.

He | aid waste the real ns of unbelievers,

The Hi ndus and Turks, Persians and Egypti ans,
Because they were the only peopl es he knew,
The only nations that he'd so far net.

There is no point in feigning conplacency,
No point in snug self-satisfaction

No point to thanking God for this grace,

That Tamburl ai ne hates their heathen beliefs
Because they're substandard, wanting in truth,
That he's reasoned all the argunents through
And found only Assur's creed nakes sense.

For what does he know of Assur, or reason

O what facts had persuaded those he sl ayed
To adopt views of so little nmerit?

And do you think he took his scimtar

And gave victinms little nicks on the neck
Tentative probes, experinmental pokes,

In case they weren't fit for full beheadi ng,
In case their faith didn't warrant attack
That he'd read one chapter or page or word

O any phil osophy not too danp,

Not too tightly bound to use as fuel ?

He torched pagan tenples and sacred books
Only because they woul d produce nice flane,

A flane that, once set, would catch on thatch
And | eap fromone roof to next, too fast,

Too elusive, too insistent to thwart,

A flame too hot to stop once it spots

The thoughts to nest and host its hot coals,
Fl ame that made incense of pagan forns

And failed to acknow edge or credit its source.
There's no point to think your town's exenpt,
That these tenples, these books, will fare better,
That thousands of grinning oafs will show up
And find these beauties too fine for rape.
There's no point to give welconme to scourge
That can't read a word of scripture it burns,
Unl ess, of course, you value arson itself,

O admire a wildfire just for its warnth

For light its blaze will shed on those who watch
Holy Ni neveh has been spared thus far

Only because it has not yet been reached.

Do you think he'll turn back, or stop short,
Suddenly pine for sheep pastures up north?

Do you really think Tanmberlaine will tire

O that wild, brutish, barbarian life,

Tire of long hours of rapine and pillage,

O tire of the sex, sorcery, intrigue,

And treasure, incredible piles of treasure,
And choose instead a nore sedate career,
Enrol | perhaps in a business college,
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Take word processing courses by night

And wash di shes or drive a cab by day?

And ask yourself how |ikely that is.

Ask a bookmaker what odds he'll take

That God sees our peril, sees and relents,
That God grows al arned and conmes to our aid,
Strikes Tanberl ai ne down a nile away,

Just outside of the city's north gate,

So that all will know just whomto thank
VWhat are the odds God roots for Nineveh

And can't stand to see the brutal succeed?
Ask a prophet, ny friend, any prophet.

Ask nme. There's no one nore savvy,

More street-wi se, nore with-it than ne.
There's no one who knows a gall bl adder

Even at this distance, better than ne,

No one who knows better how di seased,

And how | arge, how necrotic one gets.

This scourge won't stop although his piss
Turns murky and thick with red sedi nent,

Al t hough his staff quack, that sullen Turk
Who can't tell a gall bladder froma toe
WI Il advise a rest, perhaps a brief nap

In early afternoon to escape the heat,

G ve up fags or else chew themunlit,

Cut back on fat gravy dunped on fries

And buckets of red rotgut guzzled with neals,
Go for short swins in epsom salt baths,

Take two grains of opium per diem

And read Thomas Hardy, slowy, aloud.

But Tanberlaine won't listen, won't stop
He'll still lash, still kill, despite the signs
That spell out how far his death's progressed
That nore alert of Ninevites will read

As he leads |looting warriors down their streets.

He'll go in the north gate, out the south,

And t hose who see himconme, and give greeting,
WIll fail to stand by and wave farewell,

No matter how alert they once were.

He'll expire far fromhere, and | ong after
Gl | bl adder grown | arge, a cantel oupe,

His liver nelon, testicles kiwi fruit.

No person has ever profited nuch

From reading God's handwiting on the wall

Unl ess pain cures his illiteracy,

Unl ess tornent rebukes his each m stake.
No one wants to nake nmoves too soon,

O look too close, until it's too late.
None ever gain true belief in death,

Even if they w tness every sign

And hear every word the prophets speak
Until they see the scourge itself descend,
Wher eupon the scourge and flesh converse
On how dwi ndl ed now t heir di stance has grown,
On how little there is or ever was

That's not, really, conpletely understood.

