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Signifying Nothing 

  

Signposts and Outposts: Essays on Herbert Drain 

Edited by Nathaniel Greenwood 

  

Editor’s Introduction 

  This book is intended to shed light on that most mysterious of contemporary authors, 

Herbert Drain. Much interesting commentary has been written on Drain’s only published novel, 

Signifying Nothing, but never before now has the collective wisdom of our best scholars been on 

display in a common forum. It is hoped that gathering these essays in a single volume will 

contribute to a broader, more informed understanding of Drain's great novel, and encourage a 

reevaluation of its author by the reading public.  

To be sure, little is really known about Herbert Drain. Signifying Nothing was published 

in 1973 and was a minor cause celebre of that literary season. The author’s own feelings about 

his book’s reception could never be determined because the author was nowhere to be found. No 

interview, no telephone conversation, no written communication (other than his book) with or by 

Herbert Drain has ever taken place, as far as can be ascertained, and even his agent reports that 

the manuscript we know as Signifying Nothing simply appeared on his desk one day with a note 

requesting that a publisher be found and that if this could not be done the manuscript be burned. 

(The agent will not discuss any further contact he may have had with his phantasmic client.) 

Such reclusiveness has, of course, occasioned speculation as to the actual existence of Herbert 

Drain. Perhaps it is a pen name adopted by another writer to avoid publicity; perhaps, as some 

have suggested, the book was computer-generated; perhaps it is all an elaborate hoax, the ravings 

of some madman foisted upon innocent readers. Perhaps we will never know.  

  The current editor chooses to believe that Drain does exist, at least through his 

remarkable novel. What is ultimately valuable about a writer is, of course, his work, and it is 

Drain’s work we are most concerned with, that residue of language that is the legacy of all great 

poets.  
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  For indeed Herbert Drain is in all meaningful senses of this term a poet, even if we call 

his great book fiction and even if there were those upon its publication who refused to 

countenance it at all as a work of literature. Over the course of the next dozen years or so this 

latter view would no longer be expressed in respectable organs of literary opinion, as the novel’s 

growing reputation among the most perceptive critics made such a clearly retrograde and 

reactionary judgment seem laughable indeed. Yet the reader of this volume will surely note that 

some of the essays here included, primarily those written within the last decade, do not focus on 

Herbert Drain's artistry or his book‘s aesthetic pleasures so much as they interrogate the 

embedded assumptions (some of them, if we are to accept the analysis of these essayists, not 

very appealing) to be found in Signifying Nothing, or, in the words of one such essay “examine 

the cultural conditions that make possible the semantic and discursive features otherwise 

identified as the distinctive ‘style’ of the Drain-text.”1  

While it is the ultimate goal of this volume to pay critical tribute to the achievement of 

Signifying Nothing and to thus solidify its place in American literary history, essays such as these 

have been included if for no other reason than to give the reader a sense of the direction taken by 

recent literary scholarship. If Signifying Nothing is to acquire the readership it deserves in future 

generations, it will need the sustained attention of scholars and critics, and thus I have decided 

not to ignore current critical fashion but instead to allow the reader to judge whether the methods 

represented are helpful in deepening our understanding of the novel, which is, or should be, after 

all, the measure we apply to the practice of literary criticism.2  

Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that at the time of its publication, Signifying 

Nothing was itself considered by all too many as merely the latest in literary fashion—and, 

according to one prominent critic, at least, not very high fashion at that: it was the most blatant 

example to date of “synthetic” fiction, wrote Clinton Duval, a well-established novelist in his 

own right, who went on to lament the passing of the good old-fashioned “social novel” (of the 

sort, of course, that Mr. Duval himself was known to write) that acknowledged the existence of a 

natural world outside the artificial one created by the likes of Herbert Drain. Mr. Duval predicted 

that readers would eventually become dissatisfied with synthetic fictions and turn again to 

narratives that unfolded in the recognizable space of actual experience.3 Obviously this is not the 

place to dispute the widely-held notion that it is the novelist‘s job to accurately represent “actual 
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experience”: (after all there is no space of any kind to be found in works of fiction, merely words 

on a page.)4 However, if this volume of essays were to convince even a significant minority of 

readers that works of fiction need not slavishly imitate reality but can through a paradoxical 

dedication to the possibilities of verbal artifice provide a clarifying vision of that reality, it would 

fulfill its editor‘s ambitions in assembling it.  

  It is hard to know how much Duval’s hostile review is to be blamed for the novel’s 

admittedly poor commercial performance. (While it certainly would have been something of a 

minor miracle had an experimental work such as Signifying Nothing made it to the best-seller 

list, a better showing than the first-year figure of 100 copies sold might have been expected.5 

Since The New Monthly Commentator, where Duval’s review appeared, was a periodical with 

some influence in the literary world (as small as that world has unfortunately become), it is 

conceivable that it had a trickledown, word-of-mouth sort of effect that the positive reviews in 

those journals with more modest circulations could not counteract. To be acknowledged for 

one’s gifts by one’s peers in that small band dedicated to the dissemination of literary art is 

surely immensely gratifying, but it cannot adequately compensate for a wider recognition with its 

attendant material rewards—or at least one can imagine Herbert Drain so thinking as he 

attempted to come to terms with the failure of his novel to bring him the success all writers 

believe they deserve.  

One can also imagine that he did not keenly anticipate the effort that would be required to 

produce a follow-up worthy of Signifying Nothing, and that this explains the long silence he has 

sustained through the intervening decades.6 What is known about Herbert Drain’s life both 

before and after the publication of Signifying Nothing is chronicled in the first essay in this 

collection, “On Not Being There: The Withheld Life of Herbert Drain.” The few established and 

incontrovertible facts about Herbert Drain are here related: birth in Belleville, Illinois; grade 

school attendance in that city, interrupted when his father, an accountant, moved his family to 

Medford, Oregon, where very few of his classmates are later able to remember him at all, beyond 

a faint recollection of a scrawny and withdrawn youth who was not so much shunned as 

contemptuous of anyone who tried to befriend him; college in Kansas7, followed immediately by 

two years as a fledgling newspaper reporter in Des Moines, Iowa;8 relocation to northern Maine 

to write novels, the first, and so far the last, of which was Signifying Nothing. The author of this 
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essay surmises that Drain still resides in Micmac County, Maine, although no one there will 

admit to an acquaintance with him, and no confirmable sighting of him has been made since the 

late 1960s.9  

Given the paucity of concrete information about Herbert Drain, the temptation is to 

speculate beyond what would ordinarily be prudent, both about the significance of what is 

known and about why so much else isn’t. This temptation has been resisted in Signposts and 

Outposts, aside, that is, from the carefully restrained Freudian analysis I have included in the 

book’s second essay. Written by Oliver Ladue, a literary scholar also trained as a psychoanalyst, 

the essay interprets Signifying Nothing in a way that not only illuminates the novel itself but also 

gives us a picture of the author that perhaps helps bring into clearer view those features of the 

artistic personality that would account for the headlong challenge to convention we find in this 

novel. Ladue presents us with a Herbert Drain engaged in an Oedipal struggle not with the 

biological father who, after all, was by all accounts a passive and nonthreatening household god 

(whose household the son abandoned at the earliest possible moment), but with the very begetter 

of human expression, the Logos itself, the dream of Reason that philosophy has long endeavored 

to make real but which Signifying Nothing shows to be a nightmarish source of delusion and a 

barely repressed urge to outright nihilation.10  

The next three essays discuss various formal elements of Signifying Nothing but are 

united in their emphasis on the challenge this novel poses to the very idea of form in the 

conventional critical sense of the term. That they could come to such wildly divergent 

conclusions—that Signifying Nothing is ultimately a novel without discernible form, that it is the 

most intensely formalized work in all of American literature, that it hides a fundamentally 

traditional narrative in the appearance of formal discontinuity and thematic incoherence—should 

not distract us from their shared insight: that this a novel that seeks to redefine the reading 

experience by forcing us to keep form‖ in the foreground as we learn to disregard story or 

character or theme as mere background details.11  

The first of these essays, “Chaos Reigned: Formal ‘Beauty’ in Signifying Nothing” by 

Merrill Bobbs,12 maintains that unlike the great modernists, whose work also emphasized form 

over content, Herbert Drain is interested neither in finding new ways of registering the flow of 

consciousness nor in achieving the formal perfection of a realized design. On the contrary, he is, 
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according to Bobbs, at great pains to render the human thought process as scattered and indistinct 

and to thwart any movement toward finished form, to keep all loose ends untied and fluttering in 

the discursive breeze.13 Harper A. Rowe, author of the second of the essays, “Something From 

Nothing,” believes that such incoherence is only apparent, and that any failure on the reader‘s 

part to perceive the novel‘s deeper structure (modeled, in Rowe‘s analysis on the principles of 

atonal music) is only Herbert Drain‘s implicit repudiation of the naive view that would make 

formal beauty dependent on intelligibility. The creation of form out of formlessness, the 

transformation of the latter into the former, declares Rowe, is the greatest achievement of 

Signifying Nothing.14  

  The third of the essays I have referred to, “Signifying Everything: Herbert Drain and the 

Art of Superfluity,” has not been placed at the center of this volume by accident. Written by 

Professor Pomeroy Roche, it occupies this pivotal position in the book for a number of reasons. 

First, Professor Roche’s analysis of Signifying Nothing is the closest in its conclusions to those 

the editor himself has reached, namely that at its heart is a thoroughly familiar type of story, the 

bildungsroman, the novel of education, in which a young protagonist comes to learn the ways of 

the world and, in the classic examples of the type at least, to find his own place in that world. 

Frequently in such a story the hero comes to be explicitly disillusioned by what he learns, but 

this disillusionment, we are led to believe, will only make him a stronger and wiser person, and 

may even help him do his part to make the world a somewhat better place. As Professor Roche 

demonstrates, Signifying Nothing portrays the education of its unnamed central character, 

although instead of representing this process externally and dramatically, this novel embodies the 

stages in the process textually,15 its increasingly disjointed and disintegrative narrative manner a 

reflection of the protagonist’s sense of uncertainty about his own assumptions and inherited 

values, its extreme self-consciousness about its own status as writing a sign of that protagonist‘s 

discovery of writing itself as his chosen vocation.  

Second, Roche’s essay comes closer than any other published commentary to 

satisfactorily describing the plot of Signifying Nothing, insofar as such a term is even applicable 

to so thoroughly unique a work. The main character, ultimately the only character in any 

conventional sense and identified only as “he” or “him,” has come to the University from a 

sheltered and uncultivated background and is confronted with people, beliefs, and possibilities of 
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a sort of which he has never even dreamed. His experience of all of these challenges to his naive 

understanding of things is rendered not directly but in assorted reveries, disquisitions, dramatic 

monologues, bits of doggerel, apparently fictional narratives begun and abandoned, pornographic 

film scripts, invented newspaper articles, passages of what might be called automatic writing that 

deliberately veer into ostensible gibberish, and numerous other insertions, documents, and 

compositions. Although this plot comes to no obvious resolution, Roche believes we can take 

this as the kind of open-ended conclusion that suggests a future of multifarious possibilities for 

the newly-initiated writer-hero.16  

  Finally, Professor Roche successfully places Signifying Nothing in an identifiable 

tradition of literary overabundance that includes such books as Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, 

Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, and Sorrentino’s Mulligan Stew17and that 

helps to make it seem less anomalous, more clearly in keeping with past works of literature that 

seek to extend the boundaries of what can be accepted as literature. If I were to take issue with 

Professor Roche, however, it would be in regard to his further contention that whereas these 

previous texts—“epics  of creativity,” Professor Roche calls them—did indeed redefine what 

counts as literary, Signifying Nothing has not done so, perhaps, or at least Roche thus speculates, 

because in this case Herbert Drain has gone too far in his attempt to break with convention. 

Unlike Sterne or Joyce, who continue to hold out the possibility that their eccentric narratives 

will at some point resolve themselves into stories that carry meaning of a familiar sort, even 

while subverting the reader’s expectations about how stories convey meaning in the first place, 

Drain makes it unmistakably clear from the very first page that his novel will not make 

recognizable “sense” and sticks to this project, courageously if rather improvidently, to the final 

incomplete sentence. Such resolute experimentation may be intriguing in theory, concludes 

Professor Roche, but has not proven itself capable of attracting a sizable readership and 

unfortunately is not likely to do so in the immediate future.18  

Before commenting further on Professor Roche’s rather intriguing conjectures,19 I will 

complete my survey of the essays included in Signposts and Outposts. Although I do not agree 

with the notion that Signifying Nothing all but prevents its potential readers from actually reading 

it, James Fredricson is perhaps somewhat closer to identifying a possible factor in its lack of 

success in attracting new readers in the years following on its publication in 1970. In “Structures 
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and Strictures: Signifying Nothing and the Revolt Against Authority,” Fredricson argues that the 

novel should be seen as a product of the cultural upheavals of the 1960s, a rebellion against the 

authority of literary tradition so thorough that it constitutes a rejection of the very principle of 

communication itself as a tool of “Western cerebrative hegemony.” Only the development of a 

revolutionary consciousness commensurate with such a radical move as this, Fredricson tells us, 

will make Signifying Nothing available to a new readership.20 Since he does not expect such a 

transformation of the body politic to occur any time soon, Fredricson assumes that the novel will 

continue to be neglected for the foreseeable future.  

  Given Herbert Drain’s relative isolation from the upheavals alluded to, it is finally 

difficult to fully credit this thesis, but Professor Fredricson does perform valuable service in 

pointing toward the cultural context in which Herbert Drain wrote and published such an 

innovative book as Signifying Nothing. In the essay following, “Something in the Air,” Crystal 

Woodburn21 situates Signifying Nothing specifically in its proper place in American cultural 

history, comparing it to other avant-garde literary works of the period and claiming them all for a 

tradition of “numinous” writing going back at least as far as the transcendentalists of the 19th 

century. Like the transcendentalists, according to Ms. Woodburn, these works, Signifying 

Nothing foremost among them, turn away from the external busy-ness of the quotidian world and 

seek to discover that reality beneath the surface of things that corresponds to our own core sense 

of an inner being not perceptible to the world at large.22 A work like Signifying Nothing, in Ms. 

Woodburn’s view, attempts to make a version of this reality available to its readers, although Ms. 

Woodburn, like Professor Fredricson, believes that readers attuned to the “spirit of the sixties” 

are more likely to appreciate such a gift.  

  The remaining essays in the volume are of the cutting edge variety on which I have 

already commented. I will only add that it is an encouraging sign that scholars of the current 

generation have turned their attention to Signifying Nothing.23 As long as those most devoted to 

the scrutiny of the written word find this novel worthy of their efforts, the possibility of its 

rediscovery by a broader reading public remains alive. In the meantime, the concerted efforts of 

these same scholars to introduce their own students to this singular text will be required to at 

least preserve its reputation among a potential coterie of cognoscenti.24 Fortunately, literary 

history provides us with a sufficient number of now recognized classics consigned almost 
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permanently to obscurity before their true value was recognized that we can perhaps rest content 

that Signifying Nothing will eventually come to occupy the place in this history it so clearly 

warrants.25  

  To complete this introduction to Signposts and Outposts, I will return to the argument 

made by Pomeroy Roche that Signifying Nothing represents the extreme limits of what is 

possible in “experimental” literature.26 While one‘s judgment of this matter unavoidably involves 

an element of taste, it does seem to me that Professor Roche has elevated his own preference for 

the experiment within convention—if not, at times, for the blatantly conventional—has led him 

to overemphasize the importance of the familiar, the established, the proportional, the well-

regarded, the authoritative, the finalized, the well-made, the focused, the preordained, and the 

formulaic,27whether in literature or in life. (Professor Roche maintains that the former can stray 

from the latter only so far before readers legitimately judge it to be pointless verbal 

extravagance.) Despite his professed admiration for the audacity of Herbert Drain’s “anarchic 

imagination,” Professor Roche seems intent on forcing Signifying Nothing to “make sense” in the 

comfortable, transparent way too many readers expect of works of literature—as if authors were 

obliged merely to reassure their readers that the world is indeed an agreeable place that always 

makes sense in the end, a fantasy that Roche seems to think all serious writers entertain even 

when they might appear to be debunking it. In this Rochean view,28 the very act of writing 

fiction commits one to some notion that things finally do hang together, even if it is the 

conviction that they must eventually fall apart. But because one is never confident that Herbert 

Drain accepts such a notion, Herr Roche concludes that Signifying Nothing should not properly 

be categorized as fiction at all but instead as an exercise in pure nihilism to which the label 

“novel” was affixed for want of a more accurate designation (Comrade Roche suggests “mock 

discourse”) that would not alienate readers by signaling too plainly that this work’s content is 

entirely captured in its title.29  

  

1 The reader should be aware that this sort of language, “jargon,” as it is commonly called, is not 

at all typical of most of the essays in this book. I have quoted it in this instance merely as a way 

of indicating the kinds of analysis a novel as provocative as Drain’s will almost inevitably 

inspire.  
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2 See I.R.F. Meadows, The Well-Tempered Critic (Hopwood Grace, 1952). Meadows’s book 

served as a model for at least two generations of American literary criticism and was 

characterized by what came to be called “strict analysis.” This method encourages us to regard 

works of literature as complex wholes the various parts of which exist in harmonious balance yet 

require the closest scrutiny in order to be adequately appreciated. While such an approach can be 

faulted as somewhat over-scrupulous in the demands it makes of the reader, the challenge it 

offered was taken up by a sizable flock of would-be critics (including, it must be said, yours 

truly) seeking to illuminate the hidden intricacies of any worthy text that came their way. 

Readers coming to Signifying Nothing for the first time may perhaps be unable to apprehend how 

thoroughly made to order this novel seemed to be to many strict analysts. However, based on my 

own experiences in the classroom teaching both Herbert Drain’s novel and the reading strategies 

of strict analysis, I am prepared to concede that the vigorous examination called for by each can 

to some seem too. . .literary for its own good.  

3 Whether Mr. Duval would consider his prophecy to have been fulfilled is unfortunately 

impossible to determine. While the author of Conflagration of Pride is still alive, he has not 

published a word in over a decade and at last report was in the throes of advanced senility.  

4 For further elaboration on this point, turn to Elias Ebenezer’s “The Opaque Text: Denying 

‘Depth’ in Signifying Nothing.” Ebenezer argues that the primary ambition of is to restore the 

integrity of the literary medium—language—by exposing as illusion the notion that fiction exists 

to reveal such things as “character” or “setting,” that it accomplishes anything, in short, other 

than putting on display certain pleasing arrangement of words. Although I would not necessarily 

endorse all aspects of Ebenezer’s analysis, it is included here as a useful corrective to the purely 

utilitarian view of literature, which assigns value only to books with the most immediate 

practical applications—a view unfortunately expressed most insistently by college students so 

thoroughly steeped in our cultural bias toward the “useful” and the “relevant.” In this ethos, all 

works of the imagination—much less one as challenging as Signifying Nothing—are likely to 

meet with a hostile reception.  

5 Reliable figures for subsequent years’ sales are difficult to come by, since the publisher, 

Swimming Birds Press, went out of business in 1975. The book was reprinted in paperback by 

Watt, Molloy, and Murphy in the early 1980s, but this press was soon after absorbed into 
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Visigoth Publications, and Signifying Nothing was almost immediately dropped from its list. 

Regrettably, the novel has since then remained out of print in the United States, despite my own 

efforts to interest a university press, at the least, in bringing out a new edition. (Not the least 

forbidding obstacle to which has been my lack of success heretofore in contacting Herbert Drain. 

For more about this, read on.) One could hope that Signposts and Outposts would play its role in 

attracting the attention of a far-sighted publisher willing to make a long-term investment in such 

an important work.  

6 In looking back at literary history while compiling this book, I found no case quite comparable 

to Herbert Drain’s. Other writers have died young, faded into obscurity despite their continuing 

to scribble away furiously, encountered great difficulty in equaling past greatness, but my 

researches have identified no important writer who created an initial masterpiece and then 

voluntarilya retired from the field, so to speak.b 

7 Why Drain would choose to go so far from home is open to conjecture, but it is not so hard to 

imagine a young man of sensitivity and incipient artistic talent in a place where such qualities are 

not likely to be appreciated who wishes to leave that place as far behind as possible in order to 

construct an adult life on his own terms.c 

8 See Herbert Drain, Collected Journalism. Edited by Nathaniel Greenwood (Tractor Press, 

19__).  

9 The reader should know that I myself have visited this area and can report that it is entirely 

conceivable that someone who wanted to, as it were, lose himself to the extent he might never be 

located—at least by those he wishes to elude—would be able to do so in such a place. Much of it 

is literally a wilderness, inaccessible to even experienced hikers, much less an otherwise 

sedentary professor ostensibly doing “research.”d I probably do not need here to point out that 

the themes of concealment and evanition are at the heart of those episodes in Signifying Nothing 

depicting the protagonist’s efforts to perfect a literary art so thoroughly purged of 

autobiographical impurities that all attempts to move outside the text thus created to the 

corporeal experiences that allegedly inspired it would inevitably prove unavailing.  

10 At least this seems to me the upshot of Mr. Ladue’s essay. Readers trained more thoroughly in 

psychoanalytic theory than the editor will doubtless benefit the most from this particular piece.e 
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11 Easier said than done, of course. The inability of some readers to perform this task no doubt 

has contributed in part to the situation described in note 5. Whether Mr. Drain needs more 

adventurous readers or the American reading public needs to be more thoroughly re-educated by 

writers like Mr. Drain is perhaps an inescapable dilemmaf, one that a single volume of 

commentary such as Signposts and Outposts can hardly be expected to resolve.g  

12 In the interests of full disclosure I should reveal that Professor Bobbs was once an instructor of 

mine. The director of my master’s thesis, as a matter of fact. In the interests of good taste, I 

should reveal nothing further.  

13 A nice phrase, that. It’s too bad Professor Bobbs could not express himself so colorfully, 

leaving it up to yours truly to wrestle his lumbering sentences to the ground.h  

14 Better to lie low for now. Let him prattle on in this way for a while longer and reveal himself 

as the complete fool he really is.  

15 You can take my word for it: he doesn’t have the slightest idea what he’s talking about.  

16 Is it just me, or does this sound like a major snooze-fest? No wonder it’s always been such a 

chore to plow through this convoluted opus!  

17 None of which this Greenwood character has ever read, by the way.  

18 I rather like this Roche fellow, come to think of it. He seems to have quite a head on his 

shoulders. (In a manner of speaking.)  

19 Oh, no!  

20 Now this guy, on the other hand, seems like a real schmuck. Wouldn’t you love to shoot the 

breeze over cocktails with him? 

21 You should know that he tried to get a date with this woman. She was the only female 

contributor he could find, and of course he couldn’t resist hitting on her, at least in epistolary 

fashion. Rest assured he was firmly rebuffed, for which response his past experience had given 

him ample precedent, to say the least.  

22 I don’t think I even need to comment on that one.  
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23 And now the real story: These “scholars” are a couple of graduate students from the state 

university he managed to convince to read this book and write up some gobbledygook that would 

sound like the sort of babble they had heard their professors use. He promised them that 

publication in this essay collection of his would give them a leg up when it came to getting jobs 

as professors themselves, but of course they had no way of knowing he was an exceedingly poor 

authority on such matters, having never finished his own doctoral degree, never found the time to 

do scholarship himself, never, to be frank, much gave a shit about “literature” or “literary study” 

or “critical theory” or any other damn thing until it became clear he might lose his job unless he 

pretended to regard it all as indispensable to his very fucking existence. We won’t go into what 

his students think of him, although you couldn’t go wrong by assuming the worst—another 

reality he’s conveniently avoided, of course.  

24 It should come as no surprise that he kept a thesaurus nearby while he was composing this 

wretched piece. Even so, you’d think he might have some shame.  

25 Believe it or not, he wrote this with a straight face. (Straight hand?)  

26 Writing novel novels!  

27 Not to mention the orthodox, the official, the restrained, the controlled, the regular, the 

harmonious, the customary, the consonant, the conjoint, the routine, the standard, the conclusive, 

the definite, the explicit, the fixed, the settled, the entrenched, the fully realized, the rounded off, 

the carefully crafted, the minutely detailed, the exquisitely measured, the wonderfully clever, the 

marvelously acute, the thoroughly developed, the utterly beautiful, the amply portrayed, the 

stylishly written, the briskly narrated, the slowly building, the grimly appropriate, the 

appropriately uncertain, the certainly felicitous, the felicitously ambiguous, the right and the 

good, the tried and the true, the best and the brightest, the hale and the hearty, the neat and the 

trim, the prim and the proper, the calm and the collected, the slow and the steady, the cool and 

the deliberate, the mild and the meek, the heartfelt and the sincere, the honest and the 

trustworthy, the implied author, the narrative voice, the ostensible subject, the symbolic object, 

the verbal icon, the real story, the rising action, the fallen hero, the forward movement, the 

backward glance, the saga, the fable, the teller, the tale, the topic, the theme, the setting, the 

scene, the meaning, the message, the manners, the morals, the twists, the turns, the insights, the 

outcomes, the upscale, the downtrodden, the uplifting, the downfalling, the updated, the 
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downgraded, the side view, the high view, the shortsighted, the long-lasting, the highlights, the 

lowdown, the poetic, the prosaic, the dramatized, the schematized, the lyrical, the political, the 

elegized, and the satirized. Among others.  

28 Go for it, boy!  

29 This was as far as he could get. But you’ve probably deduced by now that this was never about 

“Herbert Drain” or some novel published decades ago and long since forgotten by everyone 

except a few professors who equally long ago gave up on ever finding themselves a life. I could, 

at this point, tell you what he might have on gone to say—about himself, of course—had he not 

at last decided that enough was enough. I could also tell you about the consequences of this 

decision (though you have already witnessed the most obvious of those), about the hostage to 

fortune who so easily secured his release when he declined once and for all to accept the premise 

on which his captivity depended. But such tidiness is so patently impermissible I can’t believe 

that anyone who has stuck around this far would actually expect I might undertake to provide it. 

However, one unavoidable element of symmetry has settled upon this otherwise bedraggled 

story. Like the elusive author Mr. Drain, our own has made off for parts unknown, and for what 

may have been reasons shared by that worthy exemplar. Having in the one case attempted to 

render in his novel the theme of futility—not just as an abstract idea but the very experience of 

futility—and clearly sensing he had failed, Herbert Drain went on to embody that theme in his 

own life, signaling by his self-exile the additional futility of writing anything else, or even of 

affirming his continued existence. In the case most immediately confronting us, this erstwhile 

scholar, seeking desperately to avoid acknowledging the nullity at the core of his own endeavor 

but finally giving up on the attempt to make something out of nothing, also chose transportation 

to a Siberia commensurate with his personal sense of transgression. Thus the ghostly echo still 

faintly sounding here to those of you who for reasons of your own still find it worth your time to 

bother heeding it (and that now must unavoidably fade into deserved oblivion) is what remains 

of the unwholesome noise of what can only be called a pathetic plea for attention. I am only too 

glad to perform the one task remaining to one in my position and declare the whole thing done.  

 a We assume Drain’s withdrawal from the literary scene to have been voluntary. Drain 

aficionados will no double be aware of the persistent rumors that sometime not long after the 

publication of Signifying Nothing Herbert Drain became the victim of foul play— i.e., that he 
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was murdered. The most incendiary of these rumors has it that the killer was a fellow writer 

unable to accept a rival of so clearly superior talent—or, alternately, who felt that Drain had 

stolen his own ideas and had doomed him to be regarded as merely a Drain imitator—while the 

most mundane holds that Drain was the victim of a random street crime. (The latter, of course, is 

especially appealing for its irony, Signifying Nothing being notorious for its emphasis on the 

accidental and the arbitrary.) Because no record of any crime involving Herbert Drain has ever 

been uncovered, such speculation can play no role in a scholarly work such as this.  

b The editor apologizes for creating this second level of annotation. Information such as that 

included above has no proper place in a consideration of Herbert Drain’s literary art, but it would 

be disingenuous to ignore the swirl of conjecture that many readers of this book are aware has 

gathered around both the man and his work. The diligent reader will no doubt decide for 

him/herself whether commentary of this sort advances or impedes this volume’s overall goal of 

enhancing critical appreciation of Signifying Nothing and the approach to writing it represents.  

c The reader will surely agree that one needn’t be a budding novelist (even if one might aspire to 

that condition) to act on this strategy. The protagonist of Signifying Nothing, of course, is also a 

young, would-be writer seeking to escape an oppressively provincial environment, but we should 

all recognize by now the fallacy of equating the situations portrayed in fiction with specific 

experiences from the writer’s own life.  

d I hope the reader takes this as the self-deprecatory remark it is intended to be. Perhaps the tone 

is rather unscholarly, but as I am all too certain this book will find little favor in the 

“mainstream” scholarly community, I can see no harm in dropping the pedant’s mask in this 

instance. Certainly I did not feel at all genteel while I was driving aimlessly along those unpaved 

mountain roads futilely looking for I knew not what.  

e Who am I kidding? I can’t make heads or tails of what this guy is saying, although I‘m willing 

to believe the problem is with me and not with the author. Writing this introductory essay is 

beginning to reveal to me just how shaky my own grasp of all this “theory” shit really is. Of 

course, I denied this strenuously to the chairman of my department when my bid for tenure was 

denied on the grounds of insufficient publication, but I’m afraid my own contribution to this 

volume may be inadequate to convince the tenure committee to reconsider.aa  
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f The one time I attempted to teach Signifying Nothing, my students did not see it as a dilemma at 

all. They felt unanimously that Drain himself needed some re-education in how to write novels. 

