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PUBLISHERS INTRODUCTION

 


What you hold in your hands
is a reprint of a novel by James B. Baker. The poet was originally published by
ProMart Publishing in 2002, shortly before Jim’s passing. ProMart
was Jim’s publishing company and in addition to several magazines,
ProMart would publish three novels, including the first version of
my novel The Opium of the
People. Unfortunately, money issues were
always a problem, and Jim decided to publish the books through a
vanity publisher, thus seriously hurting any chance of the books
being taken seriously or distributed to a larger audience. When I
took over here at Nomadic Delirium Press, I decided to rectify that
by re-releasing The Poet.

This book is as much fiction as it is a
journey through Jim’s philosophical view of the world. In some
ways, the book might seem a bit dated, since it is supposed to take
place in the 1990’s, but I think Jim had enough to say about the
world that it is still relevant today. In many ways, I think Jim’s
main character is Jim himself, at least in some ways. From
conversations I had with Jim, I know that he believed much of what
he said…in his oh so cantankerous way.

One last warning, the book does contain
some material that is most certainly adult in nature, so keep that
in mind as you read. Also, some women may be offended by the way
the women are treated in this book. There are several places where
they seem to almost worship Jim’s character, but I think I would be
remiss if I didn’t point out that this was not how Jim viewed
women. In fact, his opinion was quite the opposite. He felt that
women were something to be worshipped, and if you read the book
with that in mind, I think you’ll see that that is what he’s really
saying in several places.

I hope you enjoy
The Poet.

 


J Alan Erwine

Nomadic Delirium Press

March 24, 2007


CHAPTER ONE

 


In this time Max Ogilvey and I are a
man who had aged indistinctly, without renown. We were re-emerging
onto the American scene at a time when the entire male populace of
America was impotent; except, as it turned out, for Max Ogilvey.
The cause of the culture-wide disorder will receive varying
designations, likely a little of both the mental and the physical.
The designations will be to account for the spontaneous
ungeneration of the entire staff side of the American
population.

It would be important perhaps that some
understanding of the condition be attained to appreciate the story
of me and Max, for it became our road to stultifying
success.

The distaff side of the population was
flaunting their assets, arising from the purity of their
desperation; unloved and lo!, unpregnant for many years. They would
be fair game for a man who could get a hard on, that would be
without the need to piss. The Max was marching onto this
scene.

I was a silent partner. Max was a
filthy man. We will use his nom to avoid confusion for his
accumulation of multiple personas within the Ogilvey body. The body
was dressed in the ragged, vestiged vestments of a priest. It was a
long, black robe that flared. He was wearing nothing underneath,
for naught was all we could afford for the common bod.

The bod was finally strong at this
time, both mentally and physically. This had not always been true.
We were now striding onto a stage, into a society that had become
frozen while we were out of it into an enforced
effeteness.

When Max was only himself within the
Ogilvey body, he had opted out of society for sixteen years. He had
chosen to forego the tensions of everyday living, becoming a
walking Rip Van Winkle. Now we were returning in our drearily
rumpled robe.

‘Neath that robe dangled free the sac
for the bod’s sperm. The bod had traveled widely during all of
those sixteen years. We were in the Crescent City when Max finally
re-awakened, something I had tried to get him to do for
years.

Our bod was sitting on a curb five feet
below sea level. Max was in command and he was holding a book open
in reading position. In passing, a young woman looked at the book,
then a glance down the long length of Max.

I had enough control in our mind that I
established instant rapport with her subconscious. She was married.
She was set up very well as in beautiful and nicely tonsured. She
felt herself akin to so many of the young women in America in this
tenth decade of the twentieth century. She was smoothly athletic
and so very sketchily clad.

A soft wind off the delta ployed her
fore and aft breechclout aprons as well as the dandling flaps over
each of her nipples. As it was for our bod in its indigency so it
was with her in fashion. Her scantiness was the latest, fashionably
unclad she was clean- ‘neath eye of any beholder.

She was here on the edge of New
Orleans’ seedy slums, to continue busy-ness that she and others
like her contrive to fill their days. Nearby was a pretentious Ye
Olde Antique Shoppe; just for Yuppies. She felt she needed an
oddment to abut baby Grande. Her husband was a locally famous
pianist. She stopped as a rare frown wrinkled her fair brow. For a
second she seemed to doubt her exotic, flaming-hair beauty. The
doubts may have arisen because her husband and lovers were all
impotent, now she was looking at Max.