G ve nme a break, bird, said Marguerite.

In other news, said the tel evision
The Chairman of the Federal Reserve Board
Warned agai nst inflationary pressures..

You can turn off the tel evision now.
I have nore, always nore, story to tell

Wait a bit. | want to hear the weather,
It conmes on next, right after the sports.

Read all about it later, at |eisure,
In the pages of the farmer's al manac.
Let me tell you about weather at sea.

But what about dinner? she said crossly.
Haven't we already done the bl oody sea?

Part | X 3: MARI TI ME LAW

As all the ship's stays and hal yards swayed,
As mainsail mast shifted attitude

To lift and lean as swells rose and inclined,
The thin shadows that tautened rigging cast
Framed the sunlit decks with trapezoids

That ki ssed, intersected, kissed and parted.
| began to study their nany novenents,

Their many cl ockwork col | aborati ons.

A prophet, when rigging is strung aright,

I f angl es of sunlight and horizon
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Are known down to minute, second, degree,
May clearly read the undul ant nessages
Witten onto the rise and fall of waves.
And the best of prophets, of which |I'm one,
Need no ship and rely on nothing nore

Than tilt of bile-slosh dowmn in gut bilge
And observed wi ndage on the deflected path
O stringy vonmit's plumet overboard.

These consi derati ons warned of weat her
Hostile to smooth transit across the deeps,
A conclusion | relayed to the First Mate,
Who stood observing the synptons of illness
Wth a connossieur's critical delight.

Well, Omer, said the Mate, you' re dead right,
Forty foot seas, gales to forty knots.

But it's a strange stormindeed that's bl own in.
Behol d, other vessels float nearby,

And t hough God only knows from whence they cane,
Around them seas stay storm ess and cal m

| | ooked out and saw t hese words were true.

At this point Captain and crew canme up

To find what conditions had tipped the ship
And made wal ki ng about a tedious task

It's witchcraft, the Captain proclainmed. W're
dooned.

Jettison the cargo to lighten our | oad,

Strike down sails and | ower yard to deck
Said one sailor. It's standard procedure
When waves threaten to overwhel ma ship.

At this the Mate snorted contenpt and said,
Toss all of the cargo overboard,

Then what? Alive, yes, but at what price?
We'd row back to our port alive but poor

Li ving destitution. Alive and poor.

That's a deadly conbination, ny friends.
W' d resenbl e those beaver castrati

You find in hinterlands, in the backwoods,
Who ni bbl ed of f their own sperm packed balls
Just to gain another insipid year

O uninspired and unrewarded wor k.

But it's nmy cargo, | pointed out,

For 1 bought it when | bought the boat,

And since ny goods are dear, |'ve reduced risk
And insured the boat and all its contents

Agai nst fortunes of war and acts of God.

Wth foresight enough to read fine print

|'"ve secured this | oad and nade provision

For uninsured | osses by force najeure.

Unl i ke foolish Pharoah, king of Egypt,

VWhen crops were pelted with hail mxed with frogs
Despite weather reports his priests prepared
That forecasted pristine skies forever,

I'"mnot one to let chance ruin life.

H's ka, I"'minformed, took a fatal hit

And nmade Pharoah since a figure of fun

Anong those who teach the merits of hedge.

But even had | left nyself exposed,

The loss is mne, of no concern to you.

Your loss at nost is but one trip's wage.

That's an excellent point, replied the Mte,

But still a thought we'll stow bel ow for now.
The freight we bear, | think, is not the source
O the supernatural attack that | oons.

If a few hynmms were sung, said the Captain,
Just the ones we know, the first verse each
W' d di ssuade danger and feel better too.

For many a year |'ve sailed these waters

The Mate announced as nen gathered around,
Enough years to know that if storns approach
Only one craft among all afl oat,

It neans al ni ghty Godhead' s unhappy,

And not low in spirits or just depressed

O just unhappy in a general way

Wth sl owness of progress in world events,

But unhappy with that ship in particul ar
Somret hi ng aboard has caused hi m great offense.

Maybe it's the rigging, the Captain surnised.
The rigging, you know, |ooks kind of sloppy.