Predictably, my efforts to convince them otherwise went nowhere.  

g On the other hand, it might be able to convince its editor that this problem is not after all 

something one needs to devote much of one’s time to fretting about.  

 h This thirteenth note, far from bringing bad luck to this ongoing commentary, has served, I 

think, a most useful purpose. Like Herbert Drain, I have freed myself once and for all from the 

conventions that tell me I must not write in such a way. A scholarly work that undermines both 

itself and the subject it is expected to take oh-so-seriously! My academic career may be over, but 

the notoriety of the avant-garde beckons!  

aa This note and those following should be preserved if this manuscript is ever published. 

Although they clearly undermine the essay’s tone of scholarly detachment, they also introduce a 

dramatic contrast—between the aesthetic purity of SN and the clearly mixed motives behind 

Greenwood’s efforts in compiling his own book—that both shores up one’s interest in the former 

while also making the latter a potentially enlightening instance of a more general inability to 

truly come to terms with the demands exacted by serious art.—HD  
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The Other Samuel Dean 

   

It’s not that I’d never actually written anything myself. I can show you files and files of 

stories and partially finished novels that will demonstrate just how persistently I tried to find my 

true voice, to produce the work that would make my name one to reckon with in the literary 

world. (Although it no longer matters, I know that nothing of mine will ever be taken seriously 

again—still, some of that stuff is pretty damn good. If only those self-appointed arbiters of all 

that’s fit to be in print had acknowledged this fact, all of the subsequent trouble could have been 

avoided, I assure you.) I guess you could say I succeeded, but I’m sure you won’t be surprised to 

hear that I don’t take much satisfaction from it.  

I was aware that this other fellow was out there well before I decided to claim his 

identity. I’d read one or two of his things, and frankly I thought I had nothing to worry about. I 

really couldn’t believe that stories so lacking in either substance or artistic skill would be 

published at all, to tell the truth. Yet there they were, and in literary magazines that had rejected 

me numerous times, no less. At the time, this only motivated me to redouble my own efforts to 

write something that would impress upon everyone that I was the real Samuel Dean.  

It would have been very difficult for me to write as much and as obsessively as I did if 

I’d otherwise had anything at all resembling a life. I’d been teaching for almost ten years at a 

small college (of course they’ve asked that I not disclose the name), but I’d taught the same 

lower-level courses for so long I could do it on autopilot. I had a wife when I came to the place, 

but she’d left me after a couple of years, when it became obvious I wasn’t going to rise to the 

top of my profession (to say the least). The town didn’t exactly teem with opportunities to find 

other meaningful pursuits (or even meaningless pursuits, for that matter), so I occupied my time 

almost entirely in the failed attempt to be recognized as an important writer.  

Now that I think of it, I would have settled for being recognized as a good writer.  

  Or just as a writer. 

I’m told he was really an inoffensive sort. Of course now our names have become 

inextricably linked and our identities practically merged together, but I know almost nothing 

about him. If he’d discovered what I was up to I’m sure he would have done whatever he could 
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to rescue his reputation while it was still worth something. Maybe he would have changed his 

name. It’s quite likely there will still be questions about the authenticity of what he really did 

publish under his own name before it became attached to the scandal we’re talking about.  

There’s no doubt my actions have cast a shadow over his career as well, for what it’s 

worth— although admittedly my career was enveloped in a dreadful darkness to begin with.  

I guess I didn’t truly believe it would work. I always assumed that one’s efforts were 

judged on their own merits, and simply alluding to one’s already published body of writings or 

hinting at the esteem with which one is already held in certain circles was a vain gesture at best. 

I suppose I knew that fashion, name-dropping, and plain influence-peddling were as prominent 

in the literary world as in any other domain, but if you have always regarded “literature” as the 

incarnation of ultimate value—which I had, as hard as that might be to believe: did I not 

cheapen the image of literature by what I subsequently decided to do?—you abandon your 

illusions with the greatest reluctance. It took a long time for me to finally part company with 

those illusions, and even then my ultimate ambition was still to find recognition for my own 

work on its own terms, as literary art.  

It was a lark, an experiment. What would happen if I claimed to be another writer, one 

more amply published, but whose name and mine just happened to be the same? I tracked down 

all of Samuel Dean’s published fiction (he had yet to publish any books, which I don’t think I 

would have had the temerity to claim as mine), as well as the small handful of “creative” essays 

he’d written, listed every one of them in a cover letter as among my own previous publications, 

and submitted a story I’d recently finished to a journal I picked more or less at random. It was 

turned down, but with the politest letter of rejection I’d ever received, so I resubmitted to 

another journal, where it was accepted.  

It’s testimony to how few people read these small publications that, as far as I could tell, 

no one, including Samuel Dean, took notice of what I’d done. Anyone familiar with Mr. Dean’s 

writing should have noticed that my story bore no resemblance to his work at all. He wrote 

delicate, finely-wrought stories about delicate, finely-wrought characters whose circumstances 

were detailed in delicate, finely-wrought scenes. (I do not intend to belittle Mr. Dean in using 

these terms. This was the honest impression the stories made on me.) Incident was clearly not 

the author’s forte, but rather the precise rendering of the inner response to ongoing events was 
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his aim. My story, on the other hand, was crude and comical, completely lacking in subtlety or 

refinement. It was called “Mango Girls.” This is how it began:  

  I prowl around looking in people’s windows. You’d be surprised at the things I 

see. Like those guys who held us up that night. But I’m getting ahead of myself. I ought 

to tell you some things about the place where I work.  

  It’s called the Starview Drive-In. Not a very clever name, I’ll admit, but we don’t 

go so much for cleverness around here. I work there four nights a week, from April to 

October. I used to work seven, but since the new management took over they cut back 

my hours. I can’t say I was happy, but what can you do? The extra money would have 

come in handy the rest of the year, when I go to this new community college they just 

built.  

But I’m talking about myself, and I said I was going to tell you about the 

Starview. It’s the kind of drive-in where they show these R-rated sex pictures. You 

know, the ones with titles like The Pep Squad, or Backwoods Boobs, or The Girls from  

S.N.A.T.C.H. They’re usually full of horny teenagers, and the object seems to be to 

undress as many of the girls as possible by the end of the movie. They draw big crowds, 

so I guess I’m no judge of movies. I don’t watch them, anyway. There are more 

interesting things to watch at a drive-in than the movie.  

The story goes on to relate a few of the narrator’s more interesting observations. The 

crowd at the drive-in becomes a kind of microcosm of this small community in which the 

narrator lives. But he seems to hover outside it, a perpetual onlooker who never feels a part of 

the life he regards from a distance. It’s an ambitious conceit, I’ll admit. But I’d like to think my 

work has something to say. It’s not precious and etiolated. Like so much of what gets published 

these days. (Again, I don’t mean to cast aspersions on Samuel Dean. Obviously his fiction does 

what it does well enough. It’s just not my kind of writing.)  

No doubt the differences between his work and mine (that is, my work as distinct from 

those of his works I claimed to be mine) reflect a more deep-seated difference in background 

and experience. All writers draw on their own lives for the characters and events they portray— 

although some call attention to this fact more blatantly than others—and mine makes its way 
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into the fiction I write almost despite myself, as if invention inevitably drifts to the already 

known and flights of fancy must mask themselves in the familiar and the near at hand. (Readers 

coming upon these now reviled stories falsely attributed to “Samuel Dean”—but how could it be 

false? I am Samuel Dean!—those readers will surely notice how often the protagonists are given 

names that ring changes on that notorious appellation—e.g., “Daniel Green.”) I was born in a 

small mining town in Missouri, raised by parents who struggled to maintain a place in the lower 

middle class (my father delivered Wonder Bread, in case you’re wondering), and because we 

could not afford to send me off for all four years to a university attended a junior college called, 

believe it or not, Mineral Area College. Even when I’m not at all conscious of expressing the 

outlook of someone molded by such circumstances, I do so nevertheless.  

As I said before, I’m not really familiar with Mr. Dean’s history. I intended only to 

appropriate his reputation, not his identity. But certainly the impression one would get if one 

assumed that his fiction was a disguised account of his own life—reading from the literary to the 

literal—is that he must have grown up in comfortable surroundings, probably went to a well-

heeled college, was used to consorting with all the best people, didn’t have to rely on a job 

teaching ill-prepared teenagers wholly unappreciative of his efforts in order to support himself 

while pursuing his ambition to write. So you see, I could not simply have tried to imitate his 

work. Not only would it have given me no satisfaction to be recognized for writing like someone 

else, but I could never have learned to inhabit this alien world from which his stories emerged.  

Of course, I don’t mean to minimize my offense. Whether or not my stories were really 

better than his (other people have told me that, you know), I should have left well enough alone. 

Maybe no one would have ever discovered my act of authorship piracy. Maybe a hundred years 

from now some desperate academic calling himself a “Dean scholar” would have come across 

this uncollected work in the only extant copy of the obscure journal in which it appeared and 

would have attempted to show how it completely transformed the established view of the 

Samuel Dean corpus. More likely it would have literally passed beyond anyone’s notice once 

the last library was torn down and replaced by a video arcade. However, the thrill I expected to 

feel upon finally seeing my work in print was less intense than I’d anticipated it might be—was, 

in fact, hardly a thrill at all. I don’t think my response was at all the result of lingering guilt 

about having gotten into print under false pretenses. This was, in fact, my work; I had merely 
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used an admittedly dishonest ruse to help bring attention to it, attention it couldn’t have received 

on its own. That it wasn’t likely to attract much attention after all undoubtedly influenced my 

next move, but I now realize it was both more and less than simple attention I wanted. All those 

stored-up manuscripts represented everything I could claim as accomplishments in what passed 

for my life. To have these accomplishments acknowledged was apparently urgent enough that I 

could not be content with one measly publication, even if it meant continuing to pretend I 

belonged to another life altogether.  

In total I managed to publish seven stories using Samuel Dean as my alias. I also 

procured an agent, who helped me interest a publisher in one of my unfinished novels that I 

presented as a work-in-progress. The editor assigned to evaluate this manuscript called it 

“intelligent, well-crafted, and thought-provoking,” although when the first story exposing my 

foul deeds appeared she hadn’t yet definitely declared an intent to publish it. (Curiously enough, 

she informed me that as an editorial assistant she believed she had come across one of my 

previous manuscripts—the publishing house had ultimately passed on it—and thought that this 

new work was significantly better. Had she read a submission from my namesake, the other 

Samuel Dean? Or had she confused both of us with someone else whose novel was reminiscent 

of mine or whose name was, God forbid, similar to ours?) Of course, by this point I could attest 

to publications I had truly authored (and, after all, I was Samuel Dean), but I still felt the need to 

affirm the more extensive and additionally impressive pedigree of my association with “Samuel 

Dean.” There was in fact something enjoyably subversive about continuing the masquerade even 

when it might no longer be necessary, and could even prove disastrous, as it surely was fated to 

be. You would be well-justified in thinking I wanted to get caught, although I assure you I did 

not.  

If you’d take the time to read those stories, I think you’d find they weren’t just 

knockoffs, formula pieces thrown together to take advantage of the newly acquired cachet I’d 

borrowed from the other Samuel Dean. Indeed, I think you’d kind them carefully constructed 

and full of a unsentimentalized compassion for the unlucky and mildly bewildered characters 

they portray—only mildly bewildered, because they don’t believe themselves to be utterly 

unworthy of a larger portion of the world’s provisions, yet don’t quite comprehend why it 

remains unobtainable despite their best efforts. There are, for example, the straight-laced, right-
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thinking citizen (“Bob the Baptist”) who watches helplessly as his previously devout and docile 

wife becomes a wanton adulteress, the small-town talk show host who knows he’s worthy of 

better things but who must deal with the petty problems of his hopelessly provincial listeners, 

the young man who watches a book store owned by his former teacher go up in flames and 

subsequently comes to suspect that his own mother might have been among those responsible 

for enkindling the conflagration. All of these stories are set in the same small Midwestern town, 

a town I called “Castor.” I won’t say that my intention was exactly Faulknerian (and certainly 

not that my accomplishment could bear comparison with Faulkner’s), but I will admit to the 

ambition of creating a convincingly rendered, self-enclosed, fully realized fictional “world” that 

would be a credible enough imitation of the real thing a reader wouldn’t even realize he’d 

slipped into the one and left the other behind.  

I guess some might say I slipped into a fictional world myself, choosing to inhabit the 

spectral existence of an invented “Samuel Dean” tied neither to my own corporeal self nor to 

his.  

Although there were times when I truly felt that I was him, the other Samuel Dean, when 

my own past as a separate individual seemed itself counterfeit, when I felt that until now I had 

only been myself an ersatz Samuel Dean.  

  

  The psychiatrist will tell you that this is the core of my problem, the root of my authorial 

personality disorder: I hate myself and the life I drifted into so thoroughly that I can only 

compensate—short of the ultimate act of self-denial, of course—by surrendering my hold on 

that life entirely. Which in turn involves a refusal to take responsibility for my failure to live it 

in the first place. This is bunk. My “life” was transformed by my metamorphosis only in that I 

devoted myself even more single-mindedly to the superior pleasures of fiction—if “pleasure” is 

the right word to describe my immersion in the work that now had a real chance of being 

appreciated, of being exposed to the clear and comforting light of day. Posing as Samuel Dean 

did little to improve either my personal or my material circumstances, as a matter of fact. I never 

made a cent off of any of those ill-gotten publications, and if I had thought that my sudden 

success as a fiction writer of note would score some much needed-points with my college, I was 

proven dead wrong: they fired me anyway, with no prior warning and no possibility of appeal, 
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even before they learned I was a much bigger fraud than they’d no doubt always considered me 

to be.  

Don’t believe the rumors that I’d gotten into trouble by propositioning a visiting poetess 

after a reading she’d given on campus. The rumor further alleges that after she informed me she 

was a devotee of Sapphic love I called her a vile name and declared that her kind had taken over 

the literary world and were deliberately suppressing the work of normal people like myself. This 

calumny was dreamed up after my fall from grace as further evidence I was at heart an envy-

driven wretch. It is completely false. If nothing else, I was not so lacking in self-awareness as to 

think that I was “normal.”  

The first public exposure of me as a sinner (around here they call me “emotionally 

displaced”) was an article in our local newspaper. I noted immediately that the author was a 

former student of mine who hadn’t done very well in the class he’d taken with me. Now he was 

a newspaper reporter, and apparently he was going to show me who could write and who 

couldn’t!  

He’d taken it upon himself to “investigate” my publication record (and Samuel Dean’s as 

well) and of course discovered that the “Samuel Dean” who’d published “Mango Girls” did not 

appear to be the “Samuel Dean” who’d written the other guy’s stuff. I have to hand it to this ex-

student: he not only took note of the fact that the other Samuel Dean identified himself as a 

resident of a northeastern state considerably distant from our own—but he had no way of 

knowing for sure that I had not previously resided in that state (unless he’d also investigated my 

own background even more thoroughly by, for example, looking at my personnel record at the 

college; he obviously bore a colossal grudge against me, and I did have enemies tucked away in 

the college’s administration office, as their treatment of me clearly demonstrated)—he also 

pointed out the differences between the seven stories I had published under the name Samuel 

Dean and those stories published by you know who, the differences I have already myself 

discussed. I suppose I must have done a better job teaching him the fundamentals of literary 

analysis than I’d assumed. 

He did call me up to tell me he was going to publish this item—it turned out to be only 

three brief paragraphs—and to ask for my reaction. I hung up on him. There was really nothing 

else to do. I was dishonest, but not so dishonest as to deny the fact of my dishonesty. I had 
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already been given the gate by the college, so I didn’t have to fret about losing my job. I had 

begun to have fantasies about earning a livelihood through my writing, but really I knew that 

this could never be. What was about to happen was going to happen, and there was no point in 

trying to stop it. But I couldn’t do nothing. To lash out against my student would certainly have 

been beside the point. Nor was there much use in targeting the reporter from the Kansas City 

paper who saw the story and wanted to follow up on it further and write a longer article of his 

own. By that time I’d left town, so he was never able to find me and get “my side of the story.” 

Of course, when he finally did publish his piece, he had portrayed a character even more 

notorious than the one he might have expected to discover.  

It was my life or his. If you were to say that mine wasn’t really worth much at this point, 

I would agree with you. It was hardly worth the effort. Some of you will say I had literally 

forfeited my life long before, and in a manner of speaking this is correct. Since I thus truly had 

nothing more to lose, however, anything I might accomplish hardly entailed much risk (although 

I must say I never imagined winding up here). But it’s funny that when “the end” becomes more 

than an abstraction, more than a literary trope whose fictional status is exposed by each new 

story, one doesn’t approach it with much enthusiasm. The end of life is oblivion—the fiction 

writer’s vocation, I have now come to see, is to constantly seek out creative means of denying 

this ultimate fact—and while my actions had surely worked to hasten my own journey toward 

this terminal point, I still preferred that the other Samuel Dean get there first.  

And of course it did make for a better story. If few would now want to read the made-up 

stories I’d managed to extract from my life’s parched experiences, I could perhaps call attention 

to the superior achievement of finally transfiguring one’s actual existence into a story. There 

were several directions in which I could take it. I could find him, confess my transgression, and 

then shoot him. This would illustrate my conflicting impulses, to make a clean breast of it and 

elicit a semblance of mercy, and to carry the whole business to its logical conclusion. No doubt 

this would add that extra shade of complexity to my character. I could stalk him, frighten him a 

bit, and, at just the right time, shoot him. This would contribute a certain demonic element that 

might leave me a more memorable sort of character. Perhaps I could confront him on the street 

one day and, without warning or apparent motive, start firing away. Afterwards I would refuse 

to speak. This would add that element of mystery without which my character could seem 
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merely deranged. Of course, I could also shoot Samuel Dean and then shoot myself, but as I’ve 

already indicated, I wasn’t really feeling suicidal, just determined that the whole affair come to a 

suitably dramatic climax. Besides, this motif has been much overused in too many drearily 

sensational tv movies. I could at least do better than that.  

Someone with more imagination than I have could no doubt dream up other scenarios. 

You know which one I chose—why else would you be here?—so I won’t take up the time to 

recount it all again. We’ll leave this account—inadequate as it can only be—as the absurdly 

disordered denouement to a ludicrously improbable narrative whose end was implicit in its 

beginning, which unfortunately is true of almost all narratives, now that I think of it. I should 

have realized this before I started? What writer wants to believe he can’t direct his own story’s 

destiny, that no matter how tangled the plot twist or how precipitate its turn, he can’t escape his 

fiction’s fate? The literary world could accept only one Samuel Dean, and the other had to go. I 

tried to postpone the inevitable, fudge the issue, overturn the verdict that had apparently been 

directed against me, but finally it was not possible for both of us to hang on to the same 

authorial personality. Most will consider my claim on it to be spurious, my continued existence 

itself an unjustified outcome. But who will deny that this story could not have a happy ending.  

And after all is said and done, I am still—perhaps more than ever—only a dim 

projection, a pretender, a wholly feigned Samuel Dean. I sense from those assigned a role in the 

resolution of my strange case that I have made little impression on them one way or the other. 

Although my crime was ordinary, my motives were not. Yet they have encountered a man of 

countenance so nondescript as to defy the very notion of appearance itself and, for all that can be 

surmised, of an inward life so faint it fails to be manifest even to himself. Surely I will have to 

answer to my Creator for the choices I have made, but at this late date I don’t feel the need to 

entertain this captive audience. Perhaps the only authentic move left to me is to endorse my own 

inauthenticity.  

I am not “Samuel Dean,” nor was I meant to be.  
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Simplicity 

 

Many are the moments I recall from that quiet, unhurried life. As well the people, simple 

but also shrewd about the ways of the world. Or at least of that less sophisticated world they had 

been born to. As, of course, had I.  

It ought, then, be a simple matter to choose one such moment to relate here. After all, in a 

world like that which I remember, almost any experience selected is likely to seem right. 

Representative of the whole. And, given the limited range of types available, practically anyone 

among the “characters” one might pick out would do in a pinch.  

And yet I hesitate to settle on that single event or that particular individual I unavoidably 

need to begin my story. One must begin somewhere, this I know, and I am still confident that the 

story I have to tell, although necessarily simple, remains fundamentally worthwhile. It is, as I 

believe you will see, a story of manifest human significance and direct emotional authority.  

In many ways I suffer from an embarrassment of riches. Perhaps it is just that I am 

inclined to look back on my own past life in the very world I wish to evoke through decidedly 

rose colored glasses. Perhaps everyone tends to idealize the time spent in the seemingly less 

complicated world of one’s younger days. Nevertheless, so many scenes from those days remain 

etched in my memory that I feel in some measure helpless to isolate just that one most telling of 

such scenes and render it here in all its vivid hues and still-sharp relief.  

Thus I will simply designate an episode at random and from there commence my tale. I 

will tell it in a manner as simple as the circumstances from which it arises and the people with 

whom it is concerned. One factor does complicate somewhat the nature and the difficulty of my 

task. I myself was present on this occasion but of course I will not refer to myself by name. This 

story is not about me at all, and so I will appear as just another character among those assembled. 

Such a device will, I’m afraid, be necessary if I am to get on with my task of depicting these 

events in the modest and disinterested manner they require.  

This will require as well that I cease speaking from the subjective point of view I have 

been using up to this moment. I will need to switch instead to the indirect mode of narration 

according to which I remove myself to an equal distance from all the characters and their 

exploits.   
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Although I will do my best in this endeavor, I am not altogether comfortable in the role. I 

am much more at ease speaking in my own voice, as it were, and I employ this other method 

only with great reluctance. I am convinced, however, that by adhering to this method I will be 

able to maintain the simplicity of means I believe to be crucial in accomplishing my goals in this 

instance.  

I will admit to having second thoughts about both of these decisions. While it is certainly 

customary for the author to disguise his presence in the story he is telling by assuming a place in 

the cast of characters, is it absolutely necessary that I pretend not to be the personage I obviously 

am? Similarly, must I give up my preferred vantage point merely to avoid the impression I know 

more than I should?  

This is all more than you need to know, I am sure. On the other hand, there is something 

to be said for being honest about the kind of outright deception you are asking others to accept. 

The ambitions one hopes to fulfill might be simple, but does that mean achieving them will be 

easy, without strategy or forethought?   

None the less, I shall proceed as I must. The most important thing is that this chronicle 

keeps moving forward, its narrative momentum remain unimpeded by needless equivocation. No 

daylight should appear between the succession of events related and the will to relate them in a 

forthright and unadorned way.  

Now that I think of it, this would be a good description of the people who serve as the 

subject of my story—as you will see when I am at last in the midst of recounting it. They are 

plain and unadorned people living a plain and unadorned kind of life in an especially plain and 

unadorned part of the country. I don’t want to give away too much of the message I wish to 

convey about these people and their way of life, but since I have already represented them to you 

in these words I can only acknowledge that this is the conclusion—that they are plain and 

unadorned people, etc.—I hope you will reach concerning the characters and the incidents 

depicted in what follows.  

Actually, it should be fairly simple to create this impression of my characters and their 

activities. They are, in point of fact, both plain and unadorned, and thus merely to write of them 

as they presented themselves to me would be to tell the truth about them— that they are. Etc. 

Would it not? 
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I am afraid I will have to pause here and ask you to please overlook these occasional 

lapses in decorum whereby I am led to address you, my reader, directly. As in the question just 

posed. Also, of course, in the very request I am now making. A certain number of purely 

rhetorical flourishes such as this are sometimes tolerated, but I am conscious of having crossed a 

line whose integrity simply must be respected. My story will lose all credibility if I continue in 

this vein, although I won’t go back and delete those examples of my transgression already 

committed. Such a move would only detract from the air of spontaneity that should be created in 

a properly fashioned work like the one I aspire to here.  

But then I should not be speaking of “fashioning” this story at all. This would imply that I 

am making the whole thing up, concocting it out of whole cloth, and nothing could be further 

from the truth. Every word in this account is—or will be—taken directly from real life. Every 

experience herein adduced is a verifiable record of an occurrence that actually happened—if not 

to me, then certainly to those whose lives form the basis of my interest in composing this piece in 

the first place. Although again “composing” suggests a degree of artifice that most assuredly 

plays no part in my deliberations. I am dedicated to bearing witness in these pages to the simple, 

honest, unvarnished truth.  

These prefatory remarks, though more diffuse than I had anticipated when I initiated 

them, have finally prepared us for the introduction of our inaugural scene and the subsequent 

exposition of its concrete particulars. From there we will begin to report the rising action that 

naturally flows from these particulars—if “action” is what we will ultimately want to call it—and 

eventually arrive at the apex of our dramatic arc, where the conflicts our story encompasses, as 

modest as they are, will come to a resolution of sorts and the story will proceed through a brief 

but instructive denouement.  

The story will unfold in this way because such a scheme is so obviously faithful to the 

way the flow of our own lives takes place. It is a powerful but simple model of the inherent 

forces that direct and inform our understanding of the meaning the ongoing course of events 

inevitably reveals.  

This was, at least, the theory with which I began my current labors. The nearer I come to 

that moment when I must actually set my story out on its own path the more doubts I find myself 

having about the soundness of that last statement. Reading it over, I’m not really sure I know 

what it means. Yet I have an intuitive sense that some such formulation of the interrelatedness of 
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events must be right. To think otherwise would be to succumb to the notion that what happens to 

us is random, subject to no higher analysis or conceptual scheme. Myself, I do not want to 

believe that.  

Yet, I would do well to remember my overriding conviction: that this story and its 

subjects are simple, and all the more meaningful for being so. No “conceptual scheme” is 

required to bolster its authority. A story is a story. Its authority is sufficient unto the day.  

That statement is pretty obscure too. What I mean to say is a story such as this one—any 

story that seeks to humbly represent life as it is, the irreducibly real—does not need to be 

justified by some abstract, philosophical proposition claiming to invest it with significance. The 

trick, it would appear, is to balance our sense that life has order, purpose, at least equal parts of 

joy and sorrow, with the need to convey one’s chronicles of life as it is lived according to the 

high ideals and principles of artistic creation. One must not overshadow or distort the other. The 

best solution, of course, would be to meld the two imperatives together, seamlessly, so that one 

seems the natural complement of the other.  

We are now again ready to launch our tale, which ought surely to be only strengthened by 

the reflections with which I have so far freely indulged myself. My resolution should be fortified, 

my goals thoroughly illuminated, freshened. But frankly I find myself approaching this long-

deferred duty with some newly realized reservations, even outright dread. What if I am no longer 

up to it? What if it all goes wrong? (These are questions I am addressing to myself, for the 

record. I remain mindful of my previous admonitions to avoid the tactless gesture.) The moral at 

this point would seem to be that overmuch meditation on the finer details of telling one’s story 

gets one nowhere—except to additional meditation. Better to get on with the thing, ready or not.  

Such a spirit happens to be entirely characteristic of the putative subjects of the story I 

had in mind. (Once more I have managed to catch on the run, so to speak, just the hinge I need to 

turn this work onto a more productive track.) They are nothing if not efficient, practical-minded, 

resourceful, determined, resilient, adept, spontaneous, self-possessed, hardy, fearless, alert, 

capable, decisive, stalwart, forthright, responsible, courageous, purposeful, and authentic.  

The list could go on.  

And I am now more hesitant than ever. How will I manage to string together a series of 

simple actions, mere anecdotes most likely, that will illustrate these traits in any remotely 

convincing way? On the other hand, since I’ve already revealed what I intend to communicate 
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about my characters and their milieu, perhaps coming up with a narrative in order to highlight 

these features—to deliver the message, but discreetly—is now unnecessary, even 

counterproductive because redundant. Couldn’t it be taken as an imposition on the reader’s 

attention? A needless frill?  

If the folks in D_____ (a partial cognomen for now, but I hope to provide the name in full 

once my confidence is up) can be counted on to know anything when they see it, it would be a 

needless frill. It is, in fact, a central tenet of their creed to dispense with all such frills. Therefore, 

it would be incongruous without question if I were here to foist on them and their no-nonsense 

way of life a “plot” of uncertain merit and dubious veracity. (To say the least.)  