Max had not looked at her for he was
too absorbed in his book. She had a doubt, so she looked at herself
in the cracked mirror outside the nearby barbershop. She fluffed
her halo of fiery hair. The mirror was there for that purpose, to
advertise the barbershop subliminally and for the vain. She smiled.
It was an intimate smile between her and her alter-image. Both were
reassured.

Through her eyes we saw the surly
visages dimly as they stared out at her from the miraged interior
of the shop. The reflection of the potholed street distorted their
faces. Even so the hopelessness of their male hunger for her female
beauty showed through. Unwittingly her thoughts told me she was
unsated of herself as she took note of their spectatorial regard.
She was femme fair walking, almost a walking Lady
Godiva.

The barbershop quartet’s sheepdog eyes
dropped, their shoulders rose and dropped, not purposely a shrug.
One said, “In the old days I would’a.” He stopped to figure just
what he would’a and another one mocked him.

“Whad’ya mean the old days? Ya’ ain’t
past thirty.”

“Thirty-one. An’ I mean when we could
all still get a hard on; when my wife treated me like a man an’ not
like a chore boy.... well, gol-daug since I cain’t satisfy
her.”

Another one said, “We’re all that way,
boy; a huge company.”

He replied, “Why?”

It was the question in my portion of
the Max mind and I had to figure we would find out in the weeks and
months ahead.

The woman turned back to our bod. She
mouthed her maundering, “What’s he reading? What a purty smile.”
Her lips quivered as she smiled reflexively.

We aroused her curiosity, but she was
cautious as she viewed what she assumed was the village idiot. The
body was filthy and decked out in its priestly vestments. Max had
become aware. I could tell because he was turning the pages by
reflex and much too fast. He was allowing strange things to happen
to our bod, glandular stiffening.

Sixteen years of habit reasserted
itself and he was reading again. She was more than curious as she
moved closer to peer over our shoulder. He was holding the book
right. She squinted for she would not wear her glasses in public.
Vanity was a hard master. She leaned from the waist and peered at
Max.

She saw that his lips weren’t moving
though his eyes did. He was competent, but not a speed-reader. His
near hand moved, dropping down between his legs. He seemed to
be…”Max!” It wasn’t often he could shock me, “You’re in mixed
company.”

Her thoughts coalesced, causing her
eyes to change. Her thoughts touched her groin and Max’s. She was
aware of the pleasure of the delta breeze against her
hairless…Anyone could have read those thoughts. I was better than
most, but still an amateur…”Can he get a hard on?” In the quietness
of her thoughts she was explicit. Likely she would not be so in
mixed company. I would guess she was descendant of the Creole. She
smiled as she twisted her lips to bare white teeth. She spoke aloud
in pleasant modulation as though she was in the presence of
idiocy…”We women are by nature the keepers of the race’s sexual
reality and men are the keepers of the dream, sexual fantasies. We
see the sexual activities of our children from birth and most men
don’t…” I thought she was echoing Max’s thoughts until I realized
she was reading what Max was reading.

She continued in her own thoughts.
.”Filthy he is, an idiot he isn’t. If I gave him a bath…? Something
about him, body…stop it! My tits are setting up, can he get
a…?”

It was easy to read her mind. She told
herself not to be so desperate as to pick up filth off the
curb…”We’ell I am, but I won’t!” She turned and walked away, away
from the one man in America who could still get a hard
on.

Max was aware of her as a woman and he
consciously acknowledged his pleasure when he had felt her nipples
against his back. It was a never mind me. I’d made the Ogilvey body
aware of sex before. Max was now independently aware of it. Sex was
the best medicine to rout shadows from our mind.

As Max slipped his book into his
special underarm pocket, he stood. He watched the young woman walk
away. She disappeared into the Antique shop and out of Max’s
mind.

He talked to himself…”I must get to
California, to the Los Angeles basin to find myself a career there.
But, until I make improvements in my circumstances, wardrobe and
hygiene I must expect to continue with shank’s mare and now is as
good a time as any to get started.”

“Haven’t you forgotten something, Mr.
Ogilvey?”