Don't dismiss the cargo yet, | said,
Still hoping to ride out this storm

156



By dunping a fewitens into brine
Maybe we have contraband hi dden aboard,
Por nography, illicit drugs or arns,

O maybe we negl ected sone ritua
Now | ong in disuse but still on books,
Like a sacrifice, |like blood-Iletting,
Li ke throat-slitting sone virginal girl
Bef ore | aunching the vessel onto surf.
I s one handy now? | have a knife.

Al'l duties have been perforned, said the Mate,
And all custonms of port and God observed.
And |'ve checked the ship itself, stern to bow
The only fair conclusion's plain to see.
Ei t her high heaven's fickle and | aw ess

O some one of our nunber's poll uted

And draws down on us Godhead's disfavour

Now there's no time to establish guilt

By torturing out a conplete confession

From each of us, captain to cabin boy,
Before the ship in these insurgent seas
Takes water and founders and drowns us all
Kni fefights too and trials by conbat

In round robin tournanents held on decks
That grow slick with fluids and pitch around
W1l also take too nmuch precious tine.

| thus propose a gane of cards commence.

Let each of us cut the tarot deck.

Hi ghest card drawn is positive proof

That he who draws it becones sacrifice,

Shal | be cast overboard to save the rest.

"Il consent to this proposal, | replied,

And felt relieved indeed |uck shoul d deci de.
A long winning streak had left me convinced
The fall of tarot cards was now ensl aved

To i nmprovenent of mny sore-wounded fortune.
You'd think 1'd | earned | essons from prior |oss,
But ganbl ers soon forget past reversals,

Soon reverse the past to inprove their npods.
Ri sk can be reduced if peril's dism ssed,;
Qdds inmprove if loss is not subtracted

And bal ance sheets show rosier pictures

After certain items are witten off,

Itens best forgiven, best forgotten

Since we hadn't yet gone far fromland

The crew still remained unconvi nced ny | uck
Wuld hold until the trip had conme to end,

And still sought to win back their paycheques.
Desperation alone, it seened to ne,

Drove them now to raise the stakes so high.
The others too accepted the mate's gane,

And so we each in turn cut that deck

But what's this? | said. |I've drawn a bl ank.
Sorreone's left a joker in this deck

We use Assyrian cards, said the Mate.

In all Assyrian decks the blank card

I's primum nmobile, master of all cards,

The royal, ommipotent trunp of trunps.

It denotes Godhead, the world's ruler

And | would drop that knife, if | were you.
Al'l present, except you, are fully arned.

Fromwhere | hail the blank cards are jokers,
And | play by those rules. My ship, ny gane.
This, enployees, is a fal se positive.

Are you a heretic? Is God a joker?

Clearly, they cried out, it's you al one

VWhose unconvention has displ eased the Lord

And whi pped up a wath fromunsm |ling depths.
They said this in unison, nore or |ess,

As if all had rehearsed it behind ny back
Suspi ci on dawned. What had gone on here?

A foresight |ike mne should never fail

Shoul d never permit an unforeseen hand.

Had t he decks, both card and ship, been stacked?
O had | only misread the subtle signs,

Let an optim sm m sguide ny sight?

O, worse, had inocul ati ons worn off

And left my mind conpletely future blind,

A falcon still primed to fly on the prey
Despite darkness that nmeant his hunt was done?

The crew then seized nme and pinned ny arm

Took my knife and pushed ne toward the rail
They stopped only when a | ookout screaned,

Sai nt Tiamat Dewor med! Look at that!



And a huge, fanmiliar shape breached surface

A good ninety cubits off, |leapt and dived,

Di spl ayed itself before it plunged again

And sucked bi g sections of sky through the sea.
The nonstrous splash showered us with currency.

Part | X 4: NEMESI S.

Currency? said Marguerite. How odd!
Are not the seas conposed of saltwater?

Currency. Alnopst entirely in fifties.
This was an effect of ny double vision.
One eye saw water, the other cash

On one hand we have ordinary seas,

And on the other the flood of banknotes
VWi ch rose to submerge mghty N neveh.

Ni neveh, to nmy eye, said Marguerite,
Remai ns unliqui dated, dry as dust.
Explain this, if you can, clever parrot.