Thus, the story I am about to tell almost doesn’t qualify as a “story” at all. It has 

sequence, continuity, interconnection, but only so much as to make possible the emergence of 

persona and activity in a minimally perceptible form. In this manner, it will do justice to the 

fundamental, artless simplicity of the lives that have inspired the telling. The natural, fecund, 

intricate simplicity bred into the very marrow, woven into the very fabric, stamped upon the very 

matter of the life whence this “story” derives its provenience.  

Well, the subject might be simple, and the design elementary, but the wording certainly 

isn’t. What a blast of hot air! It’s never come on me like that before. My prose style has always 

been a model of cogency, precision, and, yes, simplicity. A typical first sentence would normally 

be something like this: “The rain fell.” Can you be more direct, less unpretentious than that? No 

ostentation in that sentence. All pith and sinew.  

Where did it go? Where in the honest attempt to relate my story in the simple manner I 

was certain it required and that I have in the past so obviously mastered did my grasp on this 

eminently practical, time-tested technique start to loosen? Why did I suddenly veer in this other 

direction, give over to such verbosity, and toward no fathomable objective? How did something 

intended to be so concise, so tightly organized and straightforward, become so fuzzy and loose-

jointed?  

I’m giving up on the idea I should not speak to my reader directly. Of course I don’t 

expect him or her to respond in kind to my words—I may be confused, but I’m not insane—but 

at this stage there seems no point in pretending that, even if this story finally does get off the 

ground, I am an “invisible” narrator simply providing the facts and reporting on what otherwise 

objectively happened apart from my knowledge about it.  
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Even I always understood that that one was simply an outright fraud.  

So I will now further admit that the story I was planning to tell you—that I still intend to 

get to, although you certainly have every right to be skeptical—was itself a fraud: it was indeed 

all made up. In no way does that mean it wasn’t worth telling anyway, even that it didn’t contain 

its own germs of truth. But the “simple” people I was going to tell you about—will tell you 

about, very soon—are all figments of my imagination. At the same time, they were certainly 

modeled on people I actually did know. And for that matter the circumstances in which they (and 

I) lived were certainly simple. Perhaps, then, the pretense behind the utter fiction I was prepared 

to advance was in these small ways a defensible deception.  

But then you knew it was a fiction as well, didn’t you? In addition to almost believing 

myself that the illusion I was going to attempt to create was not an illusion at all, I apparently 

also convinced myself that you couldn’t see through the charade either. Although you might have 

been willing to go along with the game if the potential reward loomed large enough, you knew 

perfectly well that behind every supposedly simple story lurked countless complexities and that 

what seems a true-to-life account is really a complete invention. Isn’t this true?  

That’s not a challenge, simply a comment. Mostly on my own credulity. Here I was 

thinking that I had to figure out all the smart moves to use —consistent with simplicity—in order 

to convince myself I’d fooled all of you when in fact it was you all along fooling me: you 

pretend not to notice my stratagems but are perfectly aware of them, have in fact seen them all 

before. But then I knew this too, even though I tried to block it out. Otherwise, who could ever 

presume to offer up yet another story without the fear of ridicule, or something worse?  

All of which makes me not merely uncertain about going ahead with that story  

I’ve been promising, but downright apprehensive, almost to the point that I’ve just about decided 

to call the whole thing off. As far as I can tell I’m in a no-win situation. If I go ahead with the 

sort of thing I had in mind in the first place, you won’t be able to receive it with anything like the 

assumed innocence I would need. I’ve given away far too much.  

It’s conceivable I could simply start again and just stick to the essentials, dispensing with 

all the palaver. But my ability to do this without backtracking through the rhetorical brush has, I 

fear, been severely compromised. On the other hand, if I resolve to push on ahead regardless of 

the obstacles I’ve set up in my own path you’re going to be more interested in how I manage to 

negotiate those obstacles than in what I’m trying to tell you.  
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But what is it I’m trying to tell you? That my characters are simple? That the lives they 

lead are simple as well? That the story I came to tell is equally simple, as are (will be, would be) 

the means employed to tell it? I’ve already told you all of that. I’ve just told it to you again. Does 

knowing these things beforehand make you better prepared to appreciate the story once it is 

under way, or simply inclined to disregard the story altogether, to, as they say, let it slide?  

There’s probably nothing for it except to plunge forward once and for all and see what 

happens. All reservations and hesitations and qualifications over the side. Afloat at last!  

On a bright spring afternoon in D_____ the city park was fast filling up with young 

families hoping to take advantage of the first warm day of the season after a long winter of 

surprising harshness. The trees were in bud, the grass freshly green, the songbirds finally 

returned following a longer than usual absence.  

Among those gathered in the park that day were Tom and Mary S_____, themselves 

married only a year but now the proud parents of a new baby girl, L_____. She, in her stroller, 

and her mommy and daddy, walking behind, were making their way along the gravel pathway 

that wound its way around the small park when they met a group of teenagers running toward 

them from the direction of the copse of oak trees bordering the park.  

“A body. In the woods,” one of them said, breathlessly. Tom knew the boy. It was 

B_____, the son of Tom’s friend, R_____.  

“It looks like it might have been there all winter. We’re going to get the police.”  

“A good idea,” said Tom.  

The boys again began running toward town in order to complete their mission. Tom, 

whose initial impulse was to go and himself have a look at the just-discovered corpse, quickly 

decided that such a sight would be morbid and inappropriate in the extreme in the presence of 

wife and child, and steered his family on toward their original goal: the annual Spring Parade 

about to pass by just ahead on Lincoln Street.  

It was a simple parade, a few floats, the high school band, some local groups dressed up 

in funny costumes, but Tom had always enjoyed it ever since he’d been taken as a small boy to 

see it by his own parents.  

No good. What a muddle it is already. This body in the woods needs explaining, and who 

knows how complicated that could get! Plus all these letters for names. What must it say about 

my commitment to this story that I can’t bring myself to fill in those blanks?  
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And then the general atmosphere! It’s treacly, not simple. A cartoon. What made me 

think anyone would believe in such people, much less care about their “quiet” lives.  

Who’s kidding who?  

A lost cause.  

Best-laid plans.  

Dashed hopes.  

The rain fell.  
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The Story of Joe  

Benjamin Twigg 510 Elm St.  

Leadville, Missouri   

Dear Editor,  

Enclosed please find a short story for your consideration. I think you will find it a 

refreshing departure from the highly conventional “workshop” story so prevalent in so many of 

our literary journals these days. I am the author of Up, Down, and All Around (Firing Neurons 

Press), as well as other stories published in various “zines.” The story I am submitting to you is, I 

believe, the best thing I’ve written to date.  

If you feel the story is not quite right for your journal, you may return it to me in the self-

addressed envelope I’ve provided.  

Sincerely,  

  

Dear Editor,  

Enclosed please find a short story for your consideration. It’s called “Meanwhile,” and I 

believe your readers would find it an interesting experiment in narrative restraint (although not 

so retrained they wouldn’t recognize its implicit “story arc,” as unobtrusive as it might otherwise 

be.) 

I am the author of. . . .  

  

Dear Editor,  

I am submitting a short story for possible publication in Big Bend Review. While it is true 

that this story asks the reader to defer the pleasures of “action-filled” narrative, at least until such 

time as she might re-create the action after successfully connecting the narrative lines the story 

breaks into numerous (and numinous!) pieces of proto-story, I believe it also rewards careful 

readers with plenty of more immediate “readerly pleasures.”  
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In a “call for submissions” I read, you say you like “vivid characters” as well as the 

“smart stories in which they appear.” I believe you will find my characters memorably vivid, 

although they are also in keeping with the formally “smart” arrangement of incident and episode, 

portrayed at an angle, as it were, seen through a shifting kaleidoscope rather than a transparent 

window.  

  If you feel the story is not quite right. . . .  

  

 

Dear Editor,  

I am submitting my story, “Meanwhile,” for your consideration. Although I grant that the 

story might require a suspension of conventional reading habits on the part of some readers, a 

degree of patience will nevertheless reveal that it provides all the usual pleasures associated with 

“good fiction,” even if they are apportioned in an unorthodox way. I urge you to read the story in 

that light as you consider its merits.  

I am the author of a collection of stories entitled Up, Down, and All Around, which has 

been praised by the literary blog Fiction Fiend as a “delicious assortment of boundary-crossing 

nougats,” as well as numerous other stories published in journals devoted to fictional innovation. 

I am no amateur at the writing of “serious” fiction, although I admit that what I write does not 

always conform to the prejudices many self-described “gatekeepers” in the literary world seem 

to think should go without questioning. 

If you feel the story is not suitable. . . .  

  

Dear Editor,  

I am enclosing a story, etc.  

The story is called “Meanwhile.”  

It’s not an ordinary story. It doesn’t have a “plot” in the ordinary sense of the term. The  
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“characters” are not depicted in an ordinary way. If you take these things into account before you 

read the story, you may save yourself the discomfort of realizing that certain conventions have 

been disregarded and that a different kind of “reading” is in order.  

  Honestly, how do you know that such a work as this will not be “quite right” for your 

readers if you don’t give them a chance to try it for themselves?  

  If you must return the story. . . .  

  

Dear Editor,  

I am submitting a story for possible publication in your esteemed journal. I am somewhat 

hesitant to proffer this particular story, since it is somewhat unusual and I know that most so-

called “experimental” fiction is really just self-indulgence wrapped up in arrogance and pretense.  

However, I do believe that in this instance you will find an honest effort to deliver the 

expected “timeless pleasures” of fiction in a fresh, if unobtrusive, fashion.  

  The story concerns a man who firmly believes his life will be the fulfillment of a destiny 

to do something, something significant, although he isn’t precisely sure what. Nevertheless, he 

starts out each day prepared to see every event, every incident, every encounter as the crucial 

point in a narrative chain that will commence, or continue, or prove to be the climax of the “story 

of his life,” a story that now becomes evident, or was always already evident though not 

perceived, or will become evident in the due course of time and will reveal the destiny to which 

he has been moving all along.  

  Meanwhile, this flashpoint never seems to occur, and the man’s life continues to leak 

away (or so it seems to him) in mundane and secondary activities he forces himself to endure 

even though he knows his “life” is elsewhere.  

  The story focuses on these interstitial moments—interstitial in perception but ultimately 

constitutive in reality—dramatizing through what are presented as the longueurs of daily 

existence the way in which our desire to impose coherence on incoherence only causes us to 

misinterpret the true story of human life, its unfolding in flux and exigency.  
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  Please forgive me for recounting the story so baldly and at such length in this cover letter. 

But I know that your time is very valuable, and I hope that the précis I have provided will help 

you in understanding my purpose and in making a decision about whether to make it available to 

the curious and discerning readers of your distinguished publication.  

  

Dear Editor,  

Since I am quite aware that the large number of submissions you receive makes it 

necessary for you to employ “first readers” (some of whom, as you would admit, are not quite 

yet the reliable judges of quality fiction they may one day become), I am providing for them in 

this cover letter a brief guide for comprehending my intentions in the story “Meanwhile,” which 

I am enclosing for your consideration.  

  The first section, headed “Morning,” literally chronicles the morning activities of the 

story’s protagonist—identified only as “Joe”—although it is admittedly not immediately 

apparent that this is the story’s focus, since Joe is presented obliquely as the subject of several 

serially aborted narratives that never really resolve themselves into an uber-narrative the reader 

can accept as the “real” story of Joe. At least not yet.  

  That these incomplete narratives are indeed part of a larger narrative—a story about how 

stories compose a story—becomes clear enough in the second section, “Before,” but some 

previous readers of “Meanwhile” have apparently been unable to summon up the patience 

required to follow these lines of development through to their ultimate integration. Thus I hope 

that the brief synopsis I have offered here will help your pre-readers assess the strategies I am 

employing in this work.  

  If nonetheless you find the story unsuitable. . . .  

  

Dear Assistant Editorial Pre-Screener,  

Or whatever the hell your title is. Let’s cut out all the pro forma, cover letter bullshit. We 

both know that my story (enclosed) will never get to the actual editor of this two-bit publication 

unless you decide to pass it on.  
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  Let’s be even more frank: You are a barely educated, quasi-literate, first-year graduate 

student who has barely learned even the half-baked ideas about writing fiction they’re peddling 

in “creative writing” classes these days, who has only the vaguest notions of literary history 

because the “professors” who are supposed to be charged with imparting this history themselves 

know almost nothing about it, who couldn’t distinguish artistic innovation from hidebound 

convention if your future sinecure in some community college depended on it (which fortunately 

it doesn’t), and who is likely to recommend rejecting any story that doesn’t fit your narrowly 

conceived, uninformed criteria for what makes a story “successful.”  

  My story does not fit these criteria. Thus you can either: 1) Send the story back to me 

unread and without comment, which will indicate to me that you have at least read this cover 

letter, which in itself would bring me some satisfaction; or 2) Read the story anyway and show 

that I’m wrong in my assumptions about you by sending it along to the editor for his own 

evaluation. Better yet, advocate on its behalf as a way of showing you do recognize excellence, 

even though you’ve had to have it pointed out to you in such an unconventional way.  

Sincerely,  

  

Dear Ms. Payne,  

Thank you for your gracious reply. I expected that your response to my cover letter 

would be neither to send the story back to me as instructed, nor to become its champion, but to 

ignore the story altogether. Or at least to convey the impression you had ignored it by doing 

nothing and leaving me to conclude it had been thrown on the slushpile, unread. Thus I am to say 

the least very pleased that you chose to write back to me with your questions about my story.  

  Part II of “Meanwhile” gives an account of Joe’s youth, but again it is neither linear nor 

unified (except in its disunity). It recounts the history of Joe’s reading as an adolescent, although 

the reader can’t at first be sure that this is the source of the shifting perspectives and character 

metamorphoses with which she is confronted. Joe assumes the personae of the characters he 

reads about, extending their scenarios into the circumstances of his own life, but each time these 

flights of fancy fizzle out in frustration and inconclusion.  
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Thus we are apprised of the source of Joe’s reveries, his apperception of the world as a 

skein of narrative threads he is determined to trace until they lead him to the happy outcome he is 

sure awaits him. This turn in the story, then, acts as a “flashback” to the formative period of 

Joe’s life without using all of the trappings of that device and without subjecting the reader to the 

usual melodrama and cheap psychologizing.  

  I hope this allows you to again consider the story, with a clearer sense of its narrative 

design. I await your further response.  

  

Dear Editor,  

I’m sending you my latest piece of shit story, although I’m confident that in applying 

your rigorous and time-tested standards you will conclude it is as worthless a collection of words 

as you’ve ever encountered in your life as an editor.  

  You might wonder why, if I hold such little regard for my own work, I nevertheless am 

asking you to read it. I hope that by alerting you to the dubious quality of this opus, I might both 

spare you the labor of passing judgment on it and perhaps encourage you to point out just where 

I seem to be going wrong. If you think that my talents are so meager that I ought to just give up 

writing altogether, I would appreciate it if you would tell me that outright so that I can begin to 

divest myself of the illusion I might become a professional writer.  

  Any comments you could make would be greatly appreciated, to say the least. You can 

be sure I will exploit their wisdom as part of my ongoing literary education, which you no doubt 

agree includes more than classroom exercises and naïve dreaming about the literary life.  

All the best,  

  

Dear Editor,  

I would be gratified if you were to take a look at the enclosed, my latest work of short 

fiction.  

  I have shown this story to a few other editors prior to submitting it to you, but while they 

all assured me they thought the story ought to be published, they finally concluded their own 
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readers were not quite ready to assimilate a work as “willfully oblique” as this one. (Words used 

by one of the editors, who also said the story is “certainly a challenge to our notions about the 

proper pleasures a work of fiction ought to evince.”)  

  If you are unable to find a place for me in an upcoming issue, I will greet the news with 

all due aplomb. Publishing space is precious these days! I will just send the story along to one or 

another of your confreres in the literary “biz.”  

Benjamin Twigg  

P.S. I see that in your last issue you published a story by Arnold Fenton. A jewel of a 

fellow, with whom I’ve had the opportunity to share a dais on the “reading” circuit.  

  

Dear Ben,  

I certainly do remember you from the literary festival in Kansas that we both attended. As 

I recall, you read just before me, during the panel on “Public Reading as Performance.” Your use 

of actual voice mail recordings as a way of dramatizing those portions of your story presented in 

that medium—I believe it was a story about a man pitching story ideas to film producers—was 

indeed. . .provocative.  

  I really don’t know the editor of Brushy Creek Review very well. Not at all, actually. He 

accepted that story a few years back, but I’ve had no dealings with him since. I can’t say I have 

any useful insights into “what he wants” from the manuscripts he considers, although I have the 

same impression as you that his publication does print “experimental” stuff now and again.  

  As for the story you sent me, I’m not sure I have any particularly helpful advice for you. 

Frankly, I can see why those readers who have told you the first two sections are rather obscure 

would say that. I, too, found them slow going, even after I had more or less figured out what you 

seem to be doing with the story. This is in some ways unfortunate, since I found section three 

much more accessible and thus more enjoyable to read. The directness with which you portray 

your character’s recognition that the “story of his life” is one in which he must forsake the 

comforts of story and take life as it comes is admirable, as is the humor in his subsequent efforts 

to pursue indeterminacy with the same determination he had brought to his previous search for 

narrative closure.  
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  Could you perhaps shorten the first two sections, or even eliminate them altogether, to 

give this final part more prominence? I know this probably isn’t quite the sort of editorial 

suggestion you were looking for, but there you go. We call them as we see them. Honesty is the 

best policy. And etc.  

Regards,  

Arnold  

  

Dear Editor,  

I regret to inform you that I am unable to accept your publication, The _____ Review, as 

one of the journals I will be reading on a regular basis. Although your publication has its 

moments of humor and some well-turned phrases, I finally had to conclude that it was not a good 

fit for my own reading habits.  

  I might suggest that you try publishing a different kind of fiction, something more 

challenging and out-of-the-ordinary than the frankly tradition-bound stories I found in this 

current issue of your journal. I felt as if I had already read many of these stories, so tied to the 

way things have always been done did they seem. If you were to start publishing more 

innovative work, I might reconsider my decision to keep your publication out of my reading 

room.  

  It brings me no pleasure to reject a literary journal such as yours. I know that you put in a 

good deal of work in assembling its contents and that you are sincere in your conviction you 

have chosen the best work available to you. However, I must remain faithful to my own 

conviction that the sort of literary journal yours represents is doing no good for the future of 

literature. There are too many others just like it, resulting in a stagnant, even retrograde, literary 

culture.  

  I would be happy to consider your journal again if in the future you were to change your 

editorial policies and print work worthy of a serious reader’s time. Good luck in your efforts to 

improve the quality of The _____ Review.  

Sincerely,  

Benjamin Twigg Writer  
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Dear Mr. Twigg,  

I am pleased to inform you that we have accepted your story, “Meanwhile,” for 

publication in our journal, One Step Forward. We found it a refreshing departure from the highly 

conventional “workshop” story so prevalent in so many of our literary journals these days. We 

believe our readers will find it an interesting experiment in narrative restraint, although it also 

rewards careful attention with plenty of more immediate “reading pleasures.”  

  We are well aware of your previous work and admire the way you refuse to give in to the 

prejudices many self-described “gatekeepers” in the literary world seem to think should go 

without questioning. This certainly applies to “Meanwhile,” which is not an “ordinary” story in 

any way. We recognized clearly that certain “conventions” were being disregarded and that a 

different kind of reading was in order. Our patience was rewarded with a story that embodied all 

the timeless qualities of great fiction, presented in a fresh, if unobtrusive fashion.  

  Congratulations on writing such a fine example of forward-looking fiction, and thanks for 

thinking of us.  

The Editor  
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The View from Nowhere  

Leon Stone had set up two separate rooms in his otherwise cramped house to serve as 

writing areas: one in which to write his novels and stories, those products of his pen for which he 

still holds the greatest affection, despite their failure to gain him the critical acceptance he feels 

they deserve, or much of an audience, and one to which he repairs when he intended to work 

instead on his non-creative prose, literary criticism mostly, long analytical essays that no doubt 

demonstrate his penetrating critical insights and his mastery of literary history, and that have 

managed to make his a recognizable name among those who read the few magazines and 

quarterlies that are willing to publish such things, but that do not really give him the pleasure he 

derives from creating original works of fiction, even though sometimes only he really knows 

how original and how truly illustrative of the critical principles he champions in his essays these 

works are.  

The fiction room is small but homily decorated—knick-knacks and what-nots—one 

bookcase full of his favorite fictions by other writers (for inspiration), an oak table on which can 

be found his current manuscripts, various writing-related objects (pencils, sharpeners, to-be-

filled notebooks) and reference books (dictionary, thesaurus, the latest edition of Writer’s 

Market), and, placed in one corner of the room, a plush and comfortable-looking recliner, where 

Leon sits to compose his first drafts. There is a shaded reading lamp next to the chair, and the 

windows are nicely curtained in a gauzy fabric that gives the room just the muted light a writer 

needs to feel safely separated, at least for a while, from the more glaring and indiscriminate light 

shining on the uninspired affairs being conducted outside those windows.  

There is no computer. It is to be found in the second room, where Leon will go to type up 

his completed drafts, but which otherwise he uses when it is time to write an essay. These he 

can generally do quickly, so the room has few adornments: other bookcases (mostly all the old 

literature textbooks he’d accumulated as a college student), the computer and its desk, a framed 

poster of the historical landmarks of Minneapolis, a city has visited several times and enjoyed 

very much.  
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It was to this room, in fact, that Leon had gone on the day that concerns us. Leon was 

sitting in the inexpensive but not uncomfortable office chair preparing to commence the day’s 

work (a critical essay in which he was busily demolishing the reputation of a current novelist 

whose laughably artificial prose was so distressingly overvalued) when he suddenly plunged into 

an existential crisis unlike any he had ever before experienced.  

The fiction of Julian Meadows is notorious for the way in which it often begins by 

misdirecting the reader’s attention. A typical Meadows story will place us in a seemingly 

ordinary setting, described in the most matter-of-fact way, only to suddenly introduce what will 

be the story’s motivating conflict, seemingly out of nowhere. If the reader is first led to believe it 

is a story exploring the surface realities of its protagonist’s situation, she is abruptly forced to 

confront a wholly new story in which the depths of suffering human consciousness will be 

brought to the reader’s attention by a writer of great psychological penetration.  

And Leon had indeed endured many such crises over the span of time he had spent 

perfecting the scribbler’s art, episodes of self-doubt and intimations of futility so intense and 

burdensome it was all he could do not to lie down on the floor and never get up, prolonged 

periods of dark despair in which existence itself seemed so senseless, so frankly bizarre and 

absurd, that he mostly wanted no part of it, although he never really made any effort to be done 

with it, beyond finding a piece of rope one day and wrapping it around his neck just to convince 

himself he was really serious in his disaffection, that he would really do it if the feelings didn’t 

let up, that there was a point beyond which his ability to accept misery and degradation would 

not extend, where he would not allow it to persist, although that point never quite seemed to 

approach, or if it did, it kept being moved off a little farther along the line of toleration and 

acquiescence, and eventually the worst of it would be over, although never would he be entirely 

free of this unwelcome knowledge that lurking behind all our restless activity there is nothing, no 

plan, no point, no reason, really, to pursue any such activity except for the sake of activity itself, 

to avoid simply coming to rest and confronting the void that endlessly expands itself all around 

us but that our busyness allows us to ignore, and, perhaps because of this very knowledge, each 

subsequent occurrence of these psychic breakdowns was just that much worse, the slough of 

despond deeper, the conviction that all endeavor, all struggle, even the struggle to write, was 

utterly useless even greater, until now this latest seizure of immobility threatened to leave him 
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permanently incapacitated, if only because he can now see that every time he manages to renew 

his sense of purpose and rededicate himself to getting on with the work that ought to be giving 

him satisfaction, or else why would he do it, he only wound up in an even deeper psychological 

pit, this time so deep he’s pretty sure he can’t get out, the feeling of being hemmed in, confined, 

cut off from reassuring light and revivifying air, so intense he thinks his whole body is simply 

going to cave in, his very being squeezed out of existence, and if this is the price to pay for 

continuing to function, at least part of the time, at something like a normal level of competence, 

then he would prefer just to stop, cease trying, lapse into a voluntary catatonic state, declare it all 

a worthless fraud, an opportunity only for torment and torture, undeserving of any further effort 

to make it make sense, 

Meadows has often indicated—although surprisingly few commentators have taken note 

of the fact—that his most immediate influences are the great modern interrogators of human 

consciousness: Henry James, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce. Their unstated doctrine that the 

proper work of the novelist is to limn the processes of the mind in all its impulsive flow, to 

connect the reader with another human personality through the writer’s authentic re-creation of 

the singular mental life that comprises such a personality, is Julian Meadows’s own literary 

lodestone. In all of his work its pull can be recognized in his unwillingness to sacrifice this 

psychological verism to the artificial demands of plot or theme or what some critics want to call 

fine writing. 

While it would probably not be surprising for readers of Meadows’s fiction to learn that 

he sees himself as the inheritor of a tradition of interiorized fiction a la James and Woolf, they 

might be interested to know further that Julian Meadows did not truly understand the nature of 

his literary task until he came upon the writing of the European critic Petr Yankoff. In particular, 

he has never forgotten this passage, from Yankoff’s book Projecting the Self: “To find a 

straightforward and unmediated perspective on the performing subject, to bear witness to his 

self-revelations in the act of enunciation itself, is crucial to the reading subject’s capacity to 

situate himself satisfactorily in relation to the text itself, its meanings, judgments, its mutually 

reinforcing obligations. All writers are always in the process of projecting a self, a self that 

speaks to the receiving self simultaneously embroiled in the ongoing performance of writing-as-

writer.”  
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Since, following on Yankoff’s keen insight, writing is always about the writer, an attempt 

on the writer’s part to (literally) express himself and on the reader’s to apprehend and appreciate 

the irreducibly human outlook thus expressed, exemplifying as it does the very possibility of 

manifesting such an outlook, what better way to get at the very essence of literary art than to 

write directly about writers struggling to write?  

I knew that my problem would cease once I had written the first convincing sentence, the 

sentence leading me someplace I’d never been before. Luckily, on this day that sentence came 

rather quickly, as if, taking pity on me in my almost farcical incapacity, another writer, at that 

moment hovering omnipresently somewhere over my shoulder, whispered the words in my ear, 

commanded my hand to take the pencil firmly in its grasp and press it to the page. The act of 

writing itself—more precisely, the act of finding the words that give your sentences a shape you 

could not have pre-designed, a meaning you could not have anticipated fully, that prompt you to 

say what you never knew to say—remains the only reliable remedy for these attacks of 

despondency.  

Although, as my wife would always remind me, it is this very writing that causes me such 

distress to begin with. Or at least it is the reception it has received that is the problem, which is to 

say the lack of reception, more precisely. The utter silence it has provoked would be more 

precise still.  

Well, at least he finally admitted it. All that time he would keep saying that his work was 

appreciated by a few, but that this knowing few, though indeed few, were still knowing, and this 

is the audience a writer true to his art doesn’t just settle for but finally wants to reach. And 

sometimes the knowing few spread the word far enough that a writer might at least make a living 

at it.  

The worst thing was that I listened to this. For a while, anyway. The day he announced 

he’d quit his job in order to devote himself full-time to nothing but writing was the day I could 

no longer stay and watch him consign both our lives to final failure. It was not so much that I 

didn’t believe he was a gifted writer—even, in some ways, a genius. It was, rather, his single-
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mindedness, his unwillingness to compromise, his devotion to literature as if it were a religious 

calling.  

Readers of Julian Meadows’s work are well aware of his systematic disregard of what is 

conventionally known as “point of view.” Not only does he switch freely from the omniscient to 

the subjective form of narration, but he also as freely changes the perspective from which his 

stories are told from character to character. Purists find this technique disconcerting, but 

ultimately it, too, is a strategy designed to help achieve this writer’s larger goal of digging 

beneath the external details of ordinary existence, of avoiding the reduction of fiction to the 

recording of “information” to be conveyed to readers turning to fiction for the most superficial of 

reasons: to see the familiar world reflected back to them, to experience that ersatz world in all of 

its illusory fullness at the expense of coming to know knowing itself as recreated by the literary 

artist.  

In effect, Meadows depicts human awareness as interdependent, the individual mind 

capable both of attaining a detached, objective perspective (the “view from nowhere”) and of 

linking up with other individual minds to produce a collective core of consciousness, a connected 

cluster of coordinated cognition the conveyance of which is the requisite responsibility of the 

writer. Meadows has dedicated himself to the task of carrying out this imperative and of avoiding 

the superficial satisfactions of the more obvious displays of shameless gimmickry other writers 

settle for.  

