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In the year 866 AD, a student cleric at the Monastery of Saint Vidacandle at Swivens-on-the-Thames (a small hamlet famous for spicy sausages and knockwursts), Ignatius Payola (Iggy ‘the near blind’ to his friends) was deeply burrowed into his ecclesiastical studies for the priesthood.  But on a fair spring morning in late April, he found himself in a total state of panic.  His frantic dashing about like a mad man scared the Holy Spirit out of old Friar Fitz-Vitusdancer, who was certain the Vikings had returned.  The center of young Ignatius’ frantic dash was, of all things, a copy of the Bible.  In fact, it was his copy of his family’s Bible from which he studied (the one with the over-sized calligraphy print that he could actually see and the only book used at the monastery), and it was missing.  Although Ignatius had a deep and devout fear of God the Father, it dwarfed in comparison to the genuine terror he had for his father the mother’s husband.  The idea of having to tell dear old dad he lost the family treasure was a chalice he hoped would pass.  It was unlikely dear old dad would be willing to mortgage the family business to raise the money to buy another Bible.  And even if he was, the three-year wait to have it copied by French monks, plus the six months in the mail to get it to him… well!  The monastery of Saint Vidacandle at Swivens-on-the-Thames would have replaced him with a fat old friar and an 855 AD donkey to be named later.  It had happened before.
Ignatius ran out of the monastery and started searching the hills he had wandered through on Sunday as he preached God’s word to the peasants.  Iggy liked being outside the confines of the monastery walls amongst the ordinary people, being amongst the birds and beasts in the fields (and all the farmer’s daughters running around in their low-cut peasant blouses).  His Abbot assured him that this perverse pleasure would secure his place in the world as nothing more than a common village parson, which was okay—if you liked that sort of thing.  
Iggy wandered about for several hours checking every haystack he had enlightened a farmer’s daughter on the Holy Words in the Good Book, and explaining how pregnancy could be prevented by prayer, but to no avail.  He sat on a hillside overlooking Swivens-on-the-Thames and, with sunken heart, offered a prayer to God for the return of his Good Book as the sun sat low in the afternoon sky.  “God,” he prayed, “I beg you for a miracle.  Please… PLEASE, oh Lord.  Send me back my Bible so I may learn the full truth of your Word!”
No sooner had the humble cleric finished his prayer when a rather hefty serpent slithered towards him with, of all things, the missing book in its mouth.  At least, Ignatius thought it was a snake—it was a bit out of focus.  He hoped it wasn’t the Beast of the Thames, the strange monster that was rumored to have been crawling out of the river and raiding the town for the last two hundred years.
The snake slithered up to him, still carrying the Bible in its jaws.  The young monk couldn't believe his eyes.  He took the precious book out of the snake's jaws, raised his eyes heavenward and exclaimed, “Holy Father!  It’s the miracle I prayed for!”
The serpent, a rather large one, lifted its head and looked the monk right in his eyes.  “Not really, buster” alleged the snake.  “Your name is written inside the cover.”
The stunned monk paused, looking at the talking snake, thought and spoke.  “You read, too?”
“Not as much as I’d like.  It’s 866, there’s not that much to read!”  The serpent curled up in the monk’s lap.  “Iggy…”
“You know my name?”
“Inside cover, remember?  You gotta be more careful.  You got hordes of Vikings running around.  You’d look funny without a head.  You seem to be a good guy, I’d hate to see ya dead.”
“Why, that’s a very kind thought.  You seem very nice, not at all what I’ve been told serpents are like.”
The snake shook his head.  “You gotta be kidding me.  You look like a bright guy, don’t tell me you bought that Garden of Eden stuff.  Man, that’s crazy!”
“That’s the Word of God!”
“Word of God?  Are you kidding me?  That’s the handed-down, almost-the-Word-of-God removed two hundred times from the source.  The only thing it gets right is the names of the culprits.  And by the way, they weren’t the first people.  When Lilith filed for a divorce from Adam, she ran off with a used camel salesman, Josephus the long, although why folk called him that I’ll never know—he was five feet and one inch tall.  Boy, that Lilith, what a nympho.  Lilith rampaged through the Garden when Adam wouldn’t or couldn’t.  She’d bang a snake if someone held the head—and I know that for a fact!  Adam got the better of the deal when that bum left him.  Anyway, she moved in with Josephus and her in-laws in the next garden.”
“Next garden?  There was more than one?”
“Oh, yeah.  There was dozens of them.  They was pretty nice, too, but not like THE garden.  Adam used to walk through his fields with his son Cain and point at the east side of the Garden of Eden where a cherubim with a flaming sword was flashing marched back and forth to guard the way to the Tree of Life.  He’d tell Cain, ‘We used to live there.  Your mother ate us out of house and home,’ and shake his fist in the direction of their mud hut where Eve was toiling over a hot fire pit.”