It's witten - |'ve read it witten somewhere -
That 1'Il rise up on resurrection norn

To see a nei ghbour corpse cold on its slab,

A tag affixed to toe that reads "Jonah".

"Il say, but if that's Jonah, who am1?

A good question, she said, but what's the point?

Ni neveh's much |i ke her prophet, nyself,
Except that |I'mthe one who swapped the tags
Bet ween two cadavers that |ooked alike
Stretched out side by side down in the norgue.

That fails as explanation, she conpl ai ned.
Try again. Where is the m ssing noney?

Uncorrected, unassisted vision

Can fail to detect the full reach of nurk

That has coiled itself around struggling forns,
But my gift allows a greater clarity.

I was changi ng shape, |ike one of the djinn
And yet retained sone solidity still.
Shapechangers cannot see solid shapes,

Not until they nelt away, pass away,

Join the past perfected as puddl ed nouns.
Dysl exi c archers with a noving target,

They speak not to but behind the other.
They cannot see shapes, only renenber,

They cannot advance, only stand stricken
Waves col | apse, recede, forsake the shore,
The caress halts when its objective retreats,
When the satisfaction precedes the hunger
When the reunion is a wound reopened.

| shoul d have known better, she said to this,
Than expect birds to give direct response,
A strai ght answer out of a crooked beak

Ckay, try this: it was a flash fl ood.

Wait, Marguerite! Put the hamer down.

This, of all secrets, | cannot reveal

But here's a nap that'll mark out the spot,

A tip on the topic God disallows:

During all of the rains and during his cruise,
Noah never saw floods that Enlil sent,

Never saw water, never got wet.

So righteous was he, God kept himdry,

So dry, in fact, skin blistered and cracked,
His clothes grew griny, he panted with thirst.
He was so dry and so dehum difi ed,

So wung out, so dehydrated that,

Before fl ood was done, he crawl ed down halls
That went in long circles inside the hull,
Wandered desert in the watertight ark.

Hs crawl led parallel to all pipes,
Equi di stant fromthe starboard and port,

As hi gh above the deeps that rose beneath

As deep beneath rains that fell from above.
And shoul d Godhead cone to know t hat Noah

Had now chosen to head for the ship's head,
He'd head himoff, turn him confuse his thoughts,
And erase all nmenories, all know edge,

That Noah had built on waterfront |ots.

Noah was deni ed charts that showed oceans,

O rivers and | akes or any blue ink,
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Nor even waste, had it one oasis.

Al'l others saw water, saw and di ed,

But God kept Noah safe, |ocked in drought,
Kept himtoo lost to watch all dissolve

Too busy and distracted, too intent,

Too dry to see the seas |ap our chins.

And forty days don't give you enough tine
To sex parakeets and ensure they're paired,
To bunk sheep and wol ves on different decks,
To do all jobs that daily come up

And still make boats that God |lets you steer
Amat eur shipwights never find tine,

Once they've planed the keel and whittled the
nmast ,

To fashi on even a nmaekeshift rudder

O build bul kheads with porthol es installed.

That splashing, |'d bet, is a giant squid,
Renmar ked one ol d and nyopic sail or

But | knew instantly what the thing was.

It was true, then, what the ancients observed,
That fate governs us all, our parts in sum
Not excl udi ng even our private parts,

And even when they swimoff on their own

Pur sui ng pat hs divergent and convergent

To reunite with departed pl easure.

And can any man know a greater joy

Than to have a mamot h sexual organ

Sporting and spouting in seas of pure cash?

You flushed it down the toilet and it grew,

Like reptiles that swmthe city sewers?

You're skirting, parrot, the bounds of good taste,
Said Marguerite. Wich eye saw this,

That one that's here, or that one that's not?

Not all of flesh is raised, Marguerite,

When resurrection gathers us all in.

Parts that renenber God, that glorify,

They go up and | eave the others behind.

Tongues that sang praise are saved, but not m nds,
So that Gehenna gets stuffed with ragged breath
VWi | e Par adi se becones an or gan bank

Stocked with tongues that struggle to find sense.

