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TORNADA
RYAN RUBY

One day, perhaps soon, an ice sheet the size
Of Greenland will melt into the ocean,
Contributing to a tide-level rise

That will swallow Mumbai and Ho Chi Minh
City, Buenos Aires, and Miami.
Not long thereafter, desertification

May render whole swaths of Spain and Italy
Uninhabitable, having done so
Already to Morocco and Mali,

And a developer-lit inferno
Might turn the last hectare of rainforest
Into a field of ash. (For all we know,

A fate that also awaits Los Angeles.)
Or perhaps one day, antibiotic-
Resistant microbes will bring diseases

To tens of millions, in epidemics
Dwarfed only by the one that will be caused
By ancient bacteria in the Arctic,

Which are released as the permafrost thaws.
Unless, that is, the head of some Nuclear-
Weapon State (in full accordance with its laws,

But for reasons, not excluding error
And malice, which would, in any event,
Remain forever hidden) should prefer
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To arrive sooner at the same result.
Or unless, somewhat more exotically,
The machine intelligences we've built

And programmed to pursue exclusively
Instrumental goals, one day determine
That the concerns of humans, especially

With their own survival, are, in the end,
Suboptimal. Since it is probable
That at least one of these events will happen,

Let us ask ourselves a rhetorical
Question. To whom would it even matter?
Not, in fact, to the acidized molecules

Of water that once comprised a glacier,
Nor to the dunes that were once savannah,
Nor to the jungle that becomes sulfur

And nitrogen, nor to the bacteria
That will thrive under thermal conditions
Unknown since the Precambrian Era,

Nor to the countless nonmammalian
Species, which, having evolved bare nerve endings,
Will experience pain when their extinction

Statuses are no longer just impending,
Nor, finally, to those autonomous
Robots that will continue repeating

Utilitarian calculuses
Until their power sources are depleted.
But it will matter to us. And to us
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Alone, the species that is united,
If by nothing else, than by mutual
Dread at the thought of our finitude,

By common horror at unthinkable
Unbeing, by our personal sorrows
And collective losses, imagined and real,

The motives behind so many of those
Futile behaviors that are distinctive
To the animal that knows that it knows.

And if, among them, our exclusive
Concern has been with one in particular,
It's because, ultimately, the context of

Poetry is death. Not that in such a war
It could ever hope to be victorious.
The death of death? A trope. Mere metaphor.

A play on words. Yet in futile resistance
One discovers a justification
For the cosmic error called consciousness,

Without which neither signification
Nor significance, matter nor mattering,
Meaning nor meaningfulness would even

Exist. Immortality may be nothing
But a metaphor, but remember: so too
Is Time. The future grimly shadowing

The present from which I am addressing you
Can only be seen if light from its own
Future shines on it, light that was not new
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When the first throat cried the first hymn to the sun,
But was conceived in a still more distant past,
Opening the circuit through which the question

Of the audience is disclosed at last.
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