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God in Florida

Q. Who created the heavens and the earth?  
A. God.  
Q. How long was God in creating all things?  
A. Six days.  
Q. What did God create on the first day?  
A. Light.  
Q. What was created on the second day?  
A. The firmament.  
Q. What the third?  
A. Vegetables.

 

 

—Child’s Scripture Question Book, 1879

Book I: Pseudepigrapha

I Was Alone,

 

 

 

 

God said, 
And out of loneliness 
thought to make someone

 

who could tell me a story. 
There was nothing but water in the dark. 
That was the first day.

 

And so on. 
Stars dragging themselves 
out of the wet to dry,

 

but I needed better light. 
I needed dirt. 
There went a third day, and a fourth.

 

And in the vast emptiness 
I tried stocking the bodies of water. 
Like a face newly coined,

 

something glinted in the deep. 
That was the fifth day, 
but it wasn’t enough.

 

And by the sixth day already 
there was dust on everything. 
I swept it up. 

Out of my own dust I made someone. 
I should have retired. 
I should have gone fishing instead.

In the Beginning Was the Worm,

 

 

 

 

God said, And the worm was without a god. 
The worm was a god. 
Cities fell, a foot or more,

 

because of him. No one was buried 
but he ate the first clod. 
And men shone a light in the dark

 

and dug into the deep, 
and the nightcrawler crawled out. 
And I, their god, wriggled on the hook.

The God of Alligators

 

 

 

 

said, “Lie down. 
I can think only lying down. 
Eternity is easier to take that way.

 

You don’t have to make dry land 
till mating season starts. 
Then men will say

 

they saw you crossing the road 
to the International House of Pancakes 
south of town,

 

though you’re interested only 
in the female bellowing at you 
from the deeps beyond.”

 

Old Red-Eye, God said, 
What would I know about finding a mate? 
I just like to look

 

on all that I have made, 
whether insects mating 
or the British talking.

 

I, the retired god, 
watch public television much of the evening, 
and go south in the winter.

The Third Day,

 

 

 

 

give or take 
a few million years, 
the first blade of grass appeared.

 

And God said, 
I have confounded Darwin—
the man wants to know

 

how it happened so fast. 
Redbird, look at his curious beak. 
Pass him a seed, cardinal—

 

no, the man wants flesh. 
See how he fluffs his tailcoat, 
preens and struts?

 

And on the fourth day, 
in the hotel bar at Disney World, 
God said, What would I know

 

about sexual selection? 
Though I put on the hat of the Mouse, 
the ears mean nothing to me.

 

And it was evening, 
and it was morning, 
the fifth day.

Dinosaurs tore at the darkness, 
doomed as prophets. And God said, 
I am like unto the leathery bird

 

with nowhere to go, 
who flaps like a wallet 
over the swamp primeval.

 

How could I be dying, 
who love the smell of mildew 
in the morning?

Book II: The Retired God in the New World

I don’t like the man who doesn’t sleep, says God . . .  
Sleep is perhaps the most beautiful thing I have created.  
And I myself rested on the seventh day.—PÉGUY

 

 

The Seventh Day,

 

 

 

 

God said, I longed to take my rest 
like any animal. 
Sunday after lunch, the creatures fed—

 

it was siesta time at the Paradise Zoo. 
Along the thin arm of a branch, 
the lemur cradled itself in sleep

 

as if, should it slip, 
angels like apes would bear it up. 
The seraphic snowy owl,

 

pinions pinned, wing yet to mend, 
took and ate of the mouse. 
Only the alligator was hard at work,

 

a god, flopped on a mudbank, 
who winked the world’s slowest wink. 
A lesser egret tiptoed by,

 

a Sunday hat on its way to church. 
I yawned, God said. And when I woke 
it was the eighth day.

A man was naming the animals. 
A name hung on each cage. 
Flinging themselves down

 

like angels, the gibbons spoke 
only in their own tongue now. 
I waited to be called by name.

 

I rolled over and played dead.

The Seventh Night,

 

 

 

 

God said, I can’t sleep 
with all the racket. 
The cricket and the frog—

 

why do they keep singing, 
who have no mate in which to rejoice? 
O bookworm boring your way

 

through my collected works, read on! 
Did you recognize me? 
Am I their god?

 

The cockroach would not enter my words 
but devoted himself to the binding, 
devouring the ancient starch.

 

On the old card catalogue, 
shoved into the corner, no longer used, 
the Niña sagged against the Santa Maria

 

like the whores of Castile 
whose names they bore. 
O Eves of easy virtue,

 

the cardboard seas are rough 
with dust, the Pinta long since lost 
to the night janitor’s mop.

Ladies, I can’t sleep. Write down the words 
they put in my mouth, 
my ration of bread and water.

 

Don’t forget to use quotation marks. 
Do it the way the priests do. 
In the beginning. At the end.

The Fourth Month,

 

 

 

 

God said, 
The men made landfall at last, 
and fell to their knees on the beach,

 

shouting, “For God, for God and spices.” 
As if the sand, so white, 
the palms, so royal, could understand.

 

And in the fifth month, 
their priest translated the Confessionario  
into the local dialect.