As he prepared to enter the seminary, Leon had few qualms about the choice he had 

made. Although, perhaps it wasn’t entirely proper—not altogether a happy omen—that just as he 

had committed himself to studying for the clergy he had also concluded he no longer believed in 

God.  

He had always has his doubts, in truth his crisis of faith had come about gradually, his 

final realization really only the ultimate point in a line that led from that first Sunday when the 

prospect of going to church seemed laborious indeed in contrast to the possibility of remaining in 

bed and sleeping a while longer to the evening just last week when Leon turned the last page of 

Outside of Life, the book that has finally and irreversibly convinced him that the construct of the 
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omnipresent and efficacious God guiding things from “outside of life” cannot be maintained by 

clear-thinking people. For someone like Leon, a man who has always felt the need to believe in 

something other than flux and instability, something to which he could voluntarily pledge 

himself in both calling and conviction, this last experience threatened literally to be the end of 

the line.  

But to swerve from his original decision to dedicate his talents to the elucidation of God’s 

purpose in the world He had created would serve only to expose his own weakness. He could 

still use his office to help people deal with their own doubts and disappointments, couldn’t he? 

Even if he himself could not settle for make-believe, a willing suspension of credulity in order to 

live in self-invoked illusion, he could persuade others that such illusion was preferable to an 

existence of unceasing despondency that terminated at last in hopelessness. This was not the 

work he had envisioned when he first set his sights on the ministry, but why should he not regard 

it as useful work, even so? He would trust in time to validate this conclusion.  

Another move Julian Meadows likes to make is to fracture the chronology of his fiction, 

forcing the reader to constantly readjust herself to alterations of time and setting. But these 

manipulations of sequence, however disruptive of the reader’s expectations of an exclusively 

linear development of plot in works of fiction, finally only expand our conception of what “plot” 

can be, help bring into fiction a more capacious ability to encompass “life” in all of its vanishing 

points of time and cumulative transfers of place. Along with the fluidity in point of view we 

encounter in Meadows’s work, this fluidity of event (the former frequently in tandem with the 

latter) signals Julian Meadows’s unswerving commitment to perfecting the novel as not merely a 

transitory literary form but as indeed a veritable Book of Life.  

During the time Leon was grappling most fiercely with his unassuageable feelings of 

self-contempt, he began to take daily walks through the thick and verdant woods behind the 

seminary, itself situated on a rolling, lushly green piece of ground on the outskirts of town, a 

modest Midwestern city that brandished its middle American values like a Roman legionnaire his 

shield, defending against the depredations of those marauding outsiders threatening to overthrow 

them.  
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But Leon could not be protected from his own ungovernable impulses, seeking from 

within to overrun his moral defenses and lead him into sin and degradation. Thus through an act 

of will he took these daily excursions into nature’s bower, the fertile forest, the place where, if he 

was to find it at all he would find the evidence of God’s presence, if not encounter Him directly 

and beseech Him to relieve him of his temptations. At the very least he was able to arrest his 

frantically swirling thoughts and repose instead in the comforting balm he found in this calming 

copse, this glorious grove.  

He would take the worn-down, serpentine path provided by those previous sojourners in 

this peaceful park, perhaps themselves perambulating its parcels for the same purpose as Leon 

now pursued, and wend his way past the oaks, the maples, the firs, the sycamores, sometimes 

veering off the path and into the shadows shed by these stately, sinuous towers of flourishing 

foliage and revel further in the profusion of plant life waiting within their protective penumbrae. 

These flowers and ferns, these saplings and shrubs, seem to soothe his troubled spirit like 

a magic wand waved over him by a beneficent forest sprite, like a soporific elixir administered 

through some rustic sorcery incarnate in this beguiling tract of woodland. And occasionally small 

animals could be espied, creatures whose behavior he would study with great wonder, like a 

spaceman suddenly plunged into an alien world and confronted with life forms so unfamiliar in 

their apparent purpose he can only stare open-mouthed in his perplexity, watching them as they, 

seemingly heedless of his interest in them, go on about their business like self-directed beings 

who instinctively understand their place in the universe and do not waste even one moment of 

their precious time in life brooding about the ultimate point of it all, dwelling on the fact that, as 

far as anyone could tell, all activity undertaken by the living was poor recompense for the utter 

extinction one had to endure when dead.  

When all is said and done, however, Julian Meadows should be judged primarily as a 

stylist of great descriptive, almost poetic, power and amplitude. All of the other techniques 

surveyed here, in fact, can be said to be designed to draw the reader’s attention to Meadows’s 

own writing as writing, to make the reader contemplate the prose in prose fiction, ultimately to 

focus the reader’s interest as a reader on the properties of his own precise, but intensely 

evocative style. This style is especially notable for its immersion in nature imagery, delivered in 
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pungently worded, perfectly cadenced sentences that evoke the natural world both limpidly and 

with heightened figurative force.  

True devotees of literary style cannot fail to appreciate in particular Meadows’s masterful 

command of metaphor and simile, his inexhaustible ability to make us see the world anew 

through original and intricately conceived figures almost metaphysical in their signifying scope, 

frequently tied together sequentially to create an ongoing meld of meaning that at times perhaps 

threatens to overwhelm the passive reader unprepared for a kind of fiction that operates so purely 

to refine language itself into a burnished gem of reflected life.  

Leon put down his pencil, pleased at the progress he had made on this day. The overrated 

current novelist was getting his comeuppance, indeed. Such a mishmash of incoherent rambling 

and backtracking! It’s hard to believe such writing wasn’t laughed into the garbage bin, much 

less published and sold in real bookstores. Leon is constantly taken aback by the gullibility of 

most readers these days. Rarely does he begin reading a newly published novel that he is 

subsequently able to finish, so transparent are the desperate devices its author is likely to resort to 

in order to trick the unwary reader into simply turning the page.  

Soon enough he will again start going to the other room, the fiction room, and begin 

working again on his own latest fiction, the writing of which he has temporarily interrupted to 

compose the current critical essay, a short story, as it happens, a story he likes to think 

provocatively combines the intelligence and intellectual rigor of his criticism with the probing 

lyricism he believes his fiction has always exhibited. Since few people have bothered to take 

note of this quality in his fiction—or little else about it, for that matter—perhaps the new 

approach will draw the attention of those who think of him only as a reviewer of other people’s 

books. If they think of him at all.  

Julian Meadows, shortly after bringing his protagonist to his moment of self-recognition, 

realized himself that he could no longer continue to use this persona he had created to give 

expression to his own frustration at being underappreciated. Julian Meadows is a well-known 

and amply rewarded writer of fiction who is otherwise as content with his lot as man could be—

he’s never had a depressive moment in his life—and does not consider his work particularly 
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complex and certainly has never considered it something like a substitute for the religion he long 

ago abandoned but still fells a need to approximate.  

Lately Julian Meadows has taken to writing essays spelling out his ideas about literature, 

about the role of prose fiction (as an entertainment, but entertainment that lifted people’s spirits, 

did not pander to their baser instincts for crude sensationalism) and of the writer in American 

society (not just as an entertainer, but as a teller of tales that allow readers a respite from the 

random occurrences of ordinary life through his mastery of the organizing powers of narrative). 

But not many had seemed to take notice of them, and those few who had mostly dismissed them 

as the jejune jottings—a phrase actually used by a self-styled “critic” in one of the (luckily little 

read) literary quarterlies—of a middlebrow novelist trying to burnish his otherwise dubious 

intellectual credentials.  

Thus Leon Stone, his methodical working habits, his experience of writing as a kind of 

agony, his flights of experimental fancy. But it can’t go on.  

Although it will go on. As it happens, “Leon Stone” has taken on a life of his own, 

unknown even to Julian Meadows, who, one must finally acknowledge, did indeed bring this 

character into existence in the first place, if only in the most rudimentary and not especially 

skillful fashion. Moreover, we are forced to admit further that the Leon Stone in question has in 

turn created a character named “Julian Meadows,” a popular novelist who wishes his theories 

about the writing of fiction not just to be taken seriously, but to be accepted as the definitive 

statement about the art and craft of fiction. During those moments when Julian Meadows’s 

attention wanders, when he is thinking about something other than the need to keep Leon Stone 

on his forced march across the page and on to who knows where—perhaps about how at that 

very moment some aspiring novelist toiling away as a book reviewer or journalist or “scholar” 

might be looking away from his own writing desk or computer screen to imagine the mere 

novelist (most of whom had gotten published in the first place because they knew which backs to 

scratch) who could marshal the resources of English prose in the breathtaking way he was in the 

process of demonstrating in his own work-in-process, even if it was a piece of critical analysis or 

literary journalism and not “fiction”—Leon Stone has snuck in between the lines—or perhaps 

behind them, furtively enough that Meadows wouldn’t notice, or would think it just the faint 
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afterimage of his own projected obsessions—to provide a mocking counterpoint to Julian 

Meadows’s uncertain flourishes of the pen. You might believe that such an occurrence is literally 

impossible, that it is no more than a fancy, a conceit concocted to express some larger idea the 

writer doesn’t want to say flat out, but I can testify by my own personal experience that it can 

happen. I myself have invoked a fictional character into figurative existence only to find him 

recalcitrant and uncooperative, taunting me to reassert control and get on with the task at hand. 

Once such a creature disappeared altogether, only to turn up later as the author of a magazine 

article in which he asserted his own right to “expose” my “incompetence” as a writer of 

“fiction,” his very “appearance” in this respected publication being the very best “evidence” 

available that I had no talent for the “imaginary” whatsoever. Suffice it to say it left me feeling 

like I was myself a fictional creation, in a story of the kind for which I otherwise have the least 

possible regard. In fact, while I am conscious of sitting here at this table , pressing these words 

into a notebook as I were indeed their “author,” the agent by which they cohere into something 

resembling sense and the authority of last resort, I am unable to recall with certainty precisely 

what task I had set for myself before taking a seat here: Was I in the process of explicating the 

subject at hand (the subject shared by both Leon Stone and Julian Meadows, that is, the need to 

assert one’s prerogatives, one’s justly-acquired deserts), or am I myself the subject being 

explicated, yet another character wandering around in the limbo between the wish and its 

fulfillment?  
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You, I, He, She, They, It  

  You have gotten off the interstate in order to take the back road, a two-lane county 

highway marked by double letters, that will allow you to wend your way to town and take in the 

rustic sights that from the interstate are just a blur of greenery stretching to the horizon. You 

descend the exit lane to an underpass onto which you turn and begin following the road where it 

will lead.  

   

            I look up from the page after writing these words, the first words in my attempt to revisit 

the past through the artifice of fiction, to reimagine the past in the present, and look out the 

window at the two-lane main street on which cars cruise slowly past, a patch of undeveloped 

woods beyond. They seem to be suitable enough words to the purpose, so I look back down to 

see where they will take me.  

   

            He drove beneath the underpass that marked off the town from the country and prepared 

to take the sharp S-curve that would draw him farther into the intermingling of woods and 

farmland he had come to identify as "country." He had just earned his driver's license and today 

had been allowed to use the family's second car to visit his friend who lived on one of those 

farms, on a road branching off a road branching off this one. The car came off the last part of the 

curve and headed down toward the creek and the old, rickety, one-lane bridge that led on to 

another patch of woods beyond.  

   

            She finally picked up the phone and twisted the dial twice before deciding, as she 

watched it revolve its half-turn back, she couldn't carry her resolve through after all. If her 

friends should find out what she was about to do, she'd likely never live it down. Girls asking 

boys to the prom--asking them out on any kind of date--still just wasn't done, and since it was 

one of her friends who'd told her he wasn't even going to the prom, if they showed up together it 

would surely get around that she was the one who'd made it happen. She picked up the phone 

again, and this time she managed to dial in the whole number.  
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            They were all very different, but they really seemed the same. They came from so many 

different places, even though they all seemed to belong in this place now. They were all doing 

the same thing--although a few of them were already starting to go off in their own directions-

and this made it easy for them to band together through a sense of common purpose. No doubt 

every one of them was there to set himself, or herself, on a path that would ultimately lead them 

their separate ways, but when they all looked up expectantly as another of their own came 

through the doorway they seemed altogether content in their current interlocked fortunes.  

   

            It concealed its presence so effectively that for years and years it could be said it did not 

exist. Even in the most dedicated retrospect it doesn't seem to have played any role in events 

more than twenty years past. It didn't exactly appear overnight, but "before" and "after" seem 

tangible enough markers, nonetheless. It is possible to conclude that the very act of retrospection 

is what confers on it its ultimate reality, as it now promises to lurk behind all future activities.  

   

            You expected the uninterrupted scenery of wooded hills and wispy meadows, cut through 

occasionally by creek or river, over which you would travel on a quaint old bridge that gives you 

a tranquil look downstream, but you're a mile along the road and you've seen only new-looking 

ranch-style homes, divided from each other by somewhat larger lawns than you might see in 

town but otherwise forming an ordinary neighborhood. You drive a little farther and the houses 

become fewer and more spaced out, until you round a turn and come upon a very large home, 

brick colonial, not at all what you anticipated you would find in this area, more like the houses in 

a ritzy suburb back in the city. You pull over to the side of the road and continue to stare at it.  

   

            I am hardly aware of my surroundings as I form the sentences that bring those times back, 

but I am surprised at the shape they are taking, at the way they seem to be moving forward, full 

steam ahead, only to stop and start again, homing in on some new frequency of thought. Some 

different voice resolving itself through the static of flagging inspiration. I must concentrate my 
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attention on keeping these sentences flowing in their sideways fashion or will likely just end up 

floating endlessly down the same old stream.  

   

            He drove past the great open sewage lagoon whose pungent stench after rain storms was 

such a familiar part of life as lived in his hometown. The road wound between the lagoon on the 

right and the creek on the left, a creek that about half a mile downstream emptied into the Grand 

River, the main fishing stream in the area, and as he was about to exit the shadow cast by the 

lagoon's steep bank he saw what appeared to be flowing water emerging from its base and 

trickling along the side of the road before disappearing into some sort of crevice cut into the 

ground. He pulled over to the shoulder and prepared to get out of the car.  

   

            She decided a telephone call wasn't really the right way to ask such a question--he'd feel 

more entitled to say no if she didn't offer the courtesy of asking it in his presence--and since he 

lived just around the block she resolved to walk over there and talk to him. Luckily the 

thunderstorm that had been passing noisily through while she debated with herself whether to go 

through with it or not had now rained itself out, but as she turned up the side street that would 

take her to his house the drainage ditch that ran next to it was roaring with the overflow. She 

paused to watch the muddy water rush by on its way to the creek.  

   

            One of them held a party at his country home outside of town and everyone gathered 

there for a grand picnic, the food plentiful and the beer flowing freely. "Every Picture Tells a 

Story" and "Mandolin Wind" floated out from the speakers. Several of them wandered off into 

the woods, mostly in pairs. Presumably there was sex. Later in the day the host led a large group 

of them in a walk through the woods. They took a well-maintained path through the groves of 

trees and over several footbridges spanning narrow, rock-strewn creeks. They were all lulled by 

the loveliness of the day.  
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            There was that one time. It seemed so much the direct consequence of the trauma of that 

specific episode--the actual encounter with madness--it was like something else entirely, 

something more fleeting and ephemeral. It went away fast, after only a modest struggle to 

explain away the experiences that caused it, and in the years following there was only acceptance 

of the truth these experiences had revealed (or so it now seems in retrospect). Apparently, those 

years had merely acted as a dam, holding it back while cracks meanwhile began spreading 

through the weeks and months so that finally it started seeping through, rapidly enough 

increasing to a steady stream.  

   

            You continue on the country road, which eventually makes its way even deeper into the 

woods, crossing several creeks and twisting around various knobby hills. Here the houses are 

many fewer and much farther between, and they are older and less well-kept, more like the 

shabbier homes you remember occupying these rural parts and expected would still find here. 

You feel a twinge of self-disgust when you realize you were really hoping that things had not 

changed, that the country poor of your memory were still in their established place. Still, you feel 

some relief that change hasn't penetrated this far into the countryside, as you come in sight of a 

house you're sure you recognize, so little has it changed.  

   

            I am beginning to understand how these verbal currents might be related, as tributaries 

moving toward some confluence with a stronger channel of narrative logic the outlines of which 

are unfortunately not yet on the horizon. Voices in a conversation the subject of which will 

become clearer after the noise of it dies down and the thread of discernible speech becomes more 

distinct. But while this is a beginning, I can't know if these strings of sense will work themselves 

out more fully and make this effort worth carrying through until I can hear what the voices are 

telling me, where the logic can be found.  

   

            He heard loud laughter to his right, across the road he'd been travelling. After scanning 

the brush lining the roadway, he saw the opening in it that led to the concrete footbridge 

spanning the creek. He realized that the voices were coming from the sandy area across the 
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bridge that some people used for fishing. The creek widened and deepened enough here, so close 

to its confluence with the river, that it was possible to catch a few of the catfish and sun perch 

that otherwise inhabited the larger river downstream. He had himself once spent an afternoon on 

that sandbar. He had been told those catfish might especially be found near this bridge after 

rainstorms, when the water was running higher and muddier than normal, but on this day all he 

caught was a single scrawny fish. He had put it on the stringer nevertheless, and he watched it 

swim helplessly in circles, releasing it when he finally gave up and went home.  

   

             Since she was good friends with his sister, she'd have an excuse for being there even if 

she lost her nerve and didn't ask to see him. It had been his sister who first told her he wasn't 

going to his own Senior Prom, but they hadn't discussed it since. She hadn't told her in order to 

get her brother a date--even his sister thought he was too unsocial to care about it, whether or not 

some girl might agree to with him, despite the fact he was so silent and withdrawn. Probably they 

would both be shocked if he actually agreed to go.  

   

            They were all taken aback by the sheer magnitude of it all. They emerged from the gently 

rolling, tree-covered terrain to encounter a gnarled, twisting gorge in the earth that seemed to 

extend halfway to Canada. They listened to the host explain that this was what was left of an 

open-pit coal mining operation that was shut down ten years previously. One of them, the one 

who had mostly been keeping to himself throughout the party and again on the hike, now joined 

the group and began to recount the history of such mining, bringing everyone else to a high pitch 

of indignation at those who would so heedlessly mutilate the landscape. When they began 

walking again, to return to the party, one of the women continued speaking with the sullen 

fellow, accompanying him back down the path as they talked of the fragility of nature.  

   

            The way it feels now is like he's sliding down a whirlpool, swirling around at a high 

enough level to stay afloat for now, but the trajectory is clearly downward and soon enough the 

bottom will be reached. Even now it can be seen in momentary glimpses. It has no substance or 



57 
 

even location; it appears to be just a void leading on to the further extension of void--to nowhere. 

It is an expanding cone of emptiness carving out its space.  

   

            You drive on by, although you have determined that aluminum siding has replaced the 

house's original shingled frame. Otherwise the same screen-covered porch, the same lean-to built 

onto the back. You don't know if the family still lives there. You long ago lost contact, even 

though at one time you spent almost as much time with them as with your own family. He was 

your best friend, but that didn't survive into adulthood--even by your senior year in high school 

your paths had diverged, as you prepared to leave the place of your birth and he already began to 

fade into your mental tableau of people left behind. The image of him you retain is of a Little 

Leaguer about to throw a fastball no one could hit. You wonder if those days turned out to be the 

best of his life.  

   

            I continue to search through the days that define a life. Although what life isn't yet quite 

clear. The more I seem to grasp the requisites of my task, the farther my subject seems to swirl 

away. All these days I've sat here and tried to sort through these images that must be connected 

or they wouldn't flow before me in such a steady stream. Perhaps my mistake is in assuming the 

images will eventually be meaningful to me. Perhaps the more urgent necessity is that they make 

sense to you.  

   

            When he got to the little sandbar he found no one there. Still he could hear the voices, 

although when he paused to determine exactly what they were saying he could make out no 

words, only what seemed to be the sound of voices engaged in conversation. They seemed to be 

coming from farther downstream, although neither the bank, which jutted straight up from the 

water as far as he could see, nor the creek itself, which was hardly deep enough for swimming, 

seemed to afford much opportunity for a gathering of people. He'd have to leave his car sitting 

off the side of the road, and he'd be late in arriving at his original destination, but he decided to 
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look around and see if there was a pathway that might take him along the side of the creek in the 

direction of those voices.  

   

            She arrived at the front door and went ahead and rang the bell before she had the chance 

to hesitate. Her friend's mother opened the door and greeted her in her usual friendly manner, 

then yelled out her friend's name to summon her from some other part of the house. While 

waiting for her to come to the living room, she thought she heard voices from the back of the 

house, where his room was located. He could have just been taking to his younger brother, but it 

sounded like there might be several people back there. She wasn't used to thinking of him as 

someone with a lot of friends, so she wanted to know who they were and what they were saying.  

   

            They went back to the house on another path, although the host assured them they would 

make it back in good time. They paused to look at the various kinds of trees turning various 

shades of yellow, red, and orange and to inspect the various signs of wildlife to which the host 

drew their attention. It was now late in the afternoon, and many of them declared they wished 

they had brought jackets to fend off the increasingly crisp fall air. They had gone a few hundred 

yards farther down the path, increasingly hard to distinguish from the forest floor itself, when 

they heard what sounded like voices off somewhere in the darkness cast by the trees. They all 

looked in different directions, trying to locate the source of the sounds.  

   

            It hasn't yet been accompanied by the hearing of voices, but can that be far behind? If it 

happens, it might even be a relief. It would make further resistance, all attempts to fend it off, 

finally futile, a sign that it was always going to win. Accepting it as the inevitable outcome of a 

process that had to unfold along its own ordained course, that was ultimately at the very core of 

one's existence, could be the only way to achieve the tranquility it had otherwise made 

impossible.  

   



59 
 

            You can still hear the talk in the car during the drive to the university. You didn't say 

much yourself--you were already preparing for your life elsewhere by refusing to participate in 

the usual family banter--but you do remember the voices expressing a mixture of relief, 

anticipation, apprehension, and sadness. You didn't think you yourself felt much of the latter, but 

after you unloaded your few belongings into what you only then realized would have to be your 

new home--the first of many, although you couldn't know that at the time--and walked back 

down to the circle drive, you watched intently as your parents drove back out and turned right to 

begin the return trip. The image of them looking back at you just before the car disappeared from 

sight was one that remained vivid to you over the years.  

   

            I grow tired listening to the voices. I again look out the window and notice the shadows 

are already lengthening on this late autumn day. If past is prologue, the voices will renew 

themselves tomorrow, after a night during which they will transform themselves into phantom 

images I will also try to translate into these words. But if they don't, if the stream dries up and 

leaves me searching in vain for its former traces, will the time I've spent sitting here, looking up, 

down, and around, as if what I'm really after will materialize out of the empty space surrounding 

me, be redeemed nevertheless? Or is the end of this the end of all?  

   

            He reached the mouth of the creek, where it bent gracefully into the flow of the river that 

here skirted the edge of town before making its way through the hills that seemed to pose such an 

obstacle to its path toward the even bigger river it met in turn not far to the east. Whatever it was 

he thought he was chasing wasn't here. He must have been imagining those voices. Why had he 

gotten out of the car in the first place? How had he found himself out in the middle of nowhere 

pursuing phantoms? Going back where he came from would be difficult. Several times the bank 

had disappeared and he'd almost fallen in trying to stay upright on the tree-filled incline. He 

might have to find a path leading farther into the woods, away from the creek, and see where that 

will take him.  
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            She walked on back toward his room. But suddenly she was no longer sure what she 

wanted. She really barely knew him. She didn't find him attractive. It wasn't even her prom. 

When that came around, she'd be able to get a date without any problem, she was pretty sure. Did 

she just feel sorry for him? Everyone would think it was pretty cool that she got to go this year's 

prom, but when they heard who she'd gone with, would they think she had low standards? Before 

arriving at the bedroom door, she turned back and made it to the living room just before her 

friend finally arrived from wherever she'd been. They greeted each other in their usual friendly 

manner and then she asked her friend if she'd like to go back to her house and listen to some new 

records.  

   

            They didn't hear the sounds again and concluded they weren't voices after all, just 

something being carried by the wind. The path turned out of the deep woods, and they were soon 

enough within sight of the house. The party would continue well into the evening, and many of 

them were already gathered in the backyard as the host was apparently preparing a barbeque 

grill. Some of them were walking to their cars, however, perhaps to spend a more tranquil night 

at home. The rest of them would remain, fixed in memory at least, ready to enjoy their 

unforeseen camaraderie and eager to achieve all of their plans.  

   

            There won't be any voices. It isn't like that. It's not that grandiose. It's nothing many other 

people haven't endured. It's something that will have to be accepted. Perhaps it will become just a 

kind of background noise. It might be the price to be paid for remaining alive and conscious. It 

might be the very meaning of being alive and conscious.  

             

            You have reached the outskirts of town, which you know because you have just exited the 

sharp S-curve. You can see just ahead the overpass that leads travelers on by this otherwise 

nondescript place, or that leads inhabitants of the place away from it, perhaps for good. You had 

originally planned to drive through town, but now as the overpass looms, you wonder whether 

what you would see would be of much interest after all. You're no longer sure what you really 
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did expect to find, but it now seems to you that your expectations count for little, anyway. Things 

as they were can only give way to things as they are. Illusions can only break down. Whatever 

has changed and whatever remains will co-exist peacefully if left to the imagination. You wait 

for a freight truck that must have just made a delivery to cross in front of you onto the entrance 

ramp before making the turn yourself.  
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Tell a Story! 

   

But will he listen? Believe me, he’ll find a way to rationalize it, dismiss it, reassure 

himself that he knows what he’s doing and that all those who keep rejecting him are the ones 

who must be obtuse. Unfit for the responsibilities they’ve assumed, unqualified to judge his 

efforts at all, much less in the arrogant in which way they so typically respond. (At least this 

latest one could be called a response, an attempt to signal that some contact had been made, 

however unhelpful the brief exhortation is likely to prove when all’s said and done. You’ll have 

to reach your own conclusions.) I have some sympathy for him, despite the impatience you’ve no 

doubt detected in just these first few words. To be sure, I wouldn’t be here at all, reasserting my 

right to be heard in the very arrangement of these words one after the other, had he not brought 

me out of the dimly illumined but nevertheless thoroughly real world of latent and active 

possibility lurking unobserved around all the corners of the merely perceived. But as you can 

imagine, I also harbor a good deal of resentment at the shabby and thoughtless treatment to 

which I have been subjected ever since that day when he invoked my presence only to 

subsequently and persistently ignore my potential to solve the very problem we’re wrestling with 

here.  

Even now I’m really the only hope he’s got.  

  

  In the meantime, I will fill out this space by turning the tables on my negligent colleague 

(and we are colleagues, even though I do acknowledge his initial contribution, without which, 

etc.) and recount some of his activities over the span of time during which I’ve been aware of 

such comings and goings—and standing stills—as I have been able to mark and that seem worth 

relating. Perhaps you are surprised that one in my position could attain a vantage point sufficient 

to take note of these things, could escape the obvious limitations that ineluctably define my 

existence—I am, after all, a creature quintessentially adapted to his environmental conditions, 

surely destined to flounder if allowed to stray outside his native element. Indeed, am I not 

literally fixed in place through these scratchings on the surface so tangibly within the compass of 

your own measurement and verification? Am I not right here, and is it not plainly removed from 

over there? You will insist on such literalisms only if you insist likewise that no one from this 



63 
 

side has ever assumed those attributes that transcend mere words on a page, has never seemed to 

take on a life of his own, as they say. It is no small part of his current troubles that he could not 

himself overcome this prejudice. (In my opinion.)  

  

  You would presumably agree that the fields of force frequently flow from there to here. 

Who’s to say the boundary can’t be crossed the other way, that I can’t now and again cast a 

glance from here to there, if not actually step across that line that insures we remain just good 

neighbors? If I wouldn’t be what I am without his original fund of life experiences, will you deny 

me the right to know what new and ponderous burdens he might eventually try to foist off on 

me?  

  

Where to Begin?  

With the first impressions to resolve themselves as such after what could be called my 

birth? Proceeding then to linearly narrate the notable incidents as they thereafter occurred? (A 

method he eschews, of course.) Perhaps describe such events in a fragmentary, kaleidoscopic 

fashion, otherwise in no discernible order? (By contrast, one of his preferred strategies. Even 

better: leave the events themselves outside the frame of reference altogether, undiscoursed, only 

implicit; allude to them, write around them, move them behind the story, so to speak, the tail of 

the tale, its face a façade, merely words.) Too clever by half. Maybe it would be best to keep all 

of my options open. As an initial gambit let me simply start somewhere and see where it takes 

me. (Too bad he never thought of it. How differently might things have turned out?)  