“What? Who said that?”

“It is I, Moxie, Max.”

“Don’t bother. You’re a figment, and I
don’t need non-realities anymore. Keep still or keep out of my
mind.”

It was as though he waited for me to
speak again, but I knew better. I had to continue my policy of
non-confrontation avoidance.

I had seen Max getting stronger in the
last few years, until he became the strong one. I used to be the
dominant persona. He was speaking again as though I didn’t
exist.

“Lemme’ see. If I take Hi-way 61 north
and west, I’ll be able to cross the Mississippi at Baton Rouge.
From there I can hit Hi-way 190 and go west, playing it by ear
after that.

“But I gotta’ watch out for those
small-town cops.”

I caused Max to turn the bod’s head as
we passed the barbershop so that I could watch the envy on the
faces of the quartet as they in turn watched the free swing of our
long legs. They seemed to be sighing for the freedom
implied.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Before erasing the world sixteen years
before, Max departed from the safe cocoon of his daily routine. It
was on the day things began to unravel for him—the day he created
me. A new company memo had just been circulated.

Triggers are made of such things, and
the mind does the rest.

In that huge room full of desks, his
was a small one, and he was an insignificant clerk among many. He
worked on insurance claims and adjustments for the
company.

Whatever the memo said, it was
cathartic, mentioning the increase in fees that would affect all
new insurance policies and renewals of old ones.

The trigger could’ve been the increase,
or it could’ve been the cynicism of the corporate attitude.
Probably it was a combination of Max’s days and memos I wasn’t
there at the time, so I don’t know. Some things aren’t
retroactive.

I came about because Max wouldn’t talk
to flesh-and-blood individuals. He was very lonely, and probably
not very sane at the time. To be honest, he was a mental mess for a
long, long time.

He said later it must’ve been a burst
blood vessel in his brain. He passed out. I believe he retreated
and began his walking somnolence act. That would last sixteen
years. If Max ever faces those painful memories, he might learn for
sure.

He came to wearing a huge smile. That
was unusual, because he never smiled before. He wore that smile all
the years I knew him, and he’s just now beginning to modify it.
Finally, he became aware of it, and it embarrassed him.

It was a smile of beatitude, unlike the
smiles of normal people. He beamed that beatific smile at the world
ever since. He still wore a shadow of it in New Orleans, but he was
learning to live without it for longer and longer periods of time.
Few people had such a smile—it was based on naivete.

Max’s smile frightened people in his
office.

“What’s the matter, Max?”

“Hey, Max! Max! Mr. Ogilvey, are you
all right?”

As far as I’ve learned, Max discarded
everything at that moment—his name, his job, his worldly goods, and
the world. He donned his coat and marched out of the place without
a backward glance. He never went back.

He walked out into a snowstorm.
Snowflakes and skirts flew, and he saw an occasional display of red
where the cold chafed intimate places. Nothing swerved his gaze. He
seemed to have forgotten women.

The wind had a chill factor of thirty
degrees below zero as it came off the lake. It brawled around
corners and down the man-made cliffs of tall buildings.

Max grinned at the wind, carrying his
smile like a message to the world. Max was embarrassed when he
remembered, sometimes forming a moue. “I had the smile as the
manifestation,” he once said. “Now I have to find the achievements
to match it.”

As he did so many times before, Max
left his place of work and took the bus home. He got off at his
usual stop and took the elevator to his apartment.

When he entered his room, he took off
his hat and coat and sat. He was there a long time, and his smile
remained as he stared blankly at the wall.

He might’ve been in a trance or
catatonic, and the wattage of his smile never dimmed. He lost the
ability to make decisions, and his responses to his environment
were automatic. He managed to speak once before his mind stopped
completely. The telephone rang, but he sat in trance and didn’t
answer until the caller hung up.

Later, at dusk, he stirred. He stood
and drifted toward his bathroom. He used the toilet and flushed it,
then he drifted back into his living room and bedroom. He stood by
the only window staring at the fall of snow—soft, white, wet, and
deadly. He beamed his beatific smile at the world, and the
telephone rang again.

He picked it up automatically. “Yes?
This used to be his residence, but there’s no one here by that
name. I used to be him, but things change. Good day. No, I can’t
help you. I’m leaving. I won’t be back. I have much to do, you see.
I have reading to do, and, oh, other things that I’ve neglected in
life.”