 

The tribe watched the priest break the bread 
and mutter to it, his back to them. 
And still they watched

 

to see if, as he claimed, 
the bread became a god. 
He ate his god.

 

And the worm crawled through the village 
like a missionary, drew near 
to learn their word for paradise

 

and found it dirty, knowing only dirt. 

Lamentation over the Suwannee

 

 

 

 

I, the retired God, swore 
and threaded a new worm on the hook. 
Across the face of the deep I cast,

 

not even snagging my own reflection. 
Along the shore of the lake 
the smell of lighter fluid drifted.

 

Whose lost harps hung in the willows? 
Brother Bartolomé, put down your ghost quill. 
The dead king still does not believe

 

all that you say De Soto did. 
Is that your scribble on the water 
or the wind’s chapter and verse?

 

The osprey swoops low like a god, 
watching for movement in the water. 
Lesser egret, what good is regret?

 

My right hand withers, 
my tongue clings to the roof of my mouth. 
I winter in Florida.

Book III: Acts of the Retired God

What would be left of our tragedies if a literate insect were to present us his?

—CIORAN

 

 

Grace before Meals

 

 

 

 

Don’t interrupt me, God said. 
I may be an old god 
in the rainy season,

 

being read to by a mockingbird, 
waiting for the rain to stop—
but one for whom the Spaniards fought.

 

In the warm rain, 
knee-deep in water lilies, 
bitten under the armor

 

by the mosquitoes, malarial, 
that drove the natives deeper 
into the lilies of the lake.

 

Mock-bird, it’s time for our catechism. 
Can all land creatures swim? 
Most land-dwellers can if they have to.

 

And consider the water-strider. 
Yes, I want to hear the part 
where the famous scientist admits

all that can be known of God is 
he has an inordinate fondness 
for beetles. Bird, you and I both.

 

Do I hear myself called to dinner? 
Did they not say my name, 
saying grace? Or was it you, mocker?

After-Dinner Grace

 

 

 

 

The dead poet squatted on the windowsill, 
monkish, feeding on crumbs, 
a good cockroach in the dark.

 

Under the flowering judas, 
by the sweet cross 
of the New World passionflower,

 

the sainted roach, convert, 
slurred the Jews for his art. 
Where was the mantis to pray

 

like the pound sign 
over the insect once a bank clerk? 
Let the dead feed on the dead.

 

After such forgiveness, what? 
An after-dinner nap? 
Do I stiffen in a new house,

 

I, an old god borne by the trade winds 
to a golf-course condominium? 
Stay awake, songbird. Read me the part

 

where the scientist says 
how like a virus is religion: 
an outbreak leaves a lot of them dead.

Religion has many cunning passages. 
You could get lost on your way to bed. 
Let the dead sleep. For the dead.

Lamentation over the Fountain of Youth

 

 

 

 

Do they still take my name in vain 
at the sand trap or the water hazard 
of the Fountain of Youth Golf Course?

 

Or was it just you, mockingbird? 
But, no, you sing of the forbidden fruit 
of the gallberry, the cabbage palm.

 

How can you eat such stuff? 
O gray bird, state bird of paradise! 
Sing the old prophets, like Milton’s daughters.

 

Out of his blindness, he makes them 
pronounce the Aramaic perfectly. 
Only he need know what it means.

 

Two birds of drabbest plume before him drove . . .  
How like you the dead poet, 
who sings until we’re dry, and then sings on.

 

I, the old desert god, say, 
Pass him a grub. 
He shares your appetite for fame.

 

O my little gray Puritan, sing that line again.  
That Heav’n would want spectators,  
God want praise—I like that, out of context. 

In the Garden,

 

 

 

 

I should have dug the ha-ha deeper, 
God said, To keep them in. 
In the end

 

there was only one gardener 
I was jealous of. 
“I have so much to do,” he wrote.

 

“When I am galloping off 
in one part of the world, 
my men are making blunders in another.”

 

There was earth to be moved 
to make nature look natural. 
There were, across the water

 

in the second distance 
that was the empire, 
rebellious colonies in the new Eden.

 

And so Capability Brown—
who would let his clients plant 
only the most English of trees—

 

rode between the garden of the statesman, 
who pled for the colonies, 
and the garden of the king.

And when Brown died, 
the king said to the gardener’s assistant, 
“Now you and I can do here what we please.”

 

Past the ha-ha 
dug to keep the deer 
from the great house,

 

past the paradise garden 
now fallen from favor, 
over the ocean, past the folly,

 

past the ghost slave ship 
and the ship of cotton shroud, 
while the king’s plant hunter crouched low,

 

forced to devour his sample seeds, 
I, an old god in the New World, 
envied the king.

Book IV: The Revelations of Florida

The greatest piece of good luck Jesus had was that He died young. Had He lived to be sixty, He would have given us His memoirs instead of the cross.

—CIORAN

 

 

In the Presence of Cardinals

 

 

 

 

They scatter before me: 
down the walk the anoles bow and scrape. 
I could get used to this, God said,

 

If I were just a man. Don’t tell me 
that Emerson was right. 
If a man is a god in ruins,

 

not an animal, then I am 
just a mirror walking down the road, 
past the white cemetery.