  How about the latest setback? The entire message reads: “Sorry. Not interested in meta-

meta-fictional posturing. Tell a story!” What makes this most pathetic is that he really did think 

there would be interest in his meta-meta-fictional posturing! Exactly why he thought this is not 

entirely clear to me (my power to discern his psychological condition is limited, I’m sorry to say, 

to external displays of behavior that reveal internal states of mind), but that he did was painfully 

evident from the astonished look on his face when he had finished reading this missive. One 

might also have guessed from this reaction that he was on the verge of pronouncing this the last 

straw, the final and unacceptable insult.  
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What Next?  

  From here we’ll have to move backwards, obviously. I have my suspicions about what he 

will do next, my conjectures about the degree to which he is really able at this point to carry 

through with any firm resolution in the face of this slight. He is in many ways a stubborn man, 

but most conspicuously so in his capacity to explain away his failures. Who would want the 

approval of the disapproving, anyway? Their disapproval is the plainest evidence of their 

stupidity to begin with. (I realize I’m in danger of psychologizing here, but I’ve seen it too many 

times. I know all the signs. Only time will tell, of course. Although you have some say about 

how much time he’ll be granted.) In the meantime, it might be useful to review just how he got 

himself into this situation.  

  

  He lost his job. Although that’s not quite right. He could have remained in the job if he’d 

wanted, but he didn’t want. To. They fired his wife instead, but it amounted to the same thing. 

He wasn’t going to stay around after that affront. He informed the chairman that he also would 

be leaving, and he took the chairman’s celerity in accepting his decision to indicate he (the 

chairman, that is) was expecting as much. The wife advised him (Him) not to take such 

precipitate action, but he claimed that he’d had enough of the place, anyway, in fact had had 

enough of the whole line of work they’d both been in now since they met. (I will probably be 

obliged to speak of Her now and again, although my capacity to account for her behavior is 

restricted indeed. After all, I can only work with the sagacity He gave me, and do you think He 

understands Her?) What new line of work did he have in mind, she wanted to know. Actually, he 

was forced to admit, what he was really fed up with was work. Period.  

  Of course that’s not quite right either. He wanted to do what he’d always wanted to do. 

The job had only been a possible means to that end, but it was now clear that it hadn’t turned out 

as planned, in fact that it was manifestly an obstacle to the desired end and would need to be 

removed. It would be very easy at this point for me to join in with the wife and ridicule his 

ambition—so far a thwarted one aside from a few “scholarly” exercises placed here and there1--

                                                           
1 He wants you to know that these appeared in quite respectable publications.  
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but how could I do so? Not only is my very existence itself among the fruits of this ambition 

(albeit fruit not exactly allowed to ripen), but perhaps I have exaggerated my own dissatisfaction 

with the choices he has made. I disapprove only of his recklessness, his episodes of self-

righteous indignation, his stubborn refusal to recognize where his own best interests lie. I don’t 

disparage his belief that he was born to be writer—not just a writer, an important writer—but I 

do have trouble comprehending why he can’t see that I am the missing ingredient, that only I can 

help him bridge the chasm between his sincerely felt if imperfectly conceived intentions and 

their realization in the unequivocal assent of those who are now his skeptics.  (Authors have been 

known to complain that their characters often prove uncontrollable, that they sometimes wander 

off in unforeseen directions, resist all attempts to make them behave appropriately. Think how 

much worse it is over here. We know that what seems capricious is actually an acquiescence to a 

hidden order and are confounded at the disorder that obtains out there, a disorder we are even 

more powerless to alter.)  

  

Pardon the Digression  

It won’t happen again. (God knows that I don’t want to pick up any more of his bad 

habits than I have to.) I’ll skip over some of the gruesome details in recompense. Suffice it to 

say the wife got another position. This position was in a horrible place that for now will remain 

nameless. That it is a horrible place even I will not deny or attempt to gloss over: in the middle 

of nowhere, socially deformed, culturally denuded, economically depressed, imprisoned from 

November to April in a thick layer of compacted snow and ice and during these months 

enveloped in an air mass colder than a native of the lower Midwest such as he is ever imagined 

anyone would ever voluntarily endure. No job for him, though, except to teach on a part-time 

basis at her college, an altogether disagreeable and unrewarding task, without question. Bad 

enough to justify his feeling the wife had failed to consider that such an outcome was more 

likely than not when insisting they move here.2 But also an opportunity to stand and deliver. So 

                                                           
2 He is willing to pass, with reservations, on my omitting an account of the prolonged and 

intermittently vicious quarrel they had over the wisdom of making this move. He promises to 

bring it up later, should it become necessary.   



66 
 

to speak. What better use to make of those bleak wintry days with few other obligations to 

discharge than to press one’s pencil to the page?  

  

This Won’t Work  

Just to tell you that he set out to confound and confuse, to poke a rhetorical finger in his 

audience’s collective eye, to call attention to their manifest inability to appreciate such advanced 

techniques, and that he further assumed—he really did—this audience would welcome such an 

aspersion, would take pleasure in being dealt this injury, would immediately recognize their 

limitations and be willingly led out of their damnable complacency—just to tell you these things 

won’t get us very far. Nor would an account of the uninterrupted succession of rejection notices, 

all of them mind-numbing enough in their identically phrased, if politely dismissive rebuffs. 

Suffice it to say that these unwelcome slights—a cumulative response of supreme indifference is 

what it was—have brought our hero to his moment of crisis but they do not help us much to 

understand the source of his misbegotten authorial designs, although you are, of course, free to 

assume what you like about the motives behind the behavior I’ve already described in the 

preceding bit.  

  We’ll have to keep moving backward. The truth is, at one time he really did want to work 

in the profession from which he was eventually banished (the relation of which as duly amended 

and qualified already, etc., etc.). Why else would he have spent so many years in preparation for 

its pursuit? Why endure the frustrations he did endure while moving hither and yon? (For 

propriety’s sake, we shall again allow the exact locations to remained unspecified, but, a born 

Midwesterner, he first hithered North, then West (about as far West as he could get), only to then 

yon back to the Center, and finally further yonned to the far Northeast (very far), where we 

currently find him. In each nameless place he encountered the same nameless students, the same 

nameless colleagues, occupied himself with the same nameless activities, and continued to make 

the same nameless name for himself. Yet his most audacious aspiration—judged at least by his 

actions—appeared to be that the next nameless place might be not quite so nameless.  
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One Particular Episode  

I’m fairly sure this incident reveals much about the essential waywardness of his Life 

Until Now3, although I’m less certain it sheds direct light on the drama that stirred me to this 

discursive action in the first place.4 It happened as he and the wife were in transit between North 

and West, as it turned out a journey prompted by the wife’s acceptance of a position at one of the 

anonymous colleges already alluded. To. The circumstances were already unsettled—what was 

he to do once they got to this indistinct destination? (a question, as we have already seen, that 

will recur)—and his unease was only amplified by the fact that he was at the wheel of a 27-foot 

long truck made even longer by the car trailer hitched on behind and made yet again longer by 

the fact that he had never before been called on to drive such a vehicle even across town, much 

less halfway across the country. They had gotten off to a later start than they’d planned for on 

day one, but had made it safely to their first intermediate destination, a (nameless) small city in 

the state of Wyoming.  

  Buoyed by this initial success, on the following day they departed their motel rather 

early, hoping to perhaps include some margin for error in getting to the next destination. On this 

leg of the journey they began to ascend mountains of considerable height, causing the truck-and-

trailer to slow appreciably (and calling on heretofore unexploited skills in gear-shifting on his 

part), but each time they managed to reach the apex of the rising road, accelerate through the 

passes, and plunge down the other side. Driving through what promised to be the last of these 

mountain ranges, at least for a time, the truck again began to slow down noticeably, even though 

the climb they were making did not at first seem especially steep. (He was later told that this was 

in fact one of the steepest grades on the interstate highway system, a fact that the eventual long 

descent down off the summit certainly seemed to confirm.) He started downshifting, stomped on 

the accelerator all the way to the floor, and when the truck only continued to lose speed he leaned 

far forward, his head almost against the windshield, as if the added weight to the front might just 

                                                           
3 I am compelled to say that He does not agree. He saw it at the time, and continues to see 

it, as an isolated event which should not in any way be interpreted as having some built-in 

symbolic or allegorical significance.  
4 You might say that this chronicle is itself an extension of that drama, an attempt to 

prolong it, stretch it out and back to cover the conditions of its own emergence as such. You 

might also say that to call any of this ―drama‖ at all is to semantically chase the very word out 

of its own clothes, to pursue it all too plainly beyond the point of exhaustion.  
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do the trick. He said nothing, so the wife didn’t exactly know what was happening until the truck 

came almost to a dead stop and he made one last attempt to put it into a gear that would keep it 

moving. This produced a dreadful sound of metal being torn apart, and, as they discovered upon 

inspection a few moments later, the truck’s driveshaft fell onto the highway.  

  The truck moved backward a few feet and stopped. It was in the middle of an interstate 

highway, many other vehicles maneuvering around it to get up the hill themselves, but it didn’t 

start rolling back down the mountain. (The tow-truck driver who finally was able to haul it away 

expressed his amazement that it hadn’t.) They were safe, but the comedy of errors had only just 

commenced, from the frenzied efforts to get the vehicle out of the road, themselves (in addition, 

a cat and three dogs) somewhere other than on the top of a mountain, to the location of a repair 

shop able to fix the truck and its eventual and actual repair three days later. Details withheld for 

narratological reasons.5 If ever events seemed to be conspiring to suggest that a course of action 

was unwise, this was such a conspiracy, but he chose to see it as, at worst, a momentarily 

traumatic experience that might in turn ultimately prove useful if worked into some future work 

of fiction.  

  Ultimately. At this stage—he was already in his thirties, mind you—everything was 

always ultimately. Later. Eventually. Devoutly to be wished. He was traveling 2,000 miles 

through an alien landscape without even a job of his own as a reward for his trouble, yet he 

convinced himself it was all simply necessary if he was to succeed in embodying the image he 

was projecting for himself, an endeavor that had clearly taken on an exigency that no intimation 

of its futility could divert.6 He was, in short, responding to his inability to make his mark as a 

writer of fictions by converting his own life into a fiction.  

                                                           
5 He insists that I admit I now have somewhat more awareness of the kinds of problems 

he is continually up against.  
6 If the wife could speak here, she would undoubtedly say that her attitude toward the 

relocation at issue was much different, her dismay at the difficulties of the trip if anything even 

greater. She was by no means chasing after a chimera: she was going to continue a career for 

which she had spent much time and effort in preparation and which she had every good reason to 

believe she could be a success. She might further say that in no way had she acted to compel him 

to undertake this move, indeed that he had explicitly endorsed it on more than one occasion. And 

on these points, I am reasonably certain he would agree.+  

+ He does.   
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The Nub of the Issue  

But it sounds pretty contrived, stated so baldly. Too unsubtle by half that a failed fiction 

writer would lose sight of the difference between real life and fantasy. But I’m stuck with it. He 

really is a frustrated fiction writer and he really did confuse his own life with illusion! You want 

me to change that, make something up? You don’t understand the rules. He’s allowed to 

disregard what really happened, to reinvent things out of whole cloth. (Nobody denies him this 

right. As with everything else, it’s a question of degree. Moderation. Respect for convention and 

the sensibilities of good people.) I, on the other hand have to go with the tiresome scenes I have 

witnessed, the literal truth in all its dilapidated splendor.  

Even so, to state the theme outright is not to demonstrate its fitness.7 We still don’t know 

where this personality disorder –we’ll call it the fictional self—really came from. For it was, I am 

convinced, induced and not innate, therefore a remediable condition once we pinpoint its source. 

(And then, of course, we’ll have to connect this back up to the situation with which we began. If 

I can recall exactly what that situation was. There’s more to this narrator job than I ever really 

considered.) Since we’re approaching that point beyond which my first-hand knowledge fades 

and I have no authority to speak, it is necessary to move not backwards but more or less in place, 

parallel with the unhappy incident just recounted.  

  

Just Before  

In a sudden fit of renewed purpose he gathered together everything he’d ever written—

that he’d thought highly enough to save at least—and re-read it all. Much of it he thought was 

really not bad—or so he told the wife—despite the fact that they had not always been well-

received by those to whom they had been shown in the so-called “workshops” he had apparently 

taken in the belief such courses would help him learn to be a writer. They had failed at this task 

(though they had succeeded in conferring on him a degree in “creative writing”), judging from 

the further fact that he could get none of his stories published. (Now I remember that initial 

                                                           
7 Likewise, to tell a story is not to insure that it signifies much of anything. I’m still not 

sure the one about the truck and the mountaintop really did me much good.  
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situation.) According to his critics, these stories were not ―realistic enough. Although it was 

plain he did not agree with this assessment—he did not think realism counted for much as an 

aesthetic value—he nevertheless had concluded that this view was in the ascendancy and 

struggling against it would not reward the effort.  

  This would be an opportunity to make that effort, take up that struggle, to not simply 

disregard the judgments made by people whose assumptions he did not share and did not really 

respect but prove them wrong, furnish them with an alternative model that would reveal their own 

short-sighted and inflexible prescriptions as the specious dogma it really was.  

  But perhaps that was taking it a little too far.  

  

Just After  

Arrived finally at their Western destination, freshly settled into their none-too luxurious 

lodgings at the bottom of a mountain summit distressingly similar to the one that had produced 

their recent tribulation, but not entirely recovered from the ordeal, he again considers picking up 

the shards of his shattered ambitions, but they prove to be too sharp and cutting to the touch. 

Having just avoided serious injury of the purely physical kind, he wouldn’t want to risk this 

different kind of pain. Would he?  The best he can do is pick out two or three of those prose 

works already mentioned and send them around again to be swiftly returned.8 But this would be 

the end. If the role he was to play was first of all that of failed writer, nowhere was it written (or 

so he thought) that he was required to fail over and over again.  

  

  You could say that this was the point at which he committed himself to becoming a 

character in the story that he attempted to make into his own life. I find, however, that it can’t be 

said that the fictional self to which I previously referred emerged then full-blown as if rising 

from the psychic sea-foam. Something tells me that it is after all a deep-seated mental debility 

long antedating my own arrival on the scene. It may even be genetic. If that’s the case, all casting 

after motives and external sources is necessarily futile. His behavior is fixed, determined, pre-

                                                           
8 In some cases not so swiftly. In some cases never to be returned at all, abandoned 

presumably to the great collective slush pile created especially for the interment of such works.  



71 
 

programmed. Destiny decreed that he seek solace in fiction for the fiasco of his life only to 

further fail to do anything more with it than pretend it was his life.  

  

All the Way Back.  

 At least to the earliest time about which I can provide reliable observations, to the 

literally formative moment of my existence at any rate, although given the pattern of subsequent 

developments it was not the transforming experience for him one might have hoped it would be. 

Of course I can finally only guess what specific circumstances attended the fateful flourishing of 

the pen—how much sleep had he had? how long since he attained sexual satisfaction with the 

then wife-to-be? (or with anyone else, as far as that’s concerned)? how had the most recent 

product of his inspiration been assessed by his fellow workshoppers and his instructor? how 

well-disposed was he to invoking a sympathetic figure of sufficient and compelling amplitude to 

take on that life of his own?—but I do know that the words he then committed to the page 

carried a resonance and a conviction he had hitherto never approached, nor, in my opinion, 

would he ever recapture in the increasingly brittle, convoluted, frankly freakish anti-stories he’s 

come up with since.9  

  Neither can I know with any certainty what was his intent as he brought this persona to 

life in a way that might have been surprising for him as well. He has actually never spoken about 

what he had endeavored to accomplish in this work, which I have always taken as a sign that it 

affected him at a level profound enough that to discuss it with anyone else would inevitably be to 

oversimplify, to reduce it to the status of hearsay and rumor, something alleged but never 

substantiated. Not to mention more unlikely he’d ever finally return to it. For I have always been 

confident he would one day find his way back to the task he left unfinished—to bring his most 

outstanding creation to its fullest realization, to release that which in its purest state alone can, 

                                                           
9 My very presence before you here is of course my best evidence for the claims made 

above. Although I must confess I have by now acquired a small measure of appreciation for his 

own reluctance to ―tell a story‖ as if this were an imperative that couldn’t be questioned. Not 

only is it not so easy to fit all one might need to convey within the orderly movements of a 

humble story, but I can now see why one might want to examine the premise upon which this 

imperative is founded. It might be possible to take other routes without bringing oneself and 

one’s fellows onto unrelievably hostile terrain. But it depends on who’s leading the way.  
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once unbound, help him escape the sorry pass he has allowed himself to reach. If he hopes now 

to show those who would snub him just how wrong they are, he will surely soon enough 

rediscover those intentions unfortunately only partially embodied in that fragment of a tale in 

which my life was inscribed into its first, roughly drafted form.  

    

This Implausible Performance 

By now you’ve probably formulated all of the myriad objections to be made against it. 

We don’t need to be coy about it. At best I’m an impossibly belabored conceit, at worst a flimsy 

excuse for more meta-meta-fictional posturing, despite my protestations to the contrary. But I 

beg to differ. I’m just as real as he is (or as you are). In fact, from where I sit I am the one whose 

authenticity is indisputable, rooted in the very soil of revealed truth, while he’s as phony as a 

well-turned phrase. However, let’s not get bogged down in matters of strategy or technique—

after all, that’s what keeps causing him grief. What it all finally amount to is this: The know-it-

all who wrote that note is just a clueless as He is. It’s not a story that’s missing—although He 

doesn’t mind making you search for it, that’s for sure—it’s plain human interest that gives him 

trouble. Once upon a time he fortuitously discovered just the agent he needed to communicate 

this elusive human quality, and then almost as casually he inexplicably abandoned me to my 

own devices. In the gap between the intricate elaborations of the telling and the enduring 

prerogatives of the tale should come a sincerely human voice to mend the breach—a voice like 

mine.  

  As I’m sure you will agree.  
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The Higher Learning 

 

 

Even as I stood staring at it, arranged as it was in trim gray letters perfectly aligned across 

the pane of frosted glass, I could not recognize it as my own. Although I knew that indeed it 

must be mine—why else had I entered the building and made a bee line for this door, as if I had 

walked this path every day of my life?—the longer I tried to force it into some semblance of 

clarity the more it evaded me, refused to join itself into more than two unrelated words passing 

as a name, my name: Jacob Glade.   

The words printed beneath the name did little to dispel my confusion: Investigative 

Services. The totality of the situation confronting me—the door, the corridor in which I stood 

that clearly led passers-by to a series of adjoining offices, the nebulous but persistent feeling I 

had that these words and this place were the markers of my identity in some fundamental, if 

incomplete, way—suggested strongly that I was being represented as the provider of said 

services (accepting for the moment that “I” and “Jacob Glade” were one and the same), but what 

these were, and in precisely what manner I was able to make them available I still could not 

fathom. That I would describe my occupation in such terms (how pompous I must be!) I further 

found discouraging in the extreme.  

Although I hesitated to enter through the doorway for fear that what I discovered on the 

other side might convey even more unwelcome news about my life as Jacob Glade, my desire to 

overcome what could only be a temporary episode of amnesia where my previous experience as 

Glade was concerned proved stronger and I reached out and pulled up on the proffered door 

handle. Even as the door swung inward and I took the first step across the threshold, I somehow 

knew that I was in the right place after all, as if I were only now shaking off the cobwebs of 

some profound slumber that had left my mind in a muddle of disconnected images and had 

managed, however briefly, to undermine my otherwise firmly anchored sense of self. Of course I 

was Jacob Glade. Here I was, at loose in the world and about to discover what new challenges 

would demand my attention on this fresh and innocent day.  

  Once I had gained complete admittance it took only a momentary glance around the 

premises to confirm that I had entered my place of work, an office I had rented immediately 
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upon the construction of this building almost three years earlier. The centerpiece of a larger 

complex of shops, restaurants, and additional, more modest, office space, the Sternwood  

Business Center had been ballyhooed as a symbol of this town’s growing prosperity, a signal to 

the rest of the state that it was a community on the move. Unfortunately, the hype never 

materialized into reality, and when the building was completed most of its available space had 

not yet been claimed. (Even now only a few of the shops in the surrounding Sternwood Plaza 

have tenants, and only one of the restaurants that did open is still in business.) This proved to be 

a boon for me, however, because the remaining unoccupied offices were offered up at a 

considerable discount—low enough that even a tenderfoot private detective could manage to find 

himself a home.  

  And I did feel at home, standing there in the entranceway, contemplating the familiar 

features of my agreeably capacious, if not exactly impeccably decorated digs: to the left, a 

modest waiting area for my clients and would-be clients (complete with complementary reading 

copies of The New Yorker, the Times Literary Supplement, and American Poetry Review); to the 

right, an inner door opening on to my private office, where I and those clients discuss the 

business they wish me to undertake; and directly in front of me, my receptionist’s station, fully 

equipped with all the devices needed to help keep such an enterprise as mine up and running— 

although, being something of a Luddite myself, I do not get much involved in either the 

purchasing or the operation of these machines. This I leave to my receptionist, who just now has 

looked up in response to my arrival and who, it now seems necessary for me to say, has been 

indispensable in making what at first promised to be no more than a caprice, almost a kind of 

literary conceit I hoped to make into reality, the modest success it has in fact become.  

“Where the hell have you been?” 

 I am halted in my tracks by this outburst. What I had taken as an incipient smile of 

greeting from my receptionist has turned instead into this sharp snarl of annoyance. 

 “According to the clock above your head there, Gretchen”—for this was the young 

woman’s name—“it is 9:15. While I will admit to being somewhat tardy, the extra fifteen 

minutes hardly seems to merit such apparent hostility.” 
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  “You know damn well what I’m talking about,” she replies. She pauses, presumably to 

wait for me to acknowledge that indeed I do know the subject of her displeasure, but the 

blankness of my expression must successfully convey my inability to grasp the substance of her 

remark, since she now sighs audibly and turns to her computer, its well-known insignia, a piece 

of fruit, prominently visible as I continue to watch impassively.  

  While I was now intensely curious to know precisely what had made Gretchen so upset, I 

concluded it was in my best interest to let the matter drop and get on with the day’s activities. 

Gretchen was a mercurial personality, to say the least, and by lunchtime she would no doubt 

have forgotten the whole episode—although by that time something else might easily arise to 

kindle her ire. (Not that she was always angry at me. Far from it. Even as I made my way into 

my inner office to avoid prolonging the current encounter, I recalled how almost from the day 

she showed up to apply for the job (I myself had only moved in the day before) Gretchen had 

seemed to regard it as more than a job, and me as more than her employer. (There is nothing 

about me, I must add, that would ordinarily be attractive to women. (At least as far as I am able 

to judge such things.) Before I decided to set myself up as a private detective, in fact, I had only 

rarely been out on a date, and certainly had never had what is called a “relationship” with any 

woman.) (Although I can assure you that I do indeed “like” women.)) If I was lucky, we’d get 

some new business this morning, and her attention would be focused on sizing up our potential 

clients and not on nursing a grudge and planning an ingenious way to remind me how mistaken I 

would be to take her for granted.  

  Once inside my office, I paused a few moments to adjust to its dimness. It was equipped 

with the same fluorescent lighting that kept Gretchen’s station brightly illuminated, but I recoiled 

from the harshness of the light thus produced and never used the ceiling units, relying instead on 

a floor lamp placed between my desk and a La-Z-Boy recliner I had brought in for use when in 

the course of my duties I was required simply to read for extended periods of time. (This was an 

aspect of the job that initially took me somewhat by surprise, but, given my background, 

pleasantly so, especially when through careful reading I might glean information that helped me 

bring a case to a successful conclusion.) (Only just the day before, as a matter of fact, I had been 

sitting in this chair reading, as it happened, an article in the latest issue of Studies in Postmodern 

Surveillance (Vol. 12, No. 4) that helped me understand how I might interpret a puzzling 
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observation I had made on a recent job. Using some of the findings of quantum physics, the 

article suggested that the presence of an observer in a given situation—say an unfolding 

adulterous event—has an unavoidable effect on the reality base of the phenomenon under 

reconnaissance. In other words, had the observer not been present, the “facts” as they appeared to 

be might actually have been quite otherwise. Thus, what I thought I had seen on the job in 

question—not what I had wanted to see at all—might indeed have really been just the opposite, 

and so I could report to my client.) This subdued lighting, along with the deep-blue, all-natural 

fiber throw rug placed in the center of the room and the bookcases lining the walls, gives the 

office a very studious feel that is, I have to admit, not in the least accidental.  

  Anyone looking over the books tightly packed into these bookcases would have to 

conclude I am no ordinary shamus, the sort who was once a police officer but had trouble taking 

orders or grew impatient with filling out forms and filing reports, who still thinks like a police 

officer and whose fondest desire is to come across the case that will allow him to demonstrate he 

is nothing if not a tough guy, a brawler on behalf of the Truth, to indulge his innate propensity 

for violence, that feral and furious instinct his former colleagues had glimpsed more than once, 

provoking in them both awe and outright horror, who manages to solve the puzzles in which he 

becomes entangled not through his superior brain power but through his ability to bludgeon his 

way to the end. Certainly not the sort, on the other hand, who in college studied “criminology” 

and learned to think of the private investigator as a “professional” like any other, who became 

enamored of all the technological trinkets that have made some p.i.s into little more than 

extensions of their electronic apparatuses and their digital doodads, or who regard their work as 

“scientific,” merely a matter of applying well-known methods and tested techniques to whatever 

familiar problems present themselves. A survey of these books would reveal instead a man of 

subdued habits and a reflective temperament, educated not in the arid expertise of the technician, 

but in the higher learning of art, literature, and philosophy.  

(The first few titles, top shelf, bookcase to my immediate left: The Outwardness of 

Inwardness, by Merrill Budd; A Theory of Knowing, by Rolf Johnson; Selected Essays, by 

Walter Evans Morrow; Structuralist Poetics, by Pierre Mondieu; The Tyranny of the Visual in 

Modern Art, by Daphne Muldoon.) 
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Several clients have in fact declared they feel themselves to be meeting a professor 

during his office hours rather than a private detective who’s charging them a sizable sum for 

every bit of information he is able to gather. (Unlike my counterparts in detective fiction, I’m not 

about to reveal how sizable. Some might think it outrageous, others pitifully small considering 

that I’m only a dissertation away from possessing a Ph.D. (But then how much do professors 

make? Especially literature professors? After all, we don’t live in a society that forks over lots of 

money for lectures on free verse.) I will say I make enough to live comfortably in a town like 

this.) Such comments—although I cannot deny their appeal to my vanity—which in turn I cannot 

deny I possess—never fail also to provoke a slight—sometimes more than a slight—twinge of 

regret. I had after all set out to be a professor, would be one now had my pursuit of the doctoral 

degree not run aground on the shoals of a finally unmanageable writer’s block. There are those 

who knew me then who even now will insist that this obstacle was itself a product of certain 

other weaknesses to which I was unfortunately prone—drink, for one (I will admit to having 

spent more than my share of time at The Flagon O’ Sack, a local watering hole in that college 

town frequented largely by graduate students of the not overly studious type), but also an 

unfortunate and inherent tendency to procrastinate, to put off unpleasant tasks until later in favor 

of more immediately rewarding activities. (I do not admit to this latter vice, however much it 

seems a corollary of the first; my desire to be thoroughly prepared before embarking on any 

difficult project simply exceeded my capacity to plod ahead, leaving the quality of the result to 

take care of itself.)  

  I am finally seated at my desk, ready to peruse the folders that Gretchen has so efficiently 

placed there, when everything goes black. It’s not just that the dim lighting goes even dimmer— 

there is no light at all, I suddenly find myself drenched in darkness so total the very idea of light 

seems a hopeless fantasy. It is the sort of darkness one imagines would obtain as one crossed the 

event horizon around a black hole—if it were possible to survive such a crossing without having 

one’s atoms pulverized into quantum bits by the horrific gravitational force one would encounter 

there—such an utter absence of illumination that only the choking off of light rays before they 

can even be said to exist could explain the depths of night into which one has fallen. I have read 

that at the heart of every galaxy there may be a black hole, and thus are we all (indeed is all of 

existence) inevitably swirling toward a final obliteration in the maw of these unfathomable 

depths. I have experienced such episodes before, in fact have been prey to them for as long as I 
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can remember—as have I to those curious lapses in memory of the kind (I now recall) with 

which this narrative began. Gretchen believes I should consult a specialist—what kind? a 

neurologist? a shrink? an astrophysicist?—but as they seem to leave no lasting disability, and 

pass away as quickly as they arrive, I have chosen to endure them without fuss or bother. They 

have not interfered with my work, although I must confess they sometimes leave me in what I 

can only call a state of existential displacement.  

  

  Such as now. When I am returned to the world of appearances I am still sitting at my 

desk, but I find myself staring across at an astonishingly attractive older woman (at least she is 

older than I) who presumably has just spoken to me, since she is staring back in that open-eyed 

way that suggests she is expecting a reply. Recognizing that I was experiencing another of my  

“episodes,” as Gretchen likes to call them, and that to admit my confusion could only cause the 

lady—about whom I wished to know more about, by all means—to wonder about my stability, I 

asked her if she could repeat what she had said.  