And so it is with all bodily parts,

Those parts that know thensel ves made of God
And t hose that forget, think thenmsel ves worl d.
And yet, even dispersed in this fashion

Wth one part here and its counterpart there,
Wth one a glorifier and one not,

The hour will conme that will reacquaint all
So broken whol es snap together again,

Except hairs perhaps that |odge in carpets,
O those crunbs of skin that flake from our
scal ps,

The bits of God that don't easily rise,

And don't, once risen, quite reabsorb

For all else, the hour comes, hunts them down,
Whi ps them around until honogeni zed

And spits out bricks nade of clay and sline.
My hour, it seened, had just arrived early,
Too early, and in too public a place.

It seenmed fit our courses should intersect,
That joy should erupt with so |arge a spl ash
And yet, with unlicensed acts, the old beast
Had taken all of that joy for itself,

And left for ne only the profound shane

That al ways acconpani es such occasi ons.

Never before, not in ny wldest dreans,

Had | felt nyself, before man and Cod,

To be so indecently overexposed.

And the Captain said with authority, No!
It's not a squid and not jellyfish,

Not a | obster and not a sea serpent.

I recognize well enough that bulk,

And that size and that side silhouette.
Oh what | wouldn't give for a harpoon

A harpoon and a pulpit to perch on!

It's a spermwhal e, wi ckedest and meanest
O all marine life convul sing the depths,
But I'd pinit through its big squinting eye
If it cane anywhere within ny reach

But the Mate exclained, That's no sperm whal e.

You'd be a fool to harpoon that baby

And put yourself at |oggerheads with God.
That's the great fish known as Levi at han
The Godhead's own agent of nenesis.
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Prone on the flood, extended |Iong and | arge,
Pal e, wet and glistening in the sunlight
Wth what |'d guess to be Norwegi an foam
That stuff they put in fire extinguishers,
It did indeed resenble the sea beast
Levi at han, which Godhead of his works

WAS npst sensitive as to relative size,

And therefore created in sheer bul k as huge
As several score brainless brontosaurs

O twel ve hundred standard grey el ephants.
Even so, the Lord was never convinced

That the blasted thing would be nonstrous enough
To be believed by nmen truly amazi ng

Yet not a paradi gm of bad taste.
Consequently, in constantly conparing
Proportions of this and other works,

Wth insults and boasts he reveal ed hinsel f
A highly jeal ous, highly nervous God.

And to see ny organ as |arge or |arger

Than Levi athan, | feared the great wath
And penis envy first shown in Babe

Wth his denplition of its proud tower.
There, overw ought, perplexed in the extrene
Wth the green vanity of his own inage,

Unj ustly suspecting siege and defi ance,

He had debased the | anguage of paradise,

H gh Dutch, as we are reliably inforned,
Until the words quitting time, lunch tine,
And coffee break were unintelligible

To all but the unfortunate Ninrod,

Confused the poor Babel oni an brains

Wth severe oxygen deprivation

Until all productivity declined.

He agitated strikes, revoked pernmits,
Caused cost overruns and shoddy work,

Bl ew wel ders off girders with wi nd gusts
And put el evators out of order

And behaved very poorly in genera

Until the whol e project was abandoned

And the work crews dispersed to other jobs.
Then with his deep, nocking | augh he said,
As the heavens remain higher than the earth,
Di vi ne ways remai n nmore hi gh-handed

Than any nmanki nd has inagi ned yet.

The | esson was clear but a bit too |ate.

| was doomed to repeat ancient history.
Yet in exactly what nysterious way,

| asked nyself, would the good Lord nove?
Hor mone i mbal ance? A mutant virus?

An el ectromagneti c pul se, perhaps,

To scranmble up integrated circuits,

Still enbryonic though they then were?

| tried to read the signs, concentrated,
Brought to bear all the data | possessed:
Sunspot cycl es and soybean futures,

Ring widths of fallen giant sequoi as,
Mayan man- hours | ost to maize nul ai se,
Even the three-year noving average
Derived fromlemm ng nigrati on nunbers
Correl ated wi th days of grapevine growh
On long-1ost Munt Krakatoa's sl ope.

You name it, | knewit, and | threwit in,
And hoped its flavour woul d hel p crack the code.
Yet ny future and fate remai ned opaque
Until | heard the ship's first mate speak
And knew | was paddl el ess up shit creek.

A rhynme, said Marguerite. | heard rhyne.
It can happen, | said, in monents of stress.