 

They hoard their dead in the ground. 
After the rain they bring plastic flowers 
and a red toy telephone

 

bearing the words “Jesus called.” 
What do they want me to say, cardinal? 
You—you love to do the “whip, whip, whip!”

 

that is your cry alone. 
And then there you are, neck snapped, 
a little fistful of blood-colored feathers, 

who fell for your own reflection 
in the plate glass 
of Allmighty G Bail Bonds.

And Another Thing,

 

 

 

 

God said. 
On the fourth Sunday of Advent, 
in the church of the oil baron

 

in St. Augustine, they sang the Messiah  
at cruising speed. Gone the recitatives. 
Gone the one whom you seek,

 

before you even notice—
I, deus absconditus,  
gone down the street:

 

at Ripley’s Believe It or Not!  
they worship the golden six-legged calf.  
Prepare ye the way.

 

Make straight a highway down the beach. 
December, let’s go. It’s time to head south 
like the robins. Drunk on fire-thorn berries,

 

they splash in the streets 
where Hell’s Angels slouch 
toward Daytona to be reborn.

The Second Coming

 

 

 

 

To the gopher tortoise 
God said, O conquistador’s helmet 
to which the jungle laid claim!

 

O soup tureen of some lost colony, overturned! 
The possum laid out in death 
on the shoulder would show us how

 

to cross four lanes of traffic. 
Take my son with you. 
He is small enough,

 

the god of the dashboard, 
the imprimatur of Taiwan on his foot. 
The magnet won’t hold his feet to your shell.

 

To the tortoise who would enter Paradise, 
God said, Wait for the light to change 
at the corner of De Soto and Main.

A Tropical Depression

 

 

 

 

As it happens, God said, 
I’m tired of being a god. 
It happens that I can’t sleep

 

with a woodpecker knocking at the house. 
Who does he think he is, called the lord god? 
Let him find his termites somewhere else.

 

I, the voice in the whirlwind, open the door—
and someone’s cat has left a headless rat 
on the front walk. I should be moved

 

by such an offering—the gods always are. 
I should be among the dead. 
The smell of wet leaves burning

 

at a makeshift funeral pyre—
I want to cry out. Oh, what manure! 
I want to crawl under the mold.

 

I, a dung beetle who spent the day 
rolling a ball of dung across the sky, 
which is to say, a god. Let there be dark. 

Book V: Apocrypha

I don’t have to live in New York. I could live in hell.

—GARBO

 

 

The End of History

 

 

 

 

I speak in the only voice left me, 
God said, That of an old star 
light years away, half dead,

 

though you wouldn’t know it. 
A woman in dark glasses. A crank. 
I don’t have to live in Florida,

 

I could live in a condo in hell. 
I want to be alone in the movie theater. 
Cockroach, stop chewing:

 

Garbo dies for my sins. 
She coughs her way to heaven, 
tart with a rusty heart, then rises again.

 

She sweeps in like Eve, 
she swears like the Virgin Mary. 
In the paradise of Paris, she laughs,

 

a Marxist about to fall from grace, 
in love with a farcical hat. 
I love Brother Marx,  
who was right about one thing. 
I’m better the second time, 
all that tragedy made farce.

The Eighth Day,

 

 

 

 

God said, When they came to me 
and said, “You are a god,” 
I felt sick.

 

And on the ninth day, 
when they came to me and said it again, 
I thought, “They exaggerate.”

 

And on the tenth day, 
when they said, “You are God,” 
I managed to thank them.

 

And on the eleventh day, 
when I looked on all that I had made, 
I saw it wasn’t that bad.

 

And on the twelfth day, 
when I looked on myself in the mirror, 
I thought, “I am who I am.”

 

And on the thirteenth day, 
I asked why I hadn’t killed myself 
the day before.

In the End

 

 

 

 

Another Saturday night in hell, 
God said. No lost city of gold, 
and now in my name

 

the Knights of Columbus 
exact their tribute on Bingo night, 
in the old movie theater.

 

O Easter vigil! G 3! O 33! 
Into the dark the voice is carried. 
Into the cave

 

of a lily’s long white throat, 
a late worker bee has stumbled, 
refusing to rise.

 

As out of a winter sweater, 
the chameleon god shrugged off its skin 
and ate. This is my body.

 

I am what I cling to, bark or leaf. 
Seething is believing. 
I flicked my long tongue experimentally—

 

the world stuck to my word. 
To show myself, 
I puffed out the red fan of my throat 

to draw you close, to scare you off. 
Draw nigh unto me with your mouth. 
Honor me with your lips.

 

Tell this old god one last story. 
Start at the beginning 
and make it good.

The next Augustan age will dawn on the other side of the Atlantic. There will, perhaps, be a Thucydides at Boston, a Xenophon at New York, and, in time, a Vir gil at Mexico, and a Newton at Peru. At last, some curious traveler from Lima will visit England and give a description of the ruins of St. Paul’s, like the editions of Balbec and Palmyra.

—WALPOLE
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