As best I can reconstruct events; those
were the words he used to avow his intent to disregard it all. It
would be many years before he resumed his mien, and even more years
before he allowed the injuries inflicted by mankind to become pain
with his mind and body.

When Max dropped the receiver into its
cradle, he hung up on the world for sixteen years. He unplugged the
telephone and his television. He sat on the bed, immobile for a
long time. There was no one close enough to him to rush over and
see if he was all right.

When he finally stood, the white,
falling snow was dark in the night. He put on his hat and coat,
then he dropped his key ring on the dining room table. It held his
car key, his apartment key, and the key to his deposit box he’d
rented for years.

Once in the hall, Max looked right and
left, then he turned toward the bank of elevators. He took his time
pushing the call button. He watched the numbers change above the
door, but just before the elevator arrived, he walked to the
stairwell. He descended through the chill, buttoning his coat and
turning up his collar. It took him a while to walk down eighteen
flights, but he had plenty of time. He exited the stairwell and
strolled across the lobby, then he walked into the wind’s
teeth.

 


Max left his apartment door agape when
he left. A small man got off the elevator Max almost took, and he
bustled down the hall to Max’s apartment. He was about to ring the
bell when he saw the door was open. He pushed it gingerly open with
a gloved hand. What he feared had already happened. Max was gone,
and he left everything behind.

I know that to be true, because I
called for General Delivery for Max Ogilvey in Denver, Colorado,
and there was a letter from the man. He sent various letters around
the country, offering restitution, but Max never salved the man’s
conscience.

The man stood there for a while before
making up his mind. He took the key ring and closed and locked the
apartment door, then he took the elevator down.

He found Max’s car and looked at it. He
kicked a tire, then looked around. Max wasn’t anywhere to be seen,
so the man drove the car away. He whistled most of the way
home.

 


Max was thirty-three when he started
his trek. Early on, he developed the bad habit of not eating often
or much, and the habit stuck. His body often forgets to signal for
food, because he rarely could afford to buy any. Lack of money
extended to his wardrobe. It was a wonder Max didn’t die from
hypothermia. He was often cold. As years passed, he developed
mannerisms that matched his smile. He failed to remove a build-up
of wax in his left ear. That made him hard of hearing. He smiled,
cupped his left ear, and tilted his head when he listened to
something.

Some would’ve expected him to gather
disciples or believers, or that someone with money might’ve noticed
Max’s lack and provided for his needs, but neither
happened.

As Max developed new characteristics to
match his life-style, he gradually thinned to gauntness. He
could’ve been mistaken for a consumptive or an idiot. If people
looked closely, though, it would’ve been apparent that he wasn’t an
idiot or senile. He was just odd or slightly mad.

During his wanderings, he seemed to
travel in a void. He inflicted discomfort on those who tried to
converse with him, but he never noticed. Max always walked into or
away from the sunrise, spanning the continent. No one knows how
many times he crossed the continent during those years.

He became familiar to transcontinental
truck drivers. He frightened them, bringing their superstitions to
the surface, because he seemed able to travel faster on foot than
they in their vehicles.

When Max walked away from his job at
the age of thirty-three, he weighed two hundred thirty pounds, and
he was six-feet-three-inches tall. During the years of his roving,
he usually weighed one hundred thirty-five pounds.

Max wasn’t catatonic, because he was
always on the move. As a secondary persona, I don’t know the proper
term for his condition. He acted like a deaf-mute.

During those years, he handled
necessary external contacts for food, clothing, shelter, and
disposal of waste. Most of that became automatic and done in
silence. When possible, he did them alone. Eventually, he invented
me.

Even so, he maintained a door to the
world by indulging his need to read. He always had a book with
him.

When he read a book down to tatters, he
traded it at a public library for another. If he picked up a book
in Toledo, Ohio, he might deposit it on a shelf in Denver. No one
ever gainsaid such exchanges during his sixteen years on the
road.


CHAPTER THREE

 


In his forty-ninth year, Max regained
his mental clarity, his desire for cleanliness, and his desire for
women, but not necessarily in that order. He became resistant to
me, and to my presence. I don’t know what effect that will have on
him when we have our battle. It must come, and it’ll likely mean my
death.