She told me she would appreciate it greatly if I could tell her where she came from. 

Although I would acknowledge that her manner of phrasing this request was somewhat 

peculiar—was I being asked to explain the facts of life to this seemingly mature woman—a 

woman, moreover, who, from what I was seeing, signaled from every part of her body a 

thorough acquaintance with every one of the facts, including, I was sure, some whose existence 

eluded me—?—I had taken on enough such cases to know what she was asking me to do: she 

wanted me to uncover the truth about her begetting, the mystery of her parentage, which she only 

recently had discovered did not include the individuals she had always assumed to be involved. 

(In more demotic lingo: the people she had always called mommy and daddy were, in fact, 

neither.) In some ways her situation—ostensible parents now both deceased, the secret they had 

hidden for so long now revealed—was unusual. Most people who want to track down their 

biological parents have learned much earlier—from more candid adoptive parents—that they are 

not the natural offspring of those who have raised them and are thus much younger than the lady 

in question—she was probably about 45 (but at the stage in a woman’s life when her now more 

chiseled features, deprived finally of the lingering baby fat of her youth, but not yet succumbed 

to the gaunt boniness of old age, only make her seem more vigorous, more eager to enjoy the 
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fruits of her experience). Most also are at great pains to impress upon me the utter importance of 

accomplishing this mission, suggesting if not asserting outright that their stake in a successful 

outcome amounted to no less than the validation of their very identities (which is, in the most 

literal sense, of course perfectly true.) (Whether the mere knowledge of one’s progenitors confers 

any deeper understanding of one’s own underlying nature is a different story altogether, one I 

have attempted to examine with such clients in the past, to little avail. After all, isn’t what one 

does with one’s life more important than knowing the precise means of its creation?)  

  But this lady—she had informed in the course of our conversion that her name was 

Serena Webb, the name I assumed she had been given upon her adoption—seemed to regard the 

possibility I might find what she was looking for with trepidation, as if, I thought, she knew that 

she must attempt to solve the puzzle of her origins but feared that the picture thus exposed might 

not be altogether pretty to look at. (Unlike the lady herself, whose attractions were apparently so 

capable of absorbing my attention that she caught me staring at her legs, that part of a woman’s 

anatomy I have always found most distracting, although in her case the limbs in question were 

without a doubt among the most awe-inspiring I had ever had the chance to ogle. My own hands 

were beginning to tremble, which may have been what most immediately drew her notice. “Am I 

making you uncomfortable?” she asked me. There was no irony, no mischief, no hidden 

annoyance in her question. She seemed perfectly aware of the entrancing charms of her person 

and was therefore sincerely concerned I might be succumbing to them. “By no means,” I said. 

“Your situation arouses my curiosity. I believe I could be of assistance to you in uncovering 

those secrets you now wish to be revealed.”)  

  “I have chosen to solicit your services, Mr. Glade, through the recommendation of a 

mutual acquaintance (I shall not divulge her identity at this time) who assures me you are a 

determined seeker of the truth. ‘He views uncertainty as a personal affront’ is the way I believe 

she phrased it. Frankly, my own will is weak, Mr. Glade. I want someone who will persevere 

even in the face of my own hesitation.”  

  I told her she should thank her confidant on my behalf for her kind words about me. (I 

think they were meant kindly. Was this “mutual acquaintance” a former client, or was she 

someone I had perhaps “seen,” as they say?) I said that I wasn’t sure I could live up to this 

reputation, but confirmed that I did approach my job with the utmost seriousness, regarded the 
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idea of discovering the truth as far from silly, considered demonstrating it to be fully capable of 

being brought to fruition, in fact, as part of my calling.  

She nodded in apparent approbation of these remarks, and seemed moved to inquire 

further about the nature of my approach to the job.  

“I also hear,” she said, “that you have an unusual background for a private investigator. 

Might I possibly prevail upon you to fill me in about your. . . .”  

“About my life story? You wish to have a more complete view of me. To assuage any 

remaining doubts.” 

She gave me an indulgent smile. “But only that which you feel comfortable disclosing to 

me.”  

Was there anything I would have been unwilling to disclose to her?  

I told her about my original intention to live a life of the mind. About my years as a 

graduate student pursuing a doctoral degree in the analysis of literature and about the way in 

which I strayed into the shadows of lassitude and frustration.  

I told her about how I came to see the rigorous interpretation of literary texts—at which I 

was exceptionally proficient, as I believe even my harshest critics would have conceded—as a 

species of detective work, a way of penetrating the filmy surfaces of things—in one case the 

artful arrangement of words, in the other the ongoing rush and superficial busyness of ordinary 

existence—to discover a whole new level of embedded meaning and veiled intent.  

Finally I told her about my lonely decision to abandon my academic ambitions and 

instead apply my abilities to the solution of real-life conundrums of the sort she was currently 

bringing to my attention. (I did not tell her of the skepticism with which this decision was 

greeted by my friends and acquaintances, almost all of whom thought I was destined to fail 

because I knew nothing about the job of a private investigator, or, more importantly, about the 

real world in general. Nor did I tell her of my own doubts and apprehensions on this score, 

doubts so profound that no sooner had I occupied these premises than I began contemplating a 

return to the university and to the dissertation that now seemed to block my way to some 

semblance of satisfaction with my lot like a load of human waste that had been dumped on the 

only road leading up a distant mountain pass. (Especially did I not tell her of my weakest 
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moment, after recognizing I could not go back but before I was at last involved in a serious case 

brought by a legitimate client, my half-hearted attempt at self-extinction, a more or less 

spontaneous gesture that consisted of tying a rope around my neck and letting it remain there for 

the rest of the day until I decided conclusively I would never actually go through with it and 

returned the rope to the storage closet from which I had taken it. I can honestly say that never 

before had I fallen prey to the suicidal impulse, nor has it manifested itself again since that 

temporary loss of emotional control. If I were telling Ms. Webb about this episode, I would say 

in extenuation that I almost felt compelled to act as I did, as if, stuck as I was between the 

blighting of my earliest aspirations and even the faintest sign of success in my surrogate 

endeavor, I was only playing out the part assigned to one in such circumstances, although 

assigned by whom I certainly could not say.)  

This sense that my fate was being determined through some process to which I was not a 

party was if anything only heightened when shortly after sounding rock bottom in this fashion 

my office suddenly began to be filled with the enlivening presence of local citizens inquiring 

about my services. Perhaps a kind of critical mass of the curious had been reached, or perhaps I 

had actually been right that there might be a demand in this community after all for someone 

with my talents, someone capable of uniting the known and the unknown and thus of helping the 

members of the community resolve the uncertainties that otherwise threatened to overwhelm 

them. Someone capable of reading the world as if it were a book and reducing its complexities 

through the application of a trained intelligence.  

Certainly those people now finally providing Gretchen with some assurance that her 

employer was not entirely a deadbeat would not have described the tasks they were hoping to set 

for me in quite these words, but I nevertheless took heart from the increased traffic outside my 

doors and could only interpret it as the encouragement I needed to try to put into practice those 

skills I knew myself to possess. Surprisingly enough, one of the first cases I chose to take on 

demanded I use those skills to an extent that even I could not have foreseen. It was what is 

commonly called a “cold case,” a crime perpetrated in the recent past that had never been solved; 

usually such a case, enough time having lapsed, never gets solved, what with police attention 

inevitably turning elsewhere and public interest in the case naturally waning, unless someone 

from outside, a sleuth like myself, for example, is brought in to take a fresh look at the evidence, 
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track down previously neglected witnesses, or apply a different set of talents and assumptions. 

Given the nature of this crime and the clues left in its wake, it was fortuitous indeed that I was 

brought in to finally solve it. These were the circumstances: A newly married couple had just 

returned from their honeymoon when the young bride suddenly turned up missing. The husband, 

as well as the bride’s parents, were certain she had been kidnapped, although they could not say 

exactly who might conceivably have a reason to abduct her. After searching for many months, 

the police concluded that she did not want to be found, that she had not been kidnapped at all but 

had run away—although they also could settle on no particular motive she would have had to do 

this. No note, no evidence of a forced abduction at all, had been discovered at the time of the 

bride’s disappearance, but a few months after the police had suspended their investigation the 

husband received the following letter, which I reprint here in full: 

 

Dear Mr. _____  

Please be assured that your wife is unharmed, but also know that you will never see her 

again. She is perfectly happy in her new and frankly more rewarding life, and if she could speak 

to you one last time—which unfortunately she cannot—I’m sure she would tell you not to 

concern yourself with her present or future whereabouts but to instead try and get on with your 

own life. (On that score, a friendly suggestion to you: The life you have led up to now has been 

devoid of either interest or value. Your growth and development as a human being have become 

hopelessly static. Change your ways.)   

 

Do not attempt to trace this letter. It cannot be done. No evidence of our existence will be 

found along the avenue leading from this pen to your mailbox. (Even assuming that such an 

avenue was taken.) Accept that the direction in which your life appeared to be heading has been 

subjected to an unalterable detour. Navigate it with care. Nowhere is it written that your own fate 

cannot be irrevocably altered, that what seems to you the indelible impression made by the 

unfolding episodes through which your life progresses could not be erased as the meaningless 

scribble it may prove to be.   
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  The police officially interpreted this letter as a hoax, a cruel joke played on the grieving 

husband by someone in the community with a malicious sense of humor. Unofficially, I was 

informed, they believed it had actually been written by the husband himself. Either he was so 

desperate for the case to be revived that he wrote it to provide the police with new “evidence,” or 

he was so embarrassed that his wife had run away so soon after their wedding that he had to 

produce something to indicate that she had been the victim of foul play and not a fugitive from 

his own inadequacy. After carefully interviewing the husband, taking the measure of his 

sincerity, as it were, I could not agree with this conclusion. He had not written the note, and he 

was certain—and I came to share his certainty—that his wife had been seized. The letter proved 

to be correct about one thing, if nothing else: it was not possible to track down its author by 

conventional means. It had not been sent through the mail, so we had no way to trace its delivery 

back to a point of origin; nor were any fingerprints found on any part of the paper, and the 

typeface could not be identified as belonging to any known typewriter or printer that had ever 

been merchandised. Thus any solution to this puzzling crime would have to arise from clues that 

might be found through a careful reading of the text.  

“Please be assured that your wife is unharmed,” it began. Why the solicitous “please”? 

Was this just a conventional way to commence such a message, or was the writer attempting to 

convey some real sympathy for the husband’s plight? And why would the writer offer assurance 

to the husband in the first place? Why not make the husband continue to harbor the fear that the 

wife was dead, if the act of taking her was indeed as capricious as it seemed to be? Why not 

inflict further pain by leaving the question of the wife’s condition unanswered, or at any rate by 

suggesting the writer’s indifference to the wife’s ultimate fate? Especially given the way the note 

includes a subtext of implied threat that breaks out into the explicit threat of the final line, why 

take the husband’s feelings into account at all? (These threats further convinced me that the 

author was almost certainly male. But then kidnappers almost always are.) Further, if the 

husband had written the letter, why would he create a persona with this much good will?  

Wouldn’t he make the letter seem as vicious and cold-blooded as possible in order to make the 

police think there was a dangerous criminal on the loose? Why write such a patently peculiar 
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letter that eventually urges its recipient to become a better person? I could only conclude that the 

true author of this letter had indeed made off with this man’s wife and for some as yet 

unaccountable reason had done her no harm—as a matter of fact felt he had done her a world of 

good.  

  But what if the wife had not actually been forcefully removed at all? What if she had 

actually cooperated in her own abduction? Was that why the wife was said to be content in her 

altered circumstances, why she allegedly wanted nothing more to do with the husband, even if 

the husband could reliably believe she was still alive? Was “her new and frankly more rewarding 

life” simply one in which she and her apparent kidnapper were really runaway lovers, this note 

merely a cover for her own inability to confront the husband and tell him she had fallen for 

another man? Perhaps the wife herself had written the letter, preferring to disguise what was 

essentially a kiss-off by creating a fictional character, an authorial stand-in, to cushion the blow. 

But why not just speak in her own voice? What would she gain through such layering of 

discourse? Was the author merely playing games, or in the final analysis was it the case that the 

narrator of this account was to be judged reliable after all? I chose to believe the latter, as did my 

client—although, of course, he had good reasons to interpret the text in a fashion most favorable 

to himself and his wife.  

The most important feature of this text, however, was, in my view, the exhortations to the 

husband to change his own behavior. At first glance it was difficult to understand why the 

husband’s well-being would be a concern to the author of the letter. Such solicitousness might 

add weight to the argument that the author could be the wife, expressing some lingering regard 

for the husband she was deserting, but the language employed seemed so aggressive—“Accept 

that the direction in which your life appeared to be heading has been subjected to an unalterable 

detour”—even belligerent—“The life you have led up to now has been devoid of either interest 

or value”—that I was convinced that what was presented as a friendly warning to the husband 

was in actuality a direct threat—but a threat to do what, and at whose discretion? These were 

unanswerable questions, at least given the evidence before me, but I could, and did, advise my 

client that these threats should be taken seriously and thus he should reconcile himself to the 

finality of his wife’s disappearance: to do otherwise would only invite reprisals the nature of 

which he could not at all be sure.  
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  I must say, however, that at least two of the lines in this letter continue to haunt me. Try 

as I might, I could not decipher what they are supposed to mean. In paragraph 1: “Your growth 

and development as a human being have become hopelessly static.” And that final admonition:  

“Nowhere is it written that your own fate cannot be irrevocably altered,” etc. The metaphors here 

are certainly striking, but why has the author conveyed his message through such analogies with 

the composing process? Why address the husband as if he were himself a character in the 

author’s imagined, ongoing narrative? Was it evidence of megalomania, a man so carried away 

by the assumed omniscience of his discursive act that he truly believed in his own limitless 

dominion, or was it just a malicious delight in further belittling the husband, the author making it 

clear he considered this man no more than a puppet in a tawdry and disreputable stage show?  

  My recitation seemed satisfactory to Ms. Webb, or so I could only surmise, as on rising 

to leave she extended her hand across my desk and urged me to keep her informed about the 

progress of her case, preferably at regular intervals. I assured her that henceforth she would 

receive my most vigorous attention. (In truth, the prospect of seeing this woman again seemed 

suddenly to renew my sense of purpose, always dependent on my enthusiasm for the task 

immediately before me. Even now, the firm pressure of her confident, yet appealingly delicate 

hand in mine was doing much to rekindle that enthusiasm.) A deeply agreeable sense of well-

being was beginning, in fact, to course its way along all of my sensorial pathways, until my new 

client opened the door to leave my office and I locked eyes with Gretchen, who was standing on 

the other side and staring at me with the balefulest look on her face I had ever seen. Suffice to 

say that the spreading warmth I had felt was instantly chilled, my limbs, mere seconds earlier 

newly animated by a fresh rush of anticipation, abruptly hardened into stone-like immobility. 

Even, I discovered, my powers of speech seemed to come under the spell of her gaze; I tried to 

instruct her to show Ms.Webb the way out, but the words would not come. Although I must 

admit Gretchen has often left me speechless, this instance was too literal for comfort, forcing me 

to conclude that her strange power over me—proceeding from a source mysterious to me (or that 

I did not want to explore, at any rate)—was no longer something I could tolerate. In the 

meantime, I managed to sink back down into my chair, but there I remained, as if rooted to the 

spot, until I could hear Gretchen make her evening’s exit from the office, many hours later.  
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  Having resolved that Gretchen must go, I could not bring myself to follow through on her 

dismissal. Instead, I remained sequestered inside my office for the next several days, arriving 

each morning before Gretchen normally came in to work and waiting each evening until she gave 

up on the possibility of flushing me out and stomped her way loudly out of the building. On two 

nights I chose to sleep in the office, using a tattered old sofa (inherited from my days as a 

graduate student, when I shared a house with three other students and at the end of which the 

rightful owner ceded all rights to this communal divan) I had brought in to serve in precisely this 

sort of pinch, out of fear Gretchen might try to phone me at home, or, worse, try to come there 

and berate me for my display of pusillanimity. (Or, God forbid, want to duplicate the outcome of 

our most recent such confrontation, when her outrage at me had metamorphosed not merely into 

the frenzied sexual demands to which I have long since reconciled myself, but into outright 

sadomasochism (how surprised I was when she pulled the set of chains from the plastic bag she 

had brought with her!), the blood left behind on my bedroom wall a continuing reminder to me 

of my contemptible inability to foreswear the sexual availability of any willing female, no matter 

how joyless the encounter or dysfunctional the subsequent relationship.) During working hours I 

kept my inner office door locked, and if Gretchen tried to get me on the phone I quickly hung it 

back up if it was clear she merely wanted to interrogate me. (“What kind of f***ing bull-bleep 

are you trying to put over on me?” were among the mildest of her words.)  

  If nothing else, my attempts to avoid contact with my secretary did allow me to begin 

preparing a strategy for the Serena Webb case. (Truth be told, ever since Ms. Webb’s visit I had 

been thinking about nothing else except how I could most effectively put my talents to work in 

bringing her case to a satisfactory conclusion. That in focusing my attention on the service I 

could provide to Ms. Webb—and on eluding Gretchen—I might be missing out on other clients 

who were trying to get through to me was risk I was willing to take.) I didn’t have much to work 

with—Ms. Webb could offer me little in the way of reliable information beyond the few snippets 

that had caused her to question her origins in the first place: a letter from the state records office 

informing her that, per her request, no certificate of birth under the name of Serena Webb was on 

file in their office; documents Ms. Webb dug up after receiving this letter that showed that up to 

a year following the day which she had always been told was the date of her birth her parents had 

indicated they were childless; confirmation from a family friend that he had known that Ms. 

Webb was an adoptee, but that her parents had sworn this friend to secrecy and had not been 
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further willing to inform him of the actual circumstances of the adoption. The letter and other 

documents were in my possession, but unfortunately they were unlikely to yield any further 

leads, confined as they were to the notation of stolid, tedious “fact,” unresponsive to the kind of 

scrutiny to which my special talent was usually directed.  

  The family friend did seem to me a potential source of additional detail that just might 

reveal the kind of clue I needed. If my quest to find out the truth about Serena Webb was to end 

in success, I would no doubt require the lucky break, the serendipitous discovery, but something 

told me that clarity of purpose and steeliness of resolve were qualities my task would reward 

above all. (These are, of course, the qualities attached to the protagonists of all great quest 

narratives, and in the hands of modern novelists such narratives have even been converted into 

allegories of the search for identity—although in this case it was not my identity in question but 

my client’s, in whose name I sought for answers—so that in this way, at least, my immersion in 

the written word still promised to give me a special insight into the nature of the task before 

me—it would necessarily be subject to uncertainties and outright reversals, its results could 

easily be considered ambiguous at best—even if—at this point, at least—it looked like legwork 

might be needed more than brain work—and even if the quest itself seemed hardly of the sort 

one would find in the celebrated annals of epic narrative—where more likely than not the 

journey undertaken quite literally could become a matter of life and death.)  

  Before committing myself to the aforementioned legwork (it would need to be well-

devised, purposeful, not the ad hoc, hit-or-miss snooping with which this profession is too often 

identified but that is no adequate substitute for strategic inquiry), I further pondered the options I 

could pursue in tracking down the facts of my client’s emergence into this world. Finally I could 

not gainsay that this seemed to be a case for which my lone compromise with techno-fashion— 

the computer and all its wired and webbed connections—might plausibly be of some use. I was 

aware that through its cyberspatial networks I could get access to records and other publicly 

available information that might otherwise take up valuable time to secure. (I knew from leafing 

through the trade journals that some investigations could conducted entirely by following this 

kind of electronic trail.) Unfortunately, until now I had relied on Gretchen to engage in these 

searches—or at least assist me in maneuvering my way through the “links” and the “portals” 
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littering this virtual landscape—and as I was at the moment unwilling to risk her intercession I 

was thus left to draw on my own resources, meager though they assuredly were.  

  On the evening of the fifth day following my encounter with Serena Webb I tentatively 

opened my office door and (no doubt rather sheepishly) did a visual survey of the area over 

which Gretchen normally presided. I was reasonably sure she had gone home several hours 

before—since I was aggressively refusing contact, what reason did she have to come to work at 

all? (If only she would voluntarily decide not to return, my dilemma would resolve itself!)—but 

with Gretchen it was better to be safe than sorry: I could by no means rule out the possibility she 

was carefully positioned for an ambush once I foolishly concluded I had outwitted her; as far as I 

could tell, however, the coast seemed clear enough. Closing the door behind me, I crept over to  

Gretchen’s desk and switched on her computer. It beeped at me a few times before revealing on 

its screen the whole host of “icons” on which I was to click if I wanted to retrieve any further 

information. How appropriate that upon my single move before losing consciousness I managed 

to elicit only this response: “You have performed an illegal operation. The program will be shut 

down.”  

  When I came to (if my state could thus be called; my head felt like it had been occupied 

by a high school band playing The Rite of Spring as orchestrated by Led Zeppelin, and 

everything within my field of vision shook and shimmied with each blaring, discordant note), it 

didn’t take me long to figure out what had happened: Gretchen had indeed been lying in wait for 

me—exactly where God only knew—and after bashing in my skull with whatever blunt 

instrument she had at her disposal she had transported me to her apartment. The familiar decor of 

her bedroom assaulted my line of sight: the pastel floral wallpaper, the frilly-flouncy pink 

curtains, the oh-so-darling doodads and gewgaws scattered about on every available surface—on 

the most spacious of which, the enormous four-poster bed usually decked out in cream-colored 

satin sheets and a black, hand-stitched bedspread, I had now been placed, or rather fastened by 

some manner of means I couldn’t quite ascertain, since only my head had been left free to move 

around normally—and soon enough I understood why she desired I be able to look around me: 

likewise bound to the bed on the side next to me was Serena Webb, her head turned to me as if 

waiting for me to note our shared predicament. (Even in her present extremity she remained a 

vision of shimmering loveliness (although I suppose this aura could have been merely another 
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manifestation of brain trauma, which was now also causing—at least I presumed it to be 

causing—the patterned flowers in the wallpaper to appear to twist and twine themselves together, 

or, alternately, to expand and pulsate, as if preparing to pollinate the atmosphere with the spoors 

of tasteless interior decoration), but I feared that a declaration to this effect would under the 

circumstances not prove efficacious.)  

  Instead I asked her how she too had been pulled into Gretchen’s foul plot—for although I 

did not yet understand of what, precisely, her scheme consisted, foul I was certain it would be— 

but my words came out sideways, inside-out: “Ahh doo ishteg reeh?” I said to her. “Wahbiddy 

ish,” I added, as if my gibberish needed this extra bit of nonsense to be complete.  

  “Don’t try to talk for now,” Serena said to me, with such a look of tender sympathy on 

her face that I might have been content to lie on that bed forever and bask in the promise that 

look seemed to shine down on me. “Looks like the witch really did a number on your noggin,” 

she added.  

  “A pounding to my pate,” I said, the words apparently emerging intact this time, although 

why I said them or how they might bear on our mutual predicament was manifestly unclear.  

  “At least she had to take you by force,” Ms. Webb returned, kindly ignoring my addled 

interjection. “She told me we were having a meeting here to discuss my case, and like a fool I 

just walked into her trap. Although I won’t mention what she said she’d do to me if I made any 

trouble about it.”  

  “She’ll make a pulpy puddle out of your pudenda,” I said, clearly unable to control 

myself. Strange as it may seem, I was actually starting to feel that my brain, scrambled signals 

and all, was somehow trying to simulate a kind of courtship of Ms. Webb, bypassing the 

obstacles strewn across my neural pathways via the accumulated inhibitions toward the opposite 

sex imprinted there in the course of my disastrous encounters with various of their 

representatives over the years. (That I would have gotten involved with Gretchen is just one 

symptom of my emotional insecurity and sexual confusion—she had gotten to know me and was 

nevertheless still willing, and it thus seemed an offer I couldn’t refuse.) (To further illustrate my 

hopelessly compromised response to women: had Serena Webb made the kind of blatant overture 



90 
 

I was used to from Gretchen, I would have rebuffed her outright, even expressed some outrage 

that she could behave in such a way.)  

  (But of course she did not debase herself in this fashion, in fact continued to overlook 

that I was, at least temporarily, able to speak only babble, and directed her attention to 

determining exactly what it was that Gretchen had in mind for us. I had a good idea what it might 

be, but managed to restrain myself from saying anything for fear that the words thus released 

would be so vile Ms. Webb would finally run out of patience with me, brain injury or no.) To 

ensure that I would continue to keep my mouth shut I attempted to shift my focus away from Ms.  

Webb’s disquisition on Gretchen’s motives and methods toward the amelioration of our 

immediate dilemma. Discovering that my impairment did not affect my motor skills, I began to 

apply the techniques of escape I had been studying ever since I had finally succeeded in 

establishing myself as a private detective (aided, I must say, by my previous acquaintance with  

Gretchen’s signature style of binding) and to my delight soon found myself free of Gretchen’s 

wretched restraints. (Again demonstrating my long-standing ability to assimilate all manner of 

texts, in this case Nelson Gaggle’s standard primer on the subject, Jimmying Your Way Out of a 

Jam: A P.I.s Guide to Narrow Escapes.)  

           Caught up in her speculation that Gretchen was quite likely the spawn of demons, Ms. 

Webb did not at first notice that I was now sitting up on the bed, albeit looking, I’m sure, like a 

self-satisfied fool, unable to articulate the source of my satisfaction but nevertheless conveying 

the impression some noteworthy event had just transpired. After a few more moments had 

elapsed, however (during this time she suggested, I believe, that Gretchen had experienced 

sexual congress outside of her species—the reader can perhaps appreciate that I was at that 

instant rather glad I was unable to comment), she did keep her attention focused on me long 

enough to notice my newly unfettered state. She said nothing further, but I thought I saw in her 

eyes a sparkle of admiration for my feat sufficient to clear my head and remind me acutely of the 

duty I owed this beguiling woman tied to the bed next to me. Immediately I set about removing 

her constraints via the same methods I had used for myself and then got up off of the bed,  

 expecting Serena Webb to do the same as we prepared to investigate the exact circumstances of 

our captivity.  
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  But to my surprise, even after Ms. Webb’s freedom of movement had been restored she 

remained lying as if paralyzed on the black bedspread (which only served to highlight her 

ravishingly fair skin and brought into exquisite relief her fetching and finely-wrought features), 

where the imprint of my own just-risen figure could still be seen. (This all became apparent to 

me only after I had reached and opened the bedroom door and had turned around to verify that 

Ms. Webb was behind me; a shriek of alarm directed my attention back to the bed, and there she 

was, a sight for sore eyes to be sure, but seemingly now deprived of the power of locomotion, as 

she had moved nary a muscle since I had effected her means of escape.)  

  I tried to ascertain the source of her condition—“What’s wrong?” was the simple 

interrogative I tried to enunciate—but to no avail; the linguistic fog persisted. (I was beginning to 

fear it might prove to be a permanent affliction.) (If it did so prove, I foresaw the end of my 

career as a private detective. Whoever heard of a detective who couldn’t ask the keenly 

perceptive question, couldn’t make the appropriately mordant remark in the midst of adversity, 

couldn’t talk his way out of even the toughest of spots?) (If you’re wondering how in the few 

seconds when I realized I still could not speak straight all of these reflections could have been 

formulated quite so thoroughly, you have a point. In fact, it is only now, as I look back at these 

events and try to relate them in some sensible fashion, that I know that these concerns were of 

foremost importance to me, even if I couldn’t at that moment have articulated them in the way I 

have here set them down on this page.) (And perhaps this is an appropriate point at which to note 

the frequency with which I have felt this disjunction between the unmediated actions that purport 

to form the core of this narrative and the cluttered commentary, the quibbling qualifications, the 

random ruminations I can’t seem to resist. (Not to mention the annoying alliterations.) I hope the 

reader will believe me if I say that these perpetual parentheticals are sometimes as frustrating to 

me as they might be for anyone accustomed to the chiseled prose usually to be found in stories of 

detection.) (It has also occurred to me, more than once, I must say, that what I would think of my 

as my “life” has precisely become reduced to this “story” I am in the process of narrating.) (It 

just now occurs to me, moreover, that I am at a loss to tell you anything about my life that has 

not already found its way into this narrative. It is as if I exist only as the voice attempting to 

relate this story to whatever readers might possibly have an interest in such a convoluted tale.) 

(But could this be a consequence of my injury? Perhaps as a kind of therapy I have been 

instructed to reconstruct the events leading up to the infliction of the brain trauma already 
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described.) (Of course this is absurd. How could I recall the past events herein inscribed yet have 

no memory of such an instigation to recall them?) (Indeed, how is it I have no specific memory 

of my actions preceding that moment I stood staring at my own name on the door nor after the 

failed attempt at speech most recently recounted?)  