Well, then, said the Mate, observe yon jinx.
Does he not stanmer, does he not bl ush

As fate's instrument pops up nearby?

Thi s behavi our betrays secret know edge.
This meet on high seas is an appoi nt nent,
Not just happenstance but rendezvous.

And | ook at him wth one eye pointed here,
And the other there, it just weirds ne out.
The cards, it seens, do not steer us wong
And we need no further talk: throw himin!
And you there, take that |ifejacket back
And call the chaplain out to nake a speech
Renenber, friends, that once the owner's gone
Both ship and cargo belong to us.

How much time... | spat at the captors
VWho hal f-dragged my body across the deck
To where their chaplain made ready his notes



To read a few words of confort and hope.
But some crewnan's hand stifled ny nouth
Before | found voice for ny own few words.
Ther eupon the chapl ain i ntoned w sdom
Dredged up fromhis own prearranged text.

Three are the days a man is in the grave
Before his swollen belly bursts apart
And pours putrefaction beneath his nose,
But thirty days will pass before his soul
Conpletes its full, conprehensive review
O how a brief career had gone aniss

And | eaves the corpse behind for parts unknown.

Et cetera, etcetera. Throw himin.

In this sea, Marguerite, cash or not,

It was sink or swm and so | smartly swam
As waves wel |l ed up high above nmy head.

| saw, carried inside the surging whel m
Li ke pieces of fruit in jellied dessert,
Bits of Ni neveh, those bits that float.

Al t hough sone m ght have spent the tine
And puzzled on how all fits together

This shingle, this rafter with that roof,
This door, this stud with that drywall,

My own attention only sought escape.

Skill as visionary will not inprove
Abyssmal navi gati onal technique,

Unl ess you're al so sone kind of saint,

A nore creditworthy client of God,

And thus receive the sane package he gave
To all the mgratory waterfow .

I mean that knack that pulls apart poles,
That puts north that way, south over there,
Air overhead, water down bel ow.

Foresight itself will dissolve when wet,
And hi ndsi ght rarely inproves a flounder
So that | knew not which way | swam

Save it be away, let it please be away,
The way away fromthat aquatic form

But there it was again, back before ne,

Cl ose enough for insight to click in

And outsight to bow out, close enough

For second thoughts to override the first.
Now | perceived |I'd made a bad m st ake,

A faux pas, a mmssive Freudian slip.
Soretimes a cigar is just a cigar.

I saw now, through ny other eye perhaps,

It wasn't ny mssing organ after all,

But rather, in fact, my old friend the fish,
Fl i ppant still, but now grown grandi ose
Wth Godhead's ichthyphallic bonbast.

It spake then, last ictus, rictus wide.

One of the reasons | so |ove ny job,

Fi sherman, said fish, is the ironies.

First you catch nme, and now | you

You put up, Jonah, a hell of a fight

But at |ast you cone to the end of your line.
My tonnage now has reached the prom sed sum
And the hour approaches, indeed now is,

For discharge of debt, public and private.
The conmmandnent and enact nent, what connects?
The Lord is both outward and inward,

H s signs nourish like fruit, intoxicate,
They deflect the flight home fromtree to hive,
Honme from Troy to the old, faithful hound

Lie down in this nmeadow, sleep awhile,

Here where CGod's signs are clustered and ripe.
Fromthe belly of the bee, from her underside,
Drips fluid, the many-hued elixir

Is this a sign of God? Time for a | ube?

Did you read the sign that says no exit?

To answer sphinx you nmust becone answer.
Success brings regret, failure brings death.
And only one posture will pin the beast,

Only one hold will constrain the westler,

But to assunme that contorted position

Invites attack fromlowcircling angels.

Fell one or nmore with your crossbow bolts,
You only postpone the descent for awhile,
They will tw st overhead, undi m ni shed.

And pose if you will as other than you are,
Your scent is unm stakable to the hound.

And flee to where you choose, he waits there.
Wher ever you choose is where he will wait,
The faithful hound, inward and outward,

The self-created turned inside out.

And then the fish in one enphatic nove
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Rose up, struck, and swallowed whole its prey.

At last! said Marguerite. Dinnerti ne!
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