Sanity demands organization in life and
organized compensations. Max began to actively desire such things.
At some time before RVW, his Rip Van Winkle syndrome, Max may’ve
had sexual encounters. He seems to think his earlier self was
somewhat of a nerd.

He once told me, “Not only was my prior
self a wimp, but he was on the road to total impotence, mentally
and physically, from overindulgence in dietary pap and beer. He had
a belt-lapping paunch. On the day I took command and opted out, all
that changed.

“I set out on an unbeaten path,” Max
announced, “a path that diverged from my Bible-pounding father, a
deacon in a holy-roller church while he was still alive.

“My new path was offbeat and crazy. I’m
changing again, though. I’m coming out of it, and I’m my own
man.”

Max hasn’t settled with me yet. It’s a
question of dominance. We see most things eye-to-eye, and we must
decide who wields the power over our body and mind.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


“Hey, Max, you lunkhead, when’s the big
change gonna take place?”

“Don’ t talk to me that way anymore.
You show me respect, or you’re gone. Change only comes with time,
and you must give me adequate time. You’ve had yours. You were
available when I needed you, when I was convalescent, but now it’s
my turn. You’ll be silent in the future unless I speak to you or
give you permission to speak.

“I’ m grateful for your forbearance and
contribution to my recovery, but you tended to be breezy, saucy,
and sassy, so can it.”

 


That little tete-a-tete took place
along a road in East Texas. Evidence of Max’s late flowering could
be found when he met the preacher of that town.

Max strode into town, because it was
far from the beaten path of traverse and commerce. He had been
indulging in silent commune with the world and exercising his
newfound sense of the ridiculous. That was a role I used to play
alone for our good.

Max would no longer impose on himself a
cone of silence, because he was no longer isolated. Since I could
no longer tap his thoughts at will, I had to assume, based on past
experience, what he was thinking or how he’d react to a
situation.

I knew he took the little man walking
toward us to be a preacher. Max probably reached that conclusion by
osmosis. He looked down on the little man’s bald spot, partially
covered by his combed cowlick.

Max was prepared for the preacher to
speak when their paths crossed, and he consciously decided to
reply. Max would use his voice to communicate with another human
being instead of rejecting them with his body language, a thing he
did for sixteen years.

In turn, the preacher saw a scarecrow
of a man wearing a priest’s flowing garb. Max was as bleakly clad
as a huge, wingless, land-bound crow.

I saw the preacher judge Max to be
staggering along only on pride and willpower, close to his last
leg. He probably assumed Max was malnourished and physically
debilitated, perhaps near starvation. If that were the preacher’s
thought, he was almost right.

I deemed the man nice, and he was also
practical. He knew how far to offer aid without being excessive. I
took him to be an adopted southerner, and he knew about men and
their pride.

I never knew where Max’s prejudice
against organized religion came from, but it wasn’t from that time
in East Texas. Perhaps it came from somewhere on his trek that
began in Crescent City.

In that small town in the piney East
Texas woods, the small-bodied preacher met that caricature of a man
Max. When dubious distinctions were involved, I always let Max have
the honors.

Max was long and lean and he flapped
along. He was filthy, and a stench preceded him. I knew the
preacher probably wanted to hold his nose. He was human, after
all.

Unfortunately, preachers must be more
forbearing than others. When they met, the preacher was forty-eight
and Max was forty-nine. The preacher could pass for sixty, while
Max looked like a down-and-out thirty-five.

“Son, I’m Preacher Peiznes. I need a
cup of coffee, and it’s the nature of my calling that I shouldn’t
be alone when imbibing. Will you have a cup with me? Do you have
the time?”

The rictus of Max’s smile changed
subtly as he shifted to a genuine one. “Pas...Preach…I accept.
Thank you.”

I was appalled at the rusty caw of our
long-disused voice, completing the picture Max presented as a human
crow. The preacher shook with laughter. He was helpless with
hysteria.

“Excuse me,” Peiznes said.

“Worry not, Sir. I haven’t spoken aloud
for many years. I know I sound like a raucous crow, and I have a
lot of time to make up. I can’t do that by wasting time resenting
honest amusement just because I’m presently ridiculous.”

Preacher Peiznes captured our
attention, and we couldn’t have selected a better candidate to
initiate contact with a culture grown foreign over the
years.

In any event, he led Max to the only
cafe in the town.

I deemed the waitress barely
twenty-one. We were in a wet county, and liquor was served there.
She wore a uniform that bared more than less. She knew it, and she
wriggled her pelvis and smiled.

Her smile died when she looked into
Max’s eyes. I wished she could look into mine. She seemed
self-conscious, and she made a fig leaf gesture in front of her
loincloth as if to hide her groin.

Her face turned dour as she realized
she shouldn’t react to someone like Max. She flushed in resentful
anger, realizing a smelly, old bum made her interested. Her nipples
hardened in response to Max’s burning stare, since her lack of
sexual fulfillment made her more susceptible than
normal.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


I could almost hear Preacher Peiznes’
thoughts as he stared at the tall, gaunt man before him. He stared
with big eyes, but thoughtfully. He asked Max to call him Preacher
Tom, which was what his congregation called him. They conversed for
over an hour, and I pouted instead of listening. It wasn’t totally
true that I couldn’t read Max’s thoughts. I could tap his
consciousness as he formed words just before speaking or thinking.
Each time he spoke, it created an opening into his
subconscious.

What Max did mostly was eat and think.
He was on his second helping of pancakes and eggs. Preacher Tom
seemed pleased to pay for it. I never saw Max drink so much
coffee.

He was so full, when he whacked his
stomach it sounded like the taut head of a skin drum. With his
hunger sated, he turned to other things.

The excess of food didn’t make him
sleepy, and Max began to notice what the waitress wore, while all
the men noticed Max’s special way of looking. What she wore was
very little, and it was like a uniform. It wasn’t correct to call
it too short or small, because that was the fashion.

Men’s shame finally came home to roost
after centuries of hidden barnyard giggles. The same ribald humor
told by a woman or by women in mixed company sounded crude and
vulgar.

The more desperate women got, the more
desperate their display, demeanor, and vocabulary. Max didn’t know
that, but he wasn’t able to get me into that cone of silence of
his. I knew.

The pedestals in men’s minds were
becoming empty.

Drug use and moral degradation went
hand-in-hand, spreading through American culture in the last few
decades, and the faerie folk found new playmates as straight men
converted to bisexual.

Men felt threatened in their manhood by
the increasing aggressiveness of women’s lib. Men thought they
could play at being perverts without being threatened in their
manliness.

Alphabet diseases stymied bisexuality,
and impotence became the only healthy condition left.

That was the world Max came back to. He
only saw the exterior manifestations, the ones shown by desperate
American women.

Max controlled his eyes as they began
to widen. He wasn’t aware of the simmering anger beneath most men’s
exteriors. In time, he would learn of it. Before he did, he would
be hurt by naively parading his potency in public. That was no
longer the thing to do.

When he met Preacher Tom, he was a man
whose fire, for procreation had simmered enough to allow him to be
civilized in accordance with his calling, so he wouldn’t be
subverted by one of nature’s pervasive forces.

Sex was like gravity. Both were mild
and weak, mostly controllable, but they pervaded
everything.

In a sense of shame and defeat, men
became filled with desperation. They didn’t know why, though.
Perhaps men began to doubt their personal identities as well as
their sexual ones.

Was Charlie becoming
Charlene?

The sex drive was present as long as
men were alive, whether or not children were created. People had to
learn to indulge its psyche-warping power in more healthy
ways.

While all that took place, Max was
fighting his own battle in his own way. He finally returned to the
land of men. He was partially cured, and that meant trouble for me.
I believed he developed a strong, healthy self-image. He stared at
the waitress, trying to see under the flaps of her loincloth. She
was naked enough that an opportune moment might arise.

I caught a glimmer of thought from Max.
He realized he was naked under his robe. He let himself sink that
low while he was isolated. A time came, though, when he had to take
a stand or sink out of sight from his society.

Damn! Max thought. It’s time for me to come
back, to repay the world for taking care of me during the past
sixteen years. That support continues. Preacher Tom bought me two
breakfasts, and he isn’t that well off.

I wondered if Max remembered that I
took care of him, too.

Max returned from his brief bout of
self-awareness and heard Preacher Tom saying, “...and so my daddy
was right when he said it during the thirties and the big
depression. He said, if women’s skirts got any shorter they’d have
two more cheeks to powder. He was right too. It’s a naughty thing
for a preacher’s eye, but the ways of the world continue to
change.

“Even so, Mary Jane is a pretty one.
She’s the waitress.

“I’m proud of my dad, because his
predictions were mostly right. I don’t approve of pessimism, but
preachers are human, and I can quote you that from the Good
Book.”

“The Bible?” Max’s voice croaked as he
spoke for the first time in a while.

“That’s right, Sir.” Preacher Tom
paused, abashed at having gone from son to sir in just over two
hours. “The Bible. In the beginning was the word, and the word was
God.”

“Genesis!”

Preacher Tom seemed confused by the
strong response. “Yes.”

Max smiled. His gaze turned inward as
he thought on the keys to his own thoughts coming from Preacher
Tom. He sipped his coffee, and I caught glimpses of his thoughts
that went back sixteen years.

I wondered what could possess a man to
will himself to such anger that he burst a blood vessel in the
brain and froze his life for so long.

Max’s father was a religious fanatic in
the last two years of his life after a blood clot was discovered in
his brain. He eventually died of a stroke.

How Max divided the time periods in his
life between us, the personas he created, and his father,
disciplined us harshly. It was a two-year time of trial and
tribulation. I wondered if those two bad years of physical
discipline overturned the fifteen years that preceded them or the
good man Max’s father once was.

It seemed that pain was easy to
remember as something to avoid, particularly when the pain came
from someone near and dear.

In the two years it took the blood clot
to kill Max’s father, he had a mild case of mal de mer. Max
apparently inherited the weakness, because he, too, had a small
blood vessel burst in his brain. He survived, though. It took
sixteen years, and the problem never recurred.

As best as I could ascertain, Max never
hated his father for the pain he caused. He only resented the
tenets he used for his discipline. Since Max never hated him, he
never would. He laid that memory to rest. It was a battle few ever
won once they were sucked into its morass

I watched through our eyes as Preacher
Tom saw Max grimace at the thought of his father. He got the full
impact of Max’s return to the world. Preacher Tom smiled
involuntarily.

Max’s grimace was gone, disappearing
behind a thoughtful serenity for several minutes. He still had far
to go to become the person of consequence I believed he could be.
After he recanted his rejection of the world, that would
come.

Max was learning to speak again, and a
bright smile came through on occasion. He held in reserve his
brilliant eyes and his smile. It was true, familiarity could breed
contempt, and too much of a good thing became bad. Too much of the
new Max was bad for me.

“Thank you, Preacher Tom, “ Max said.
“I’m full. I haven’t eaten so much at one sitting in a long time.
If I don’t watch out, I may become obese.

“Over the past years I’ve hinted at,
I’ve read much and thought a great deal. It’ll take me some time to
gain perspective on it. How long has it been since I spoke with my
mouth and heard myself?

“I’ve come to believe that we always
know more than we’re aware of, and that we’re capable of doing more
than we think.

“It’s been a long time since I spoke or
had conversation. It’s almost a surprise I can still do so. My
throat feels like sandpaper, and I still speak like a crow. I look
like a scarecrow, too. I still can’t remember the reason or reasons
why I left my job and went on the road. I remember anger, a painful
jab in my temples, then I remember walking away. Everything since
feels like a dream.”

If Max bothered to ask me, I could tell
him more.

“One day I might remember it all, but I
doubt it truly matters. I wouldn’t remember any better by
continuing my silence and having conversation with the invented
companions in my mind.”

I was offended at the word
invented.

“You mentioned the Bible. That jars my
mind. I recently read an article about cathartic change, and I
think I’m going through one. It’s an awakening, and I was ready to
be awakened. I needed only the challenge.

“Thinking has its place, but I can now
temper it with action. I must talk, and other action will surely
follow.

“I’m sorry,” Max said. “In the Bible,
man is put to no account. Preachers like you would tell me I have
free will, but I must reply that the Bible and many of its
interpreters tell me I must conform within narrow limits, or I’ll
die. It seems to me man is the subject of whim and caprice. Is that
free will?