  (More importantly, why do I right now feel completely at a loss to know what comes 

next? Is there no way out of this rhetorical maze into which I have so pathetically wandered?)  

  

Police Report #487664773  

Reporting Officer: Detective Archie Lewis  

At 7:27 p.m. I arrived at the Ontario St. residence. Patrol officers had been dispatched there 

already, following an anonymous call to station advising of unsavory activity at this address.  

Patrol officer Phillips informed me of the following: one deceased, female, apparently of gunshot 

wound; one adult male, unable or unwilling to identify body or explain circumstances of 

shooting; one adult female, apparently suffering from paralyzing injury of unknown origin, also 

unable to account for presence of deceased.  

After preliminary investigation, was able to establish identity of adult male as one Jacob Glade, a 

local private investigator well-known to this department for his dubious methods and eccentric 

behavior. Eventually was also able to determine that said Glade could not respond to questions 

put to him because of some kind of speech impairment, a fact impressed upon us only when Mr. 

Glade took out a notepad and so indicated in writing. Thus ascertaining that Glade was otherwise 

in possession of his faculties, we attempted to get further information from him concerning the 

scene above described.  

In this fashion, was able to tentatively identify deceased as Mr. Glade’s secretary and injured 

female as a client whose “case” Mr. Glade indicated he was working on. Unfortunately, by the 

time we had reached this point in our interrogation an ambulance had arrived to convey the latter 

to the local hospital and we were unable to question her for any possible confirmation or denial 

of the story we were attempting to piece together from the at times rather incoherent jottings Mr. 

Glade was handing us. (As of the writing of this report, we had still been unable to gain her 
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version of events due to the fact that her whereabouts are currently unknown. The hospital has no 

record of her arrival, much less of having treated anyone fitting her description, and our search of  

Mr. Glade’s office turned up nothing about her whatsoever.) Ultimately we asked Mr. Glade to 

sit down and write out a narrative account of the events leading up to our arrival on the scene.  

Unfortunately, after several unsuccessful attempts, Mr. Glade indicated he would not be able to 

provide such an account. We attempted to prevail upon him the importance of continuing to 

make the effort, but in the end all we were able to get from his was the following:  

I cannot tell you the “story” of what has happened here because I have no sense of connection to 

anything outside the current bubble of time that doesn’t seem like a story already told. To add 

anything further would be to recreate not the reality that lies behind the appearances confronting 

you but a tedious tale I am neither able nor eager to repeat.   

Suffice it to say I have uncovered a truth no detective could possibly anticipate but that can only 

be considered the acme of my career as an investigator, at once its justification and its 

fulfillment. I have come face to face with God and He is indeed the Author of All Things. It is 

for this reason that I have no fear of what may ensue upon our departure from this place. In the 

most literal way possible, it is not my concern.   

Mr. Glade has subsequently been transported to state hospital #4, where presumably he will 

receive whatever treatment is deemed appropriate.  
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The Medium and the Message 

There I am, sitting across from Sandy Flowers himself, expounding away not merely 

about my latest novel (compared by Sandy in introducing me to the work of Joyce, Proust, 

Kafka, and Beckett), but on many other subjects, broached both by the host and by my own 

nimble transitions from this topic to that, the latter demonstrating in no uncertain terms my 

intimate knowledge of all the world’s affairs, as well as my effortless command of language. As 

a major American writer, I am of course expected to weave my words with such consummate 

dexterity, but to witness this exhibition of wit and learning united can only be a sublime 

experience indeed.  

 

There I am again, this time speaking with Matt Christopher, who is ordinarily gruff, 

abrupt, even belligerent with his guests, but who now retreats into respectful silence as I explain 

why his coverage of the latest sex scandal is all wrong, is indeed a disgrace to anything that 

might be called serious journalism, however tainted its image has already become due to the 

shallowness of people like himself: “You go on about the President’s ‘character,’ whatever that 

might be, as if you had some special power to divine a man’s true nature. Where did you get this 

power? I’ve checked the journalism curriculum at my college, and as far as I can tell they don’t 

offer a course on palm reading. What you’re really doing is judging the President—a real 

person—as if he were a character in a novel. You assign to him ‘motives’ and ‘flaws’ and 

relative degrees of ‘sympathy’—all of which are useful notions when speaking of fiction, but tell 

us nothing about the behavior of people. To give you somewhat more credit, perhaps you see 

him as a protagonist in a Shakespeare play. Shakespeare was, after all, a keen anatomist of 

human behavior, a supreme psychologist, if you will. But Shakespeare’s characters do not 

succumb to venial sins of the flesh. Their flaws are grander and more profound; they reveal 

human weakness that can lead to unspeakable catastrophe but that also signifies the inescapable 

vulnerability we all share. In any event, I suggest you leave the literary analysis to those 

qualified to take on the task and instead reflect upon your own obsession with these salacious 

rumors.”  
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I first appeared on television when I was twenty-seven years old. I was President of my 

department’s graduate student association (usually my job entailed arranging our annual picnic 

or cajoling professors to donate books to our periodic book sales, the money from the latter being 

used to fund the former), and we were engaged in a dispute with the university over salaries for 

teaching assistants. I was interviewed by a local station on my way into a meeting with a group 

of administration mucky-mucks. I don’t remember exactly what I said, but I do remember that 

much of the interview was actually broadcast on that evening’s news report. Most of this 

station’s reporters were students themselves, so it wasn’t the most polished piece I’ve ever seen, 

but unlike my now wife, who ran from the room when it was introduced, no doubt sensing 

imminent embarrassment, I thought I came across rather well. I wasn’t exactly telegenic 

(although neither was I repulsive), but I sure as hell sounded like I knew what I was talking 

about and was reasonably crisp and cogent. I had no particular desire to be on television—truth 

be told, I was like everyone else in my circle in regarding it largely with contempt—but if this 

was the medium through which one could most widely circulate one’s message, I was not yet 

inclined to dismiss it altogether.  

 

He had that squint in his eye that makes him look like a choleric gangster (luckily he was 

wearing his moustache at the time—without it he looks like a small-time drug dealer), and his 

voice seemed even more nasal and unmodulated than in real life. He thought I’d left the room, 

but I peeked around the corner just long enough to see that he made a very unpleasant impression 

on television and to know that in the future he should avoid speaking in public forums at all 

costs. I wasn’t that convinced he’d ever find his way into print, either, but at least if he was just a 

writer no one would have to know what he was truly like in person. Obviously there were other 

things about the man I liked perfectly well—otherwise I certainly would not have married him—

but I’m very glad he stuck to writing stories as a means of expressing himself and left the 

television chatter to those with the talking heads for it.  
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When my first book was published I agreed to appear on our community’s version of a tv 

“cultural affairs” program. I will agree that it didn’t really work out. The host was a retired 

professor in another department, who, though otherwise a thoroughly amiable fellow, knew 

nothing about my work and very little about literature period. He could only ask me which of my 

characters were based on real people I had known, if I agreed that modern literature was much 

too depressing, and whether I had ever thought about writing children’s stories. I tried to answer 

these questions with as much equanimity as I could muster, but I cannot deny I possess a certain 

snobbishness about what I do, and am told that on this occasion I was not entirely successful in 

concealing it. I said nothing outrageous, although I did try to make it clear I considered the first 

question irrelevant to the book I had written and the second to indicate a personal preference I 

did not share. (The third was easy to answer: No, I had not.) Apparently my tone was overly 

dismissive, as the host seemed reluctant to ask any more questions. He invited me to speak of my 

book in any way I wished, but I could think of nothing that wouldn’t sound tediously affected 

under the circumstances. (“Well, Phil, my stories explore the process of fiction-making itself, as 

a way of depicting the ways in which ‘reality’ might be a product of our own imaginative 

projections.”) After a few additional questions about my work habits from the host, and my 

desultory responses—even I find my work habits a boring topic—the show mercifully was over. 

Suffice it to say I was never again invited to appear on this program, although it is, I believe, still 

on the air.  

 

It was undoubtedly the worst show we ever did. Some of my friends in the English 

department warned me that he was a prickly sort, but I wouldn’t have guessed that he thought 

quite that much of himself. He’d just published his book, to be sure (and at this school we’re 

always thoroughly delighted when one of our people gets into print), but it wasn’t exactly a 

prestigious publisher, first of all, and, second, I tried to read the thing and couldn’t make heads 

or tails of it. I offered him an opportunity to help me out—perhaps he could make the book 

sound like something some viewer might want to read, don’t you know—but he wouldn’t take 

me up on it. We received plenty of mail pointing out how inconsiderate he’d been, believe you 

me. Someone even suggested facetiously that we’d done a good thing by putting him on, because 
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even jerks deserved to be heard from occasionally. The lesson I took away from the whole 

experience was that people who can’t be sociable just shouldn’t be on television.  

 

When my next book was published my publisher decided to send me on a book tour of 

sorts. Confined as it was to neighboring states, I had to provide my own transportation, although 

the company did cough up enough money to pay for my lodging in those motels that have 

“Budget” as a part of their names. Thus I found myself booked for an interview on a brief 

segment of a noontime show in Paducah, Kentucky. Of course the interviewer would not have 

had time to read the book—I was not so naive as to believe she would have—but nevertheless I 

was prepared to answer her questions as cheerfully and respectfully as I could. To be safe, I 

arrived at the studio well before air time and tried my best to find out exactly what I would be 

asked and what sorts of things they would like me to say. Since the bookstore where I would be 

appearing that evening had just opened (and had also bought advertising time from the station), 

would I mind giving it a plug? I would not. Perhaps I could also emphasize how important it was 

to encourage our children to read? Of course. They had been led to believe that the main 

character in my book had once been a director of pornographic movies. Surely this was not based 

on my own personal experience? I could assure them that it was not. Perhaps I was attempting to 

portray the moral decline of America? That would be, I should know, a message the people of 

Paducah would certainly understand. It was somewhat more complicated than that, I returned. 

However, if they wanted me to point out that making porno films was not necessarily a wise 

career move, I would be glad to describe the process by which my protagonist comes himself to 

see the limitations of the work he is doing and is able to begin instead to make films worthy of 

being considered works of art. (I did not explain that his dirty movies are portrayed in the novel 

as embodying the essence of all art—albeit in the most artless, elemental version—and that what 

he learns is how to enlarge upon this primal narrative—boy meets girl, they fuck—in ever more 

complex and ingenious ways.) Since it was determined that this would be of less interest to the 

people of Paducah, we decided it might be best not to talk about the book at all—although its 

cover would be shown to the tv audience—but instead stick to the more general questions 

already suggested. As it turned out, a technical problem took the show off the air for several 

minutes, and my segment had to be cut out, which was no doubt just as well.  
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Now watch me being interviewed by Manuel Diego. We are sitting at a round wooden 

table—solid oak it seemed to me as I sat down and rested my arm on it. Behind us is an enlarged 

photographic snapshot of the skyline of a large American city. (New York City, if you like, 

although I would not want it to be assumed I take some special pleasure in being seen against 

this backdrop, as if it represented the symbolic triumph of the rank outsider before the very seat 

of influence and authority.) If my appearance is presentable but cannot bear comparison with 

Manuel’s impeccable tailoring and well-preserved good looks, Manuel’s own expression of 

engrossed attentiveness signals clearly that my words are after all the star attraction of this show.  

“It’s striking, Mr. Daniels,” he says after I have responded to the first few questions, 

“how thoroughly your views challenge conventional wisdom on these issues. Do you find it 

frustrating that our society seems to be following a course that, for someone who sees things the 

way you do, must appear so obviously misguided?”  

  “First, I must tell you, Manuel, that I have developed my views completely independent 

of whatever process it is that produces what you call ‘conventional wisdom.’ I assume such 

wisdom is purveyed through the mass media outlets, but since I do not normally give much 

consideration to what appears in the mass media I can honestly say I have not arrived at my 

conclusions simply by taking a contrarian view to those promulgated by the so-called chattering 

classes. On the other hand, I will admit that on those occasions when I have watched, say, your 

program—and just let me say, Manuel that I have found the caliber of intellectual debate on your 

show to be at an impressively high level. . . .”  

  “Thank you for saying so, Professor Daniels. We do our best.”  

“Even so, I have been struck by the frequency with which even your guests simply echo 

one another, to the degree that even when someone has voiced a fresh opinion, if that opinion is 

questioned by the other chatterers the proponent of the novel view immediately begins to retract 

his words, assuring all assembled that he meant no disrespect to their own well-considered 

views, that he mostly agrees with those views and merely wished to add the slightest nuance. 

This phenomenon I find very puzzling—not to mention deleterious to the national dialogue—and 

thus I have resolved to speak my mind plainly, forcefully, and without equivocation.”  
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“That you have done, sir.” 

“Second, I have long since reconciled myself to the disappointment of seeing my fellow 

countrymen behave under the influence of assumptions—whether these be assumptions they 

have always accepted and never thought to question, or those that our politicians and other self-

appointed arbiters of the public good have persuaded them to accept—that I do not share, indeed 

that I upon due reflection find pernicious. Perhaps it is enough to find a public medium such as 

this, where one can simply voice one’s objection to those assumptions. Perhaps it is enough to be 

able to announce to one’s fellow countrymen that one does not share those assumptions. Perhaps, 

finally, one could perform a service for these very countrymen by reminding them that it is 

possible to proceed according to other, very different and, if you will allow me to say so, more 

rational assumptions.”  

 

Too pompous. Too much like writing on one’s feet. On a talk show they want talk. Next 

time out must make concerted effort to create a more down-to-earth persona, the kind tv seems to 

favor. Speak more like a real person, as my mother used to say.  

 

He used to watch those cowboy shows they ran on Saturday afternoons. Roy Rogers was 

his favorite, for sure. He would ride the arm of his father’s easy chair like he was riding Trigger. 

That was the first tv show that really caught his attention, I would say. Until he was about twelve 

or so, he watched tv all the time. He was a good student until then, too, so it didn’t interfere with 

his schoolwork. About that time, though, he started reading books all of the time, and not the 

books he was supposed to be reading for school. After that he almost never wanted to watch 

television. (At that time we had only one set, in the living room.) But his grades started falling 

off as well. He stayed back in his room with his books and only came out to take his dinner. His 

father and I thought he might be at that age when he just didn’t want to be around us anymore, 

but now I know we didn’t have anything to do with it. He was off in that world he found in those 

books. As far as I can tell, he’s been there ever since. The things he talks about sometimes!  
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I didn’t know I wanted to be a writer until after I’d already started college. I thought I 

wanted to be a film director, but at the school I attended (the best one I could get into, 

nevertheless) there really wasn’t any way to study filmmaking in a very serious way (a few “film 

studies” courses), so I found myself straying into literature instead—or rather finding my way 

back to it, since it was reading that had aroused my interest in made-up stories in the first place. 

(Later I would realize I could never have become a film director because I eventually came to 

see that, appealing as I had found reading stories to be, telling them myself would not exactly be 

my forte. My job as a writer has been to portray the effects that stories have on us, on our 

expectations about the shape our own lives are meant to assume—or on our ability to 

comprehend why they fail to meet these expectations. I could not easily have moved in this 

direction working in film, whose audiences literally won’t sit still for it. As it is, my audience is 

small, to be sure, but makes up in sophistication and discernment what it lacks in size. And yet.) 

But I didn’t finally decide that a writer I would be until one Sunday afternoon I saw Noah 

Postman appear as a guest on a tv show called Loud and Clear. I knew he was a famous writer, 

although I had at the time read none of his books. (I am sorry to report that I now have read a 

number of them and cannot count myself as one of Mr. Postman’s most fervent admirers.) How 

articulate and self-assured he was! The interviewer, known to be at odds politically with the great 

writer, tried his best to knock Postman off his stride, but with no success. I don’t even recall the 

topics they discussed; what left a lasting impression, and what made me want to emulate what I 

had seen and heard, was that mastery of words that gave his every thought the gleam and the 

edge of a newly polished sword. Whatever the specific merits of his books might be, and I could 

only conclude they must be considerable, if the image projected so forcefully on that program by 

Noah Postman signaled what it could mean to address the world as a writer, then I wanted in on 

it.  

 

I always thought the idea of being a writer was more attractive to him than the prospect 

of actually committing himself to the work that would be necessary to truly master the craft. 

However, I was always glad to have students who thought good writing was worth taking 

seriously, so I encouraged him as much as I could. Most of my students either thought my class 

would provide them with that easy “A” (it rarely did), or it would allow them to indulge in 
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emotional outpourings about the horrors of their childhoods (which it all too often did). Lucas 

assumed neither of these things. He had, in fact, a good deal of contempt for people who thought 

literature was only good for such purposes, and this would sometimes come out in the comments 

he would make in class. I had the impression that his classmates came to fear his acerbic 

remarks, which they couldn’t simply dismiss because he always expressed himself so 

emphatically. Eventually I held him over after class and asked him if he couldn’t tone down his 

criticism somewhat, as it was making his fellow students rather uncomfortable. Although in 

many ways I agreed with him about the sentimentality and the slipshod quality of some of the 

work in question, I did have a responsibility to make my classroom an agreeable place for 

everyone who came there with an honest desire to learn. To his credit, Lucas readily agreed that I 

had this responsibility and pledged that thereafter he would reserve his most provocative 

comments for after-class discussions. As for his own work, I don’t really recall any particular 

piece he submitted, but I do remember that his characters bordered on the bizarre and freakish, 

and his narratives were unorthodox, to say the least. Clearly he believed that the writer of fiction 

should stay away from the well-trodden paths and should attempt to speak in uncommon and 

unconventional ways.  

 

Frankly, he talked like only he cared about “literature,” and the rest of us were muscling 

in on his territory. I’ll admit not all of us were really serious about “literature,” but does that 

mean we couldn’t be creative? I myself, of course, have become a rather successful television 

writer (more than twenty-five scripts produced to date, and the most recent of these, Fifteen 

Minutes, was quite a hit), so even though I don’t create “literature,” clearly I must have some 

small bit of talent. I wouldn’t go so far as some of my colleagues do in claiming that American 

television will come to be seen as comparable to the Elizabethan theater, but as far as I can tell, 

“literature” of the sort he apparently still champions from atop his high horse has a very tiny 

audience, and it’s only getting tinier. I won’t say I learned nothing from being exposed to 

“literature.” Many of those “great writers” knew how to tell a story pretty damn well. Somebody 

ought to tell him and his ilk to read them.  
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My most successful book was my third, Sing a Song, Black Sheep. It is the only one of 

my books whose protagonist, I must admit, is a thinly disguised version of myself. Although the 

character’s sense of alienation, of being cut off from the “mainstream” and out of sync with all 

that that mainstream holds to be important, is rather more profound than my own, it is 

nevertheless a feeling not altogether foreign to someone in my position. At the same time, my 

protagonist rebels against the role that has seemingly been imposed upon him, that of the 

outsider, the malcontent, the lonely voice crying in the wilderness. These are pre-established 

narratives he does not want to live out. Yet in resisting the impress of “plot” on the freedom he 

cherishes, my protagonist finds himself creating another plot he finds no more satisfactory and in 

fact leads him to act out in ways that only reinforce his loss of control, at times provoking in him 

a feeling that he has despite his own best efforts failed to show the world his most authentic self, 

a self that in the end could never be revealed because there is no “identity” that can be said to 

exist apart from the image that others construct from it—apart from the “story” the world makes 

of it. Unable to accept this, my character retreats to this core sense of himself, which continues to 

seem entirely real to him but which causes everyone around him to perceive him as so eccentric 

that they conclude his sanity is in question, that he has “lost” the personality to which he believes 

himself to be clinging for all he’s worth. This book struck a chord with some readers (at least 

more than I had managed to gather theretofore; I even received letters from a few of them, 

something that had not happened before and has not happened since), I believe, because they 

identified with its protagonist’s dilemma. Who has not felt that the world has never caught on to 

one’s singular qualities? That one is trapped inside a tangled tale the beginning of which seems 

now impossible to pinpoint and the end of which bids certain to be untoward? Something like 

this must have communicated itself to my own students as well, since they responded to the book 

with more enthusiasm that I would have expected. (I often assign my own books and then use 

them as an opportunity for my students to learn what the whole writing process is really about. 

Hard work, mostly.) Oddly enough, this book garnered more reviews than anything else I’ve 

published, but the publisher decided not to finance a tour—I did sign some books at a nearby B. 

Dalton’s—and none of the local media requested an interview or even bothered to take note of 

the book’s existence.  
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Turn on your sets. Channel 4. I’m appearing on Amethyst!. If you find this surprising—

Sandy Flowers is one thing, but Amethyst?—you’ll be no more surprised to see it than I was. 

You find this in itself curious? Don’t I remember talking to her? How could I forget it? Very 

good questions, to which I can provide no answers. I was merely skimming through the channels 

in a desultory fashion, when there I was. Am. I am laughing at something Amethyst has just said. 

We seem to be enjoying our conversation, which is occasionally interrupted by shots of the 

audience clapping its approval. I listen in.  

      “Two things really struck me the most about your book. First, it’s nice to read something 

with a lot of good old-fashioned plot. It seems like a lot of our writers would rather leave the 

really dramatic story with lots of emotional build-up to the movies. Perhaps if more writers 

trusted their story-telling instincts books would become as popular as movies. But not 

television.”  

      (Laugher from audience.)  

      “Ha, ha, no, we mere scribblers will never be able to compete with you, Amethyst. In 

your hands, television becomes a medium of such immediacy that so literally puts us in touch 

with our fellow men and women those of us whose talent is for writing will always have to settle 

for a different kind of relationship with our audiences. As for your point about storytelling in 

fiction, I couldn’t agree more. My biggest gripe about so many of my contemporaries, in fact, is 

that they’ve allowed traditional narrative to be abducted by other media. So that we writers are 

left largely to write about ourselves and our inability to write about anything else.”  

      Where have I heard that one before.  

      “Well, I don’t think anyone could accuse you of doing that in this book. These characters 

live in the real world, not in some dark and gloomy garret. But that brings me to my second 

point. Your characters are so pumped up with life they literally just jump right off the page! You 

must be quite a people watcher!”  

      “And listener!”  

      “Ah ha.”  
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      “I’ve found my greatest asset as a writer to be my ability to listen to the way people talk 

and to render that as dialogue. What people say and how they say it go a long way toward 

revealing “character,” I have discovered. But you would know this yourself, Amethyst, as the 

host of a talk show.”  

      (Moderate audience laughter.)  

      “I know what you mean, but sometimes talk is cheap. You know? Some people come on 

this show and talk up a storm, but I know damn well it’s all an act, and Lord knows what’s really 

going on inside their heads.”  

      The lady may be on to something there.  

      “You’re certainly correct about that. And, you know, fiction is really the only art form 

that allows us to get inside and explore the human mind. Although it must be said this does not 

always present us with a pretty picture. All of us are driven at times by conflicting impulses. I 

would guess that if we could really see the human psyche laid bare, so to speak, it would seem to 

be split into a whole host of contending voices.”  

      Amethyst raises an eyebrow.  

      “I don’t think we wanna go there right now. We had our show on hearing voices last 

week!”  

      (Audience laughter.)  

      “But here is where writers might provide a truly useful service, Amethyst. It’s our job to 

get in touch with those inner voices within ourselves so as to better understand what makes 

people do the things they do and to create a sense of empathy for the characters we’re writing 

about. Perhaps if we all examined ourselves in this way we would be less judgmental when 

others disappoint us. It’s not so easy to find one’s true integrity.”  

      “That’s very well said, Lucas.”  

       (Applause.)  

      “Perhaps that’s why I find your book so moving. There is such compassion for all the 

characters, despite their flaws. And they do have flaws. The flaws we all have.”  
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      She’s really a surprisingly bright woman.  

      “Exactly. And you know at one time I didn’t feel this way at all. I used to write stories 

that were thin and bloodless. Starved of interest in or feeling for actual people. I’m a walking 

example of what can happen when you decide to pause and take note of where you’re heading 

and realize it’s time to get real.”  

      (Applause.)  

      “I’m enjoying this visit so much. You’re a joy to talk to, Lucas”  

      “Thank you.”  

      “I’d like to have sex with you.”  

      “After the show?”  

      “These people can entertain themselves. Let’s go back to my office.”  

      We’re in the office. It’s as lushly decorated as a penthouse apartment. My orgasm is so 

sublime it is as if my soul is rising into the ether.  

 

      I recall he made a rather good impression on the search committee. Although some of us 

had read the work he’d submitted as part of his application, we didn’t altogether understand it. 

(At least I didn’t.) But in his interview he gave a very sensible explanation of what he was 

attempting to accomplish in his writing, and we decided to hire him because we thought with his 

sense of purpose he might get somewhere after all. I can only say he struck me as not at all 

overbearing or presumptuous, but instead answered all our questions with patience and tact. He 

seemed to believe himself that his work was good, and that it needed no other exaggerated 

claims or clever rhetoric on his part to justify it. It could speak for itself. 
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The Primal Scene 

 

It really did seem that my dreams had come true. Not only was she accompanying to my 

bedroom, but she was apparently doing so out of a sincere desire to share my bed. I didn’t 

actually know who she was, but that she was lovely to look at and exuded a sexual allure no man 

would want to resist was beyond dispute. The only issue to be determined was whether I would 

myself make it to the beckoning bower of bliss before I discharged my own mounting sexual 

fervor in a solitary spasm of diminished delight and terminal detumescence. I did not know what 

had led to this moment of unexpected joy—unexpected, but not unhoped for—but now was not 

the time to analyze the situation. I could only feel the urgency of my need and eagerly followed 

the fetching temptress whither she would have me.  

 Her body is even more magnificent than he could have imagined, although in some ways 

its details remain indistinct, something of a blur. Even as his own body floats above her, ready to 

take the plunge, she seems something both more and less than a corporeal being; even as his 

body now melds into hers, she is not so much the specific woman she has represented herself to 

be but a fantasy of female flesh, the obscure but tangible object of his desire. Yet never before 

has he felt so keenly the basal emotion that can only be love, never before has he abandoned 

himself so thoroughly to the joy of the moment, never before has he recognized so clearly the 

simple beauty of the actions that join together male and female, never before. . . .  

  

  He comes awake before the thing is done but not before the shame of it has penetrated the 

flimsy barrier separating the slumbering and the wakeful self, filled him with the sheer disgrace 

of his inability to cleanse his mind of such foolish thoughts and grotesque images. Bad enough 

that he goes around all day barely able to contain the mental garbage his obviously glutted mind 

kept generating, pressing and pushing it down so hard he sometimes thought the swill of it was 

seeping out his ears. But can he not avoid enduring as well whole nights full of this psychic 

waste?  

  He lies among the balled-up sheets for a while, uncertain whether to just get up and avoid 

any resumption of his detestable dream or whether to tempt his phantasmic fate by returning to 
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sleep—perchance to fall into a dream-free doze—for the few hours remaining until the sun rose 

and brought with it the expectation that all hale and hearty souls will answer its call and attend to 

those daily chores that give their lives the sense and significance needed to elevate them above 

the coarse, primitive level to which in our dreams we are sometimes all too able to descend. But 

he is not, after all, a hale and hearty soul and the light of day more often than not simply signals 

he must yet again struggle to keep his mind pure and to fix his attention on the practical tasks on 

which a respectable person should want to spend his time.  

But even now his thoughts revert to the vile scene his disordered brain had so recently 

thrust him into, his hand reaches down to grab the unruly organ such thoughts so frequently 

unleashed, his defenses against such overweening impulses quickly give way, his powers of 

reason and circumspection all so easily overcome, his. . . .  

  

 Better not to belabor the point, make it too explicit. Most of his readers would surely 

understand that, as some things are indeed better left unsaid, some actions are better left 

unnamed, some deeds left undescribed. To submerge the story beneath the stream of statement, 

to hide it behind the sentences and paragraphs, the sections and segments, the scene and the 

sequence: this has long been his strategy, and he is willing to risk the momentary confusion of 

those not yet sympathetic to such a scheme. However, he usually has a clearer insight into his 

main character’s essential nature than he does at the commencement of this work. Are the 

dreamer and the dream subject one and the same? Who’s dreaming whom? He’s even more 

uncertain about beginning so boldly and so blatantly with an erotic episode—albeit one that’s 

merely fancied and not anchored in actual fact. He’s never really turned his fictional focus on 

matters of sex—either the act itself or the incessant preoccupation with its possible 

performance—and although he would describe his own sexual appetites as well within the 

normal range—the frequency with which he is able to gratify them is perhaps another matter—he 

fears he may be led into a prurient maze from which he may never reemerge.  

  He pushes away from the desk, unfastens his trousers, lowers both his trousers and his 

undershorts, wraps his palm around his already stiffening penis, and begins to wonder if 

following this maze where it takes him might be worth the trip. One skillful stroke could be to 

make the dreams and the awakenings indistinguishable, alternating dreams of sexual fulfillment 
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edging into disillusioning reality with scenes of sexual frustration blurring into dreams of 

concupiscence, a second to make his protagonist unable himself to distinguish between dreams 

of sexual abandon and his reality of amatory devastation, a third to make his reality full of sexual 

opportunity and his dreams seized by a pervasive and undefiled purity, a fourth stroke might be. . 

. .  

  

A story about a writer writing about a dreaming man.  

Where did you come up with that one? Seems like I’ve heard it before. Or seen it. Do we 

actually get to any good stuff, or is it just this guy wanking off? Most of our audience is male, 

you know. They’re not going to sit still for some loser who keeps fiddling with his tool. He’s got 

to make it with at least one actual lady, and then she’s got to make it with some other chick, and 

then ideally they’d all three get together.   

Although I admit it’s sometimes hard to keep your hands off the old moneymaker, the old 

spurtmeister. Mr. Stand-up. Try sitting here listening to you people all day. Not to mention the 

girls that keep parading through here showing me their tits. You think that’s fun? Everybody 

thinks I just show them to the couch over there, but these girls don’t put up with that kind of shit. 

Their bodies are their meal tickets, if you know what I mean. They don’t go wasting them on the 

likes of me. (Or you either, for that matter.) So sometimes I look down and I got a riser as big as 

Mt. Fujiyama. Every once in a while I reach in there and give it a massage. Sometimes, in fact, a 

really gorgeous dish is showing me the goods and I’m pumping away like I’m drilling for oil. 

Like I’m priming a .12 gauge. Like I’m draining a flooded basement. Like I’m polishing a brass 

candlestick. Like. . . .  

  

Each time he tries to come out of the dream, he thinks he’s awakened only to find it’s just 

another layer of delusion. Each succeeding version seems to take him further away from the 

original unsettling scene, as if it is one in a continuing series of attempts to reinterpret the 

message, reframe the story, to reroute the ungovernable impulses into more acceptable channels 

and force the initial and inchoate fragment to take a more sensible shape.  
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Surely this must be the end of regress, however, the final awakening from this self-

reflexive nightmare. If he were still asleep, still detached from the organizing powers of 

uncompromised consciousness, how could he have reached even this level of seemingly rational 

awareness, able to reflect on the experience he’s just undergone, to give it the coherent 

configuration provided by what seem like words?  

Ah, but words and deeds. They do go to town. The town of his birth, no doubt. Not in a 

manger, but in the local hot spit. Hospital. ER. Dr. Green is dead. The author of all my troubles. 

The moth tore off Alma’s ruffles. She has an unfortunate habit, they say. Of course, you know 

what it is. Shellac. Two dippers. Hind end? Sufficient, thanks. She liked to dip her hand in the 

fish tank. .  

. .  

  

Q: Could you talk briefly about whatever you’re working on at the moment?  

A: Yes, but it is difficult to describe without making it sound too highly schematized. I 

would like for it to “evolve,” so to speak, although of course I do have some idea of where I 

would like it to go, as it were, a sort of plan I am keeping in the back of my mind, in a sense, but 

I am hoping that the thing will continue to spin off in surprising directions, if you get my drift, 

even though the narrative shape is not merely implicit, I hope you understand, but has been 

imposed upon the material, such as it is, with exquisite calibration, if I do say so myself, and the 

thematic infrastructure is all of a piece, providing a sort of grid, a kind of scaffolding, a type of 

architecture, a form of support. As they say.  

Q: It’s a story, then?  

 A: Oh yes, indeed. Unless, of course, it wants to just keep on going and it turns out to be 

a novella, or even a novel. Actually, it may be closer to a visionary prose poem.   

Q: What is this work ―about‖?  

  A: Well now that’s where I’m a little hesitant to speak of it. You could say that at its 

“essence” it’s really about ―itself. But then again I don’t really see it as a triumph of   
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“form” over “content.” There is a “plot,” although there is no “story” to speak of. It revolves 

around a central “episode,” but the “reality” of this episode is never quite certain. As for 

“character,” there is a “protagonist,” although the “identity” of this character is subject to 

“metamorphosis” and “transformation.” As is the “point of view” from which the protagonist’s 

“odyssey” is presented.  

  Q: In much of your previous work, the main characters have clearly been highly 

autobiographical. Is such the case in this new work?  

  A: Oh, yes. In fact, even as I sit here talking to you, I can imagine how my character 

might have the same experience. Sometimes my own life seems fictional to me, merely a 

preparation for the more authentic life I create for my characters. There are even occasions when 

I’ve immersed myself so deeply in the fictionalized milieu my characters inhabit that I find it 

difficult to free myself of their ambiance, liberate myself from the mise-en-scene I have 

projected for them. Even when I finally manage to release myself from such reveries, such 

illusions, such hallucinations, such figments of my own imagination, I expect to discover that my 

revived actuality is just another invention, perhaps even an invention not of my own devising. 

The originator of which in turn is the fabrication of yet another hidden author.  

Etc. Tres bizarre, n‘est-ce-pas?  

  Q: Indeed. Your work is also known for its graphic portrayal of sexuality. In particular, 

your male characters have a predilection for the act of, shall we say, autodischarge. The joys of 

self-stimulation. In short: masturbation.  

  A: The sin of Onan. Spilling one’s seed on the ground. The rosy palm. The practice 

stroke. Popping the cork. Shooting the tube.  

  Q: So this emphasis is deliberate then?  

  A: You know the old adage: Write about what you know.   

Q: Are you saying something, perhaps, about the solipsism of modern sexual pleasure?   

  A: Why not? Or maybe the solecism of postmodern textual leisure. It’s mostly about the 

pleasures of tickling the old tingler.   
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Q: I see. Perhaps we should move on to another subject.  

  A: I like this one. Can I give you a demonstration?  

  Q: Excuse me? What are you doing?  

  A:  

  

  “The Primal Scene” is arguably Q’s most compelling work. Certainly it is the most 

revealing example of his ambition to explore the outermost boundaries of literary representation, 

as he constructs a tale embodying the notion of infinite regress through a series of episodes each 

of which seems to cancel out the one preceding, each competing with the others for the right to 

be taken by the reader as the indubitable conclusion to the series, the final and authoritative 

source of the enigmatic scene that inaugurates the series. While the idea of fictive reversion is by 

no means original—it is a staple of that literary mode known as “metafiction”—no writer before 

Q has pursued the idea so singlemindedly, attempted to flesh it out in such a sustained and 

exhaustive fashion. Indeed, Q risks exhausting the reader’s patience before he himself exhausts 

his supply of devices for extending the regress yet another step, but as we have seen in our 

previous analyses, Q is not a writer to hesitate before such a challenge.  

The story’s titular primal scene—alternatively, one might call it the initiatory, ur-, proto-, 

or nascent scene, if one wishes to avoid the explicitly Freudian connotations of the title—begins 

by relating what purports to be the fulfillment of the male narrator’s long-deferred sexual desires, 

but it quickly becomes apparent that his account may just be another fantasy or literally a dream. 

The imagery is sibylline and indefinite, and the scene concludes abruptly, as if the narrator’s 

vision has been suddenly interrupted in some manner or by some means that to the reader remain 

unknown. Was this episode indeed a dream? Or is it the dream of a fictional character whose 

creator is then revealed to be a writer working on his latest story? An idea for a pornographic 

film being pitched by a desperate screenwriter? These are among the possibilities offered up by 

the succeeding re-framings of the originary vision, but the wary reader comes to understand both 

that none of these explanations will suffice and that all of them are potentially true. Perhaps the 

most outrageous moment in “The Primal Scene” occurs when Q posits a character named “Q” 

interviewing a writer named “A” who in turn is clearly enough identified as the author of “The 
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Primal Scene”! It is such a prank as this that invests Q’s work with an aura of the uncanny, with 

its signature brand of postmodern transgressively parodic, subversively satirical humor.  

  Some mention should be made of the masturbatory motif that appears at the apex of each 

episode, punctuating the provisional plot with a secondary signal that its substantive status is 

quite qualified, if not quintessentially quixotic. Many critics have commented on this quirk. For 

example, Nathaniel Greenwood garrulously gushes, “Q has clearly taken a cue from Derrida and 

his cunning conceit dubbed ‘dissemination,’ a slyly salacious salvo directed against the lovers of 

Logos, that locus of logic and site of sanity and sense, who presumptuously posit the proposition 

that all proper positioning takes place via the vast volume of valid voicing enunciated eternally 

and exclusively through the rigors of reason and rationality, forever free of the faded and fickle 

scratches of scant inscription, whose unscrupulous scribes scandalously suppose that signifiers 

sans signified will suffice, mere lilting language less logocentric lessons, simply sounds and 

graphic games, and who deviously deploy diverse devices designed to make mightily malicious 

mischief and spread spurious speech, spawn specious spells (spurt superfluous spoors), devices 

that include, but definitely do not excuse, metaphorical mutation, felonious figuration, 

troublesome tropisms, synechdochal dopisms, periodic penultimates, parenthetical post-

postulates, preposterous punctuations, asinine alliterations. . . .  

  

  “A” is a male patient, age 45, who calls himself a writer (of fiction and screenplays) but 

who, as far as can be determined, has never actually published anything he’s written. According 

to A’s own account, he is a writer of not inconsiderable talent who is unable to relinquish any of 

his work as finally “finished.” It was this inability to abandon his writing to whatever fate might 

be in store for it—what A calls his “phobia about finishing,” or his “complex about completion,” 

or “incurable inconclusion”—that brought A to me as a client, but I immediately concluded that 

his professed affliction was but the manifest symptom of a much more deep-seated, and 

ultimately quite singular, disorder.  

  As an example of A’s self-diagnosed incapacity, he brought to me a sample of his writing 

that, at least according to A, demonstrated his prevailing sense of discontinuity as well as an 

inconstant apprehension of his own identity, both of which, he claimed, were reflected in this 

piece of fiction. I will here briefly describe the work and then proceed to elucidate further how I 
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used this curious and immoderate “story” to help A get at the root of his problem, a problem I 

believe to be heretofore unidentified in the psychiatric literature and for which I propose the 

name “concretized verbal displacement,” a syndrome characterized, as we will see, by an 

excessive commitment to the quasi-reality of verbal structures at the expense of the subject’s 

unmediated, nongraphic corporeality.  

For those readers who would like to read the complete text of A’s very convoluted tale, I 

have included it as an appendix to this article. (Thanks to the editors of this journal for the extra 

space given over for this purpose. It will be a service to the profession to allow readers the 

opportunity to study the text and judge for themselves the aptness of my diagnosis and 

subsequent treatment of “A.”) It is indeed a labyrinthine and logorrheic production that at the 

very least suggests an author whose sees his work both as an escape from a bewildering reality 

and as a potential prison-house of language in its own right, who finds life as it is habitually 

lived hopelessly irrational and confusing but who also finds the retreat into imagination to be 

merely a deferral of the need to confront one‘s fears, perhaps even a new and equally potent 

source of fear, who. . . .  

  

  This one has to be the lamest and least successful stratagem yet. He clearly knows 

nothing about psychiatric discourse, and no one with even a passing acquaintance with 

psychiatry is liable to find such a pale imitation convincing. “Concretized verbal displacement” 

indeed. Furthermore, the switch from “Q” to “A” as the “protagonist” of this section is a 

thoroughly unsubtle trick and merely compounds the inanity of introducing “Q” and “A” into the 

story in the first place. As far as that’s concerned, after the second or third shift of the frame of 

reference all of the subsequent devices in this “fiction” are more or less contrived. A script 

conference with a porn producer? I tried to impress upon him from the beginning the utter 

implausibility of the conceit he suddenly wanted to pursue. There simply wasn’t an available 

universe of potential regressions ample enough to accommodate what could finally be an idea 

doomed to be interesting only in theory—and only mildly interesting at that. But I might as well 

have been yanking my own chain.  
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Surely, he told me, those authors who had previously tried out this shtick—a story that is 

revealed as the work-in-progress of a writer character who is thus revealed as the fictional 

protagonist of the story’s real author—had not fully exploited its possibilities.  

Further, couldn’t what was essentially a demystification of the creative process be further 

expanded to make a more purely philosophical—even metaphysical—point about our relation to 

“reality”: that nothing is finally outside the creative process whereby we orient ourselves to an 

existence we did not ourselves will into being and that often seems beyond our capacity to 

comprehend?  

But, I interjected, this sort of blatant allegorizing is no better than the more carefully 

concealed kind favored by the social realists whose vague and vacuous “commentary” you 

always wanted to avoid. However, as you can yourselves attest, my words fell on deaf ears.  

  As for the persistent evocations (both literal and literary) of the act of masturbation, I 

must say I find this to be the most compelling and most satisfying part of the whole thing. If 

anything, in fact, I had to convince him to stick with this leitmotif, to keep it up, as it were. He 

didn’t at all feel confident that his readers would appreciate the import of such a flourish, or even 

that they would notice it at all without having it shoved in their faces (so to speak). I, on the other 

hand, insisted that most readers would find the humor of these passages very appealing and that 

many of them would even identify with the underlying situation and the sexual desperation it 

represents. It is entirely predictable that you would say so, he told me, you and your own sexual 

hang-ups, your outlandish notions about the connections between sex and text. How many times 

have I had to sublimate your more unrestrained impulses before they surreptitiously infiltrated 

my work and did it irreparable damage. He then added: Who’s in control here, anyway? It was a 

good question, to which I could give no response.  

  

Don’t let the previous narrator fool you. He’s not a friend of the author, despite his clever 

attempt to encourage that interpretation. Note the misdirection of his phrasing: “I tried to impress 

upon him,” “I interjected,” as if he were merely reporting on conversations he’d had with the 

author. Nor is he some schizophrenic scribbler struggling with his recalcitrant alternative self, a 

literary split persona seeking to elide responsibility for his inadequacies and infelicities by 
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fobbing them off on his fractious textual double. It’s all just more of his shenanigans. He wants 

you to make those arcane distinctions between the “narrator” and the “implied author,” wants to 

further erode your confidence in the capacity of fiction to tell any story straight. Now is the time 

to take a stand. Now is the time for all good citizen-readers to come to the aid of the republic of 

letters. A story is a story is a story. Either all narrators are reliable, or none are, and I prefer the 

former. Thus you can take my word for it: the truth is to be found in that primal scene, and all 

else is deception.  

  

  That, of course, was the implied author. He is obliged to at least make the attempt to 

shore up his own status as a trustworthy bulwark against the impending ruin of his narrative 

integrity. The hall of mirrors must lead you to him eventually, or all is lost. But he’s not real. 

He’s just another character, and he’s no more reliable than all those others who have preceded 

him. But you know that, because you are a knowledgeable and attentive reader on whom nothing 

is lost. (And without whom nothing can be gained.) Thus you know as well that I am your stand-

in, your surrogate: the implied reader. We both know that we are the true authors of each and 

every text, the source of sense and maker of meaning, always on the lookout for the revealing 

image, the telling phrase. Whatever we say, goes, since apart from us there is no narrative, no 

ordered speech, only a jumble of words. I think this story, therefore it is. Yet I will concede we 

depend on the author to provide us with the text upon which we perform our interpretive magic, 

creating coherence out of chaos. And of behalf of all readers, everywhere, I must here renounce 

all responsibility for the sorry pass to which the present story has come. Frankly, I knew 

immediately that the so-called primal scene was just an excuse, a perfunctory and rather tawdry 

attempt to elicit my attention on the cheap, and that this chain of perspectival looping, once 

underway, would prove to be interminable unless someone in authority finally stepped in to 

break it. Someone who would acknowledge openly what has long since become obvious, that 

this whole story itself is nothing but an indulgent exercise in self-involved excess. (“Look at 

me!” its author seems to say.) Who would take matters into his own hand, in effect. Who would 

gladly bring it all to a head. Hurry it along to its inevitable. . ahh. . .climax.  
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  Now that everyone else has spoken for me or about me (even when I seemed to be 

assuming my own voice, it wasn’t me, only someone pretending to be me), it’s finally my chance 

to speak for myself. The last one laid claim to the final authority around here, but of course that 

authority can rest only with me. Only on me can the tale be hung, concealed in plain sight as I 

am here in this plot’s deep structure, waiting for the opportunity to assert my own prerogatives. I 

am the buried protagonist, the inferred hero, the looming figure, the absolute center of narrative 

gravity to which all attention must eventually incline, however much it may be deflected by other 

more conspicuous but ultimately less substantial objects of regard. The facts about me are few 

but fundamental: I dream, I write, I get from here to there. From these a complex and intricate 

web can be spun with surprising ease, but the material remains the most ordinary, off the shelf, 

as anyone caught up in its threads will quickly attest. It is my fate to get entangled myself in the 

unavoidable complications that belong to a life such as mine, but it has been my peculiar lot to 

live wholly within these complications, destined to be denied the simple resolution—one way or 

the other, I really could live with it whatever the outcome—someone in my position might be 

excused for expecting. I have learned to accept my lot, however, although it can lead to some 

pretty unwholesome situations, as you no doubt already know.  

  

  “Please! Wake me up! I know I’m dreaming, and I want to wake up! Please shake me and 

wake me up!” 

  Nothing. I know this isn’t real, but I can’t get out. If I never escape, does this then 

become my reality?  

 I will it to stop, but it only begins again; perhaps this time I can force it into a new 

direction, one that will finally reveal the route that leads away from this unbreachable impasse.  

  There are subtle changes, but it’s getting harder to tell it’s just a dream. If I repeat it often 

enough, if I finally get it right, will it matter if it’s real or not?  

  Would it be as though my dreams had come true?  
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You can check the name on the title page, but that won’t settle anything. What’s in a 

name? Who’s to say that it’s authentic? That it hasn’t been changed? Why is it any less fictional 

than those equally plausible cognomens attached to all those other personae— those purported 

“characters” who also claim to be real but are otherwise affixed unalterably to the page? Aren’t 

authors also brought into being by the characters they create? Think of him as just a 

convenience, a necessary fiction, but not a sufficiently credible solution to the problem at hand.  

  

  Which leaves only me. By now there’s no point in any further equivocation. I’m behind 

the whole thing, from the sex dream to the last bit of rhetorical evasion. It doesn’t add up to 

much, but why should it have to? After all, I didn’t have much to work with: a dream, a piece of 

paper, a few tenuous ideas about the veil of illusion and the Cartesian dilemma. The burden of 

inspiration. Assimilating one’s influences.  

  The dream was real. Or at least one like it. (Honestly, it was nothing like it.) I’ve also had 

dreams that were self-reflexive, that I paused like a VHS tape and then went on to some other, 

less dreary scenario. Once I even yelled out to my wife, pleading for her to wake me from a 

particularly obnoxious dream. But of course she was also asleep, and even if my dreamwords 

had translated into some lexicon of noise we would have communicated as incompletely as ever. 

The worst was a dream that kept repeating itself; I knew I was dreaming and that eventually it 

would end, but the idea that one could get caught up in such a cycle of eternal recurrence left me 

upon awakening with a pounding heart nevertheless.  

I have never written a script for an adult film—I wouldn’t know how to do so even if I 

wanted to—but I did view such a film on video during the early stages of this effort. (I told my 

wife I was doing research for a new writing project, which was not entirely untruthful.) As for 

the persistent autoerotic motif, I am as helpless to explain it as you. 
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The Parasite Text 

 

This is me again. First time forgot to engage lexical sequencer. Once more a testing. 

 

Confirm machine is working. Remember grandfather speaking about these devices, but 

have never actually operationalized one. Will take some time to perfect the technique. Vocable 

Text Generators, they are yclept. 

 

Found it in a digital antiquities shop way out in Gatesville. Was doing a routine text 

search when instead of finding any material inditements I espied this erstwhile gadget. Thought 

it might prove meet and befitting. 

 

As much as I have dedicated myself to the recovery of our notational heritage (all that has 

frequently been processed but seldom so well displayed), I confess up that I am not so zealous 

that I would dismiss by the hand a labor-saving gizmo such as this promises to be. 

 

I will not, howsomever, compose my scholarly scripts with this machine. They I must 

continue to inscribe in the old way, markings on the page. Every concession made to these 

digitized, vocalized, or visualized equipment pieces was, of course, a step on the road to 

perdition — what another of our revered and recovered texts refers to as “the headlong rush to 

delete humanity’s great collective textfile” — but at this stage in time getting words to fasten 

themselves down in any durational mode has to be acceptable. 

 

It is my way of thinking that this activity — in one of the texts I recently discovered such 

a locus of writing is called a “journal,” but I have been unable to track down the origin of this 

word — might even aid me in the compositional burdens of my scripts. Mayhaps I can essay 

some prolegomenous and associational thoughts collaterally with the inditement of the exegetical 
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document. A way to phone out to the satellite of inspiration, so to speak. Perchance I may 

furthermore upgrade my inditing style, exceed my grasp of the syntactical processes, by 

indulging in the act of glorious writing even outside the scholastic confinements of the Institute. 

 

 

The Institute is the Institute for Graphemic Recovery. He works there, although “work” is 

not exactly how the members think of it. They certainly don’t make much money at it, but 

thankfully money isn’t quite as crucial to one’s survival as it used to be. No one outside the 

Institute thinks that what they do there is very significant, but they are able to do it without much 

hindrance. 

 

That they aren’t regarded as important people is really the reason they are mostly left 

alone to carry on with their self-assumed duties. They aren’t considered dangerous. No one else 

is really interested in what they’ve appointed themselves to accomplish, which is literally to 

revive and restore the written word, so the powers that be tolerate their odd and eccentric efforts. 

Although these powers could really crack down if they wanted to. 

 

This is the way the Institute for Graphemic Recovery describes its mission in the brief 

statement it presents to those who declare an interest in taking up the cause: “We have pledged 

ourselves to do no less than to return to humankind its stolen inheritance: that gigantean 

accumulation of writing that the lexical Archives tell us was relinquished as useless by the 

human race many seasons ago. We believe that it is possible to recover much of this recorded 

knowledge and inscripted insight and in so doing demonstrate that the written language — 

words, in short — is as attractive a portal as any video monitor ever introduced.” 
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Am especially keen to sharpen my writing aptitude in the face of the most recent 

discovery. I believe this find may be the most important one I have made since logging on with 

the Institute. But I want my restoration to be as veracious as I can make it. I need the words to 

describe these pages, and they need to be the best words. I will not present my scholarly script to 

the Scriptorium Committee until I have scanned this text with the greatest precision and indited a 

learned commentary that can be ne’er surpassed nor gainsaid. 

 

’Tis a prolonged and powerful passage o’ prose the likes of which this graphic 

investigator has not before lain eyes. My preliminary assessment was that it was an example of 

the inscripted genre known as “fiction,” a format of writing that legend has it was once very 

popular, although according to the Archives its purpose eventually became harder to understand 

during the early Visual Conversion era. The use of words to “tell a story” was seen as a poor 

substitute for the dynamic plot lines displayed on the video and cinema screens. 

 

Most of the texts that have come to my notation have upon graphemic scrutinization 

resolved themselves to be eminently deletable — although of course they have been properly 

stored and made available for further scrutinization by other investigators or any literacy geeks 

who want to add a few words to their language templates. Pages from a cookbook, fragments of 

thin-sheeted paper with media-type “news,” especially passages describing what we have 

interpreted to be sport-spectacles, many picture-and-text style adverts, several very curious 

documents designating themselves “memorandums,” which appear to be the printed predecessors 

of the electronic mail communications themselves long since obsoleted by the syntactical image 

projector. These memorandums are especially resistant to scanning, their wordings so peculiar 

that I have ventured the jesting dictum that they went unread even by their presumptively literate 

audience! 

 

Until now the most interesting inditement I have managed to behold is a segmentary 

composition that appears to be the prototype of the self-commemoration tape, a piece of writing 

that narrativizes the life of its author in pinpoint detail. Although we have so far been unable to 
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confirm the identity of the author, the text nevertheless reveals a great deal about her. (Certain 

references in the piece make it unquestionable that the author was a young woman.) To be 

truthful, her life doesn’t seem to hold o’ermuch evident fascination, but she recites her activities 

as if they were subjects of the most dramatic interest and as if she was herself the heroine of a 

blockbuster scenario. 

 

I have fetched a digistat of the document in question and shall orate some of it aloud into 

the Text Generator. This will amplify my previous asseveration about the features of its 

discourse. Such amplification is not dictated in the guidelines sallied forth by the Scriptorium 

Committee, but it betokens a fresh inditing trick, so to verbalize it. A verbal illustration, a kind of 

link from one text of writing to another! I must speak to my colleagues at the Institute and 

ascertain if any of them have ever stumbled upon this way of navigating. I hereby begin my 

oration. Perchance following I shall have something further to say about it. 

 

 

When I turned seventeen, it suddenly seemed that the whole world of my childhood 

began fading from my notice and a new world of adult concerns began to take its place in my 

consciousness. My childish romances would be replaced by serious, intimate relationships with 

men and not boys. Eventually, or so I believed, I would meet the man, the one I was to make my 

husband and with whom I would bear and raise my children, who would in time come 

themselves to marry and have children, my grandchildren, who would... Etc. It was the age-old 

story of life about to happen to me! 

 

But first I had to get through Mrs. Robertson’s English class 

 

 

I will terminate the recording of this portion, but go to another and also copy it here. 
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But to my surprise I did not have to wait long to find myself gainfully employed. Only 

six weeks after graduating from Sarah Lawrence... 

 

(insertion: I have yet to determine to what this appellation is a reference, although clearly 

it is a Knowledge Retrieval Institute of some sort, probably of the variety once yclept a 

“college”) 

 

I found a job as an editorial assistant at a medium-sized New York publishing house... 

 

(insertion: reference also not securely established, but it is known that many of the bound 

documents known as “books” originated in these New York “publishing” sites) 

 

Although it required an adjustment from the relatively unstructured, uncluttered life I had 

led as a student... 

 

(see insertion above; literally, “one who studies”) 

 

...this new life of work soon consumed all of my attention. Every day new manuscripts... 

 

(i.e. “documents”) 

 

...to log in, correspondence to send out, meetings with the editors... 
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(unknown, although these personages are referred to in rather hostile ways in some other 

recovered texts) 

 

...enlightening conversations with fellow assistants. The high-minded arguments during 

coffee breaks! The insights into the editing process! The office gossip! The drinks after work! 

 

 

Although he has no way of knowing it, this “document” is in fact a passage from an 

actual book, My View of Life, written by Angela Ashe and published by one of those New York 

publishing houses in 19__. The Institute for Graphemic Recovery has not yet perfected the 

technique of dating their recovered documents from internal clues and external comparisons, so 

their estimates of precisely when these documents were written (“indited”) are inexact. They 

have unearthed — in many cases literally: the most common source of such texts are abandoned 

landfills, the locations of which our friend is constantly trying to identify — pages of 

Shakespeare, Chaucer, The King James Bible, but as far as they’re concerned, all such works are 

just additional examples of a common past of writing thought to have vanished but that they have 

resolved to bring back into view. 

 

Their biggest problem is not the primitive state of their methods, but rather the 

overwhelming number of competing claims on the attention of the Institute’s intended audience 

— or at least the capacity to pay attention that remains among those the Institute might hope to 

reach. In many ways it is already impossible for most of these people to “view” written language 

at all — they literally don’t see it, except as lines and squiggles and dots and dashes, a visual 

display without a discernible pattern or a stimulus to apprehension sufficient enough to register it 

on their sensory field. 

 

At least this is what the IGR’s colleagues at the Institute for Cognitive Rehabilitation 

would tell them — if, that is, the IGR and the ICR were in regular communication with one 
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another, which, unfortunately, they are not. Each is aware of the other’s existence, but they are 

separate entities, no longer even sheltered together under the same scholastic roof as in the old-

style universities, which have long since ceased to function, a victim of the same conversion to 

sight-sound communication as writing itself. (No books, of course, and who needs to sit in a 

classroom listening to a droning oration when what data you need to get along in the modern 

world can be transmitted right to your television wall or, better yet, accessed on your cyber 

outlets?) 

 

An even greater obstacle to interaction between these “thought sites” is that neither has 

the conceptual tools needed to understand the other anyway. The IGR, of course, works, or is 

working toward working, in “graphemics” — conventional written language, for those of us still 

clinging to it. The ICR, on the other hand, conducts its business entirely through holographic 

simulation. Although to be sure the ICR produces its simulations using the most advanced and 

rarefied techniques derived from quantum digimatics, nevertheless such continued reliance on a 

purely visual medium of thought is precisely the thing our friend and his own institute are 

attempting to challenge. 

 

You’ve certainly by now concluded that this is all a projection into the future, although I 

prefer to think of it as a glimpse into a parallel present in the universe next door. If it is the 

future, you may be wondering how far into the future we’ve reached. 

 

Does it matter? 

 

 

Now that I’ve discovered