The young monk scratched his head in a very thoughtful fashion.  “You mean Adam and Eve didn’t have a good marriage?”
“Well,” the serpent began slowly, “Adam and Eve actually had a pretty good marriage compared to the marriages of today.  Think about it!  He didn’t have to hear about all the men she could have married, and she never had to hear about the way his mother cooked!  It would have been fine, but kids change everything.  Then it was nag, nag, nag!”
“Good point,” Ignatius mumbled, more to himself than the snake.  “How do you know all this stuff?”
“Hey!  You got your Bible, we got ours.  We’re the other talking animals.  Remember what your Bible said about us, ‘more wise than any beast of the field’?  That’s us, brother.”
“How come I never heard a snake talk before?”
“We don’t have anything to say to you.  Every time we opened our mouths, you guys piled more dirt on us.  ‘Cursed are you above all livestock and all wild animals!  You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life.  And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.’  Wow!  God put the old kibosh on us with that one!  And we were getting ready to grow arms and legs!  Holy smokes, what a talker Eve was.  She’d roll those big eyes…”
“She lied?”
“Like a friggin’ Persian rug!  What’d she have to lose?  Adam did not want to hear it from her.  The first thing to happen after he took a bite of the lemon—”
“Lemon?  It wasn’t an apple?”
“Get serious, monk.  One bite, and the only thing he got out of listening to the little woman was the realization they were naked because of her!  And it was cold, it was raining, and he had strange pointed thing stickin’ out in front of him every time he looked at Eve.  Well!  He prepared a pair of pants out of fig leaves and made it absolutely clear to Eve that he wore the plants in the family!  Her free meal ticket was going out the window, and she needed someone to blame to try and get Adam and God’s heat off her.  God blamed someone else, all right!  Sangfroid tried to—”
“Who’s Sangfroid?”
“Huh?  Oh… the first snake.  He was a victim of circumstance, and tried to reason with God that he was just passin’ by.  But try as he might, he was so upset at Eve for stabbing him in the back that old Sangfroid couldn’t get the words out.  All he could do was lay there in the dust all limp and hiss.  It was a real bad case of a reptile dysfunction.”
“Why do you tell me these things?  Surely you lie, as your ancestor lied to Eve in the Garden.  Oh God, protect—”
“Yo!  Holy Herman.  Ease up.  You don’t realize it, but you only know one way to tell the story.  The Jews tell it another way, and over there in the far east a new religion just taking off tells it another way.  Damn, you guys can’t get anything straight!  And you know why?”
“Why?”
“You never got it right the first time.  You don’t listen!  Why do you think we don’t ever want to talk with you!  I read the first part of your book, and nowhere… nowhere does it mention the part where God takes a good look at Adam and says, ‘I gotta be able to do better than that!’ and creates Eve—which, in my humble opinion, wasn’t much of an improvement.  Sangfroid always said he liked Lilith better.  Yessir, she could really straighten a snake out!”
There was a sudden noise behind the pair, the cracking of twigs and breaking of branches.  The snake rolled suddenly off of Ignatius’s lap as he jumped to his feet in panic.  “It’s him!  It’s the Beast of the Thames!  Crawling out of the river to devour us!  Lord, protects this humble servant!”
“What the hell is wrong with you, Iggy?  It’s a sheep!  A stupid bah-bah machine.  Beast…” the snake mumbled indignantly, “there hasn’t been a beast in the Thames for over three hundred years!”
“There hasn’t?”
“No!  The last one was killed by the townsfolk of Swivens almost four centuries ago.  It terrorized the city’s inhabitants by eating one sheep every six months.  Some reign of terror.  Two sheep a year!  You devour more sheep than that—and are the townsfolk hunting you down?  But anyway, it started during the Roman occupation and continued, until one day the citizens gathered their strength together and killed it.  Now Swivens-on-the-Thames had a real problem.  Instead of losing a sheep or two, they had five hundred pounds of beast rotting on the edge of town.  The town fathers acted fast and had the town butcher grind the beast’s carcass into spicy sausages and knockwursts, and distribute the meat to the peasants.  Too bad for the beast, but it made the town fathers look good.  The butcher cleaned up.”
“Let me see if I understand what you’re telling me…” Ignatius said.  “It was the beast of Thames, it was the wursts of Thames?”
“Yup!  Live and learn, Iggy.  Kill it, then eat it.  The half-circle of life!  And you don’t see that in Geneses, either!  ‘For dust you are and to dust you will return.’  That is, of course, unless you wind up as the blue plate special of the day!  Why’d you think God was happier with that live offering of Abel’s than with Cain’s two bushels of vegetables?  Ask yourself, monk, what would you rather have?  A boiled turnip, or a roasted leg of lamb?  From your mouths’ to God’s!  He’s no dummy, ya know!  That ‘free will’ thing is a crock of hog fodder.”
The monk eased himself down again, resting his back against a large oak that shaded them both from the late afternoon sun.  “Is it supposed to be?” the young man queried.
“Oh yeah.  The Tree of Life was a rigged deal!”
“It was?”
“C’mon, God knows all things, right?  The snake didn’t do it, and God knew it.  The devil got away with one, and we got stuck with crawling in the dirt and getting our heads crushed by Eve’s children.  You know how much paperwork God saved by hangin’ the snake?  And we’re stuck crawlin’ in the dirt!”
“Isn’t it your nature… to crawl, I mean?”
“Oh, puh-lease.  How would you like to crawl from London to Swivens naked and on your belly?  You don’t wanna know what your nuts feel like after three miles of mud and cobble stones!”
The monk was going to answer, but the mere thought of something that painful quickly reduced him to a couple of grunts and then silence.  “I never thought about that,” he finally said rather sheepishly.
“Of course you never thought about it.  Nobody ever thinks of it, not if it’s too hard or too bad to think about it.  That’s why you don’t read about this stuff starting in chapter one of the Bible.  Politicians make a living counting on the fact that people don’t think about hard things or bad things.  But that sort of thinking catches up to you!”
“It does?”
“Of course.  Look at Cain!  Iggy, read me that part where Cain and Abel offer sacrifice.”
The monk started quickly thumbing through his Bible.  He adjusted the book for the failing afternoon light and, with a good squint, began, “Cain presented some of the land's produce as an offering to the LORD.  And Abel also presented—some of the firstborn of his flock and their fat portions.  The Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but He did not have regard for Cain and his offering.  Cain was furious, and he was downcast.”
“Now, what the writer doesn’t tell you is that Cain couldn’t put it down.  God kicked him in the balls and patted his little brother on the head.  He stopped there.  He never thought about the repercussions of what he was cooking up.  Cain threw a brotherly arm around Abel’s shoulder, walked off into his wheat field with little brother… BADDA BING… right to the head!  Sangfroid tried to warn Abel.  He found an Angel’s trumpet on the ground and tried to blow Abel a warning!”
“Wha’ happened?”
“Snakes were never designed for trumpets.  No wind!  Old Sang blew so hard that he turned inside out and went right through the mouthpiece and got stuck inside.  He died there, the world’s first snake in the brass!  But you really can’t blame it all on Cain.”
“You mean the devil made him do it?”
“Nah, Adam and Eve were never very good at raising Cain.  Although, with only nine people in the whole world, saying that the butler did it just wasn’t gonna work.”
“Nine?  No, four!”
“No, nine.  Adam, Eve, Cain and Able and their brother Seth, Lilith and her husband, and Lilith’s in-laws.  Nine!  But that didn’t last long.  Damn, you folk are worse than rabbits.  Your book, in Genesis 5, lists Cain, Able, and Seth as Adam and Eve’s sons.  It lets it go at that except for ‘other sons and daughters.’  Oh, they had other sons and daughters, all right!  Ha!  Out the yin-yang!  So did Lilith and Josephus… I won’t even get into Sylvia and Leo Schnauzer!”
The sun was setting over Swivens-on-the-Thames and the night air was cooling fast, not a good thing for either snake or monk.  The cleric and the serpent sat quietly watching the sun extinguish itself in the mighty river.  “What can I do to repay you for returning my Bible, friend?” Ignatius asked.
The snake stretched itself out in a yawn.  It looked back at the young monk and smiled a slyish grin, flicking its tongue at the now-hooded monk.
“Tell ya what, Iggy, take what I taught you today and let the truth temper your wisdom.  Correct the errors and rewrite the story of Genesis.  That’d be a more than adequate memorial.”  The serpent rose up to his highest reach and looked the Holy Man in the eyes as best he could.  “Your book is wrong!  Make it right.”
Friar Ignatius Payola held his Bible out in front of him, a hand on each side.  In a blinding flash, he knobbed the serpent right on the cranium.  Then, before it could escape or defend itself, he crushed its skull under his heel.
He walked towards the monastery.  “Yeah, I’ll tell the Bishop the book is wrong!  And he’ll tell me, ‘we burn heretics around here, talking snakes notwithstanding.’  The nerve of that thing!”  A quiet smile crossed his face at having regained the lost Word of God.

THE END