“On the other hand, the individual is
mortal while the race reaches immortality through its offspring.
That’s normal. Even so, the individual still strives as I’m
prepared to do. I believe in a form of free will, but I don’t
believe in all the mystical restrictions many wish to
impose.

“The more we learn of the universe, the
more it seems that it’s a miracle life exists at all. The options
nature has to produce life on earth are infinite. Each time a new
star is born and worlds begin to evolve nearby, chemical
combinations begin, and the spark of life has another
chance.

“I’ve read many ancient annals and
annals on the ancients. One thing is evident—man’s insatiable
obsession for pomp and ceremony. Ancient kings and gods demanded
absolute obeisance from their subjects. That was the right of
kings, which came from the gods. Kings were the font and fart of
life, and they controlled the serfs’ right to breathe.

“Your Old Testament is permeated with
kings and tribulations, painting the ancient god of the Hebrews as
another with the demand for worship, a demand for the
acknowledgment of divine right and ritual. There’s nothing in the
Old Testament about free will. Words often confuse, and it may be
the Tower of Babel is still with us.

“I’m sure you’ve considered all that,
Preacher Tom, in your own way.“

Preacher Tom hadn’t indulged in a
theological discussion since his graduate studies at SMU in Dallas,
Texas. Although sorely tempted, I could see he wouldn’t succumb. He
surreptitiously held his hand near his nose to ward off Max’s foul
smell. He had a reason for his fortitude against Max’s odor, but it
wasn’t the same reason Mary Jane would use, asking Max to bathe if
she learned he was sexually potent. Preacher Tom had no reason to
dally. He did his Christian duty. He fed the needy, and he could
go. Still, he remained.

“Well, I…” Preacher Tom
began.

Confused by his Christian obligation
versus his increasing discomfort, he realized Max wasn’t listening.
Max was still talking. After years of silence, his verbal flood was
in full flow.

Max swept aside such timid utterances.
“You know, Preacher, I can’t accept—although I’m sure you do—that
it’s divine intervention that we’ve met. It’s apparent I’ve walked
the byways and highways of this country, but it isn’t apparent that
I’ve been searching and found some answers to things. Any answer
I’ve reached isn’t a pat one, nor is it patented, nor is it
jingoistic. There’s a word for you.

“I know the same world’s here. It’s
just that it and I seem a bit older. The perceptions I’ve developed
over time have finally warped me to a proper skew so I can enjoy
what I see, facing it and commenting on it normally.

“The thing that always forced me to
retreat has been my inability to cope. The trigger for everyone’s
loaded gun differs between situations, and it all comes down to
each of us searching for our own form of salvation. I could tell
you, but…

“I’ll die some day, losing my identity
to a headstone like everyone else. Still, we always search for
salvation. Some of us are like wandering Jews, crying in the
marketplaces of the world. Some are like the ancient mariner, going
to our graves with albatrosses hanging from our necks.

“America was populated by immigrants,
people or their descendants looking for franchise and salvation.
They brought their cultures and cultural troubles with them. Just
being here solved many of their old problems, then they faced new
ones.

“We’re proud of our immigrant past, as
we should be, but soon we must close our frontiers and formally
cease to save the poor and oppressed of the world. If we don’t,
we’ll lose our identity and our advantage as the world’s leading
country. We’re in the throes of shutting off welfare, or there
won’t be any money left over for research and development. Since
when have we furnished money for R and D anyway?

“What’s our population, Preacher, three
hundred million?

“We build buildings that scrape the
sky, and we could build farms hundreds of stories tall if we
utilized hydroponics. We could get three or four crops a year,
while making room for parks. Cities and farms could be side-by-side
or in the same building, and each community could be complete
within itself.

“That won’t work if we’re smothered by
indigents from all over the world. Wouldn’t it be better for each
community and nation to develop their own farms and cities, keeping
their citizens at home?

“Oh, well. What the hell. What do you
think the worst problem is in the world, Preacher? What’s worsened
in the past sixteen years? It’s good I talk to someone like you, to
have selected you as my Judas goat. You serve as a Judas goat,
leading my thoughts back to the light of day. I certainly couldn’t
talk to a psychiatrist.

“No doctor of the mind for me, “ Max
said. “He might find me crazy and commit me. I wouldn’t care to
talk with an atheist, or an agnostic. I’m selfish in my
prerogatives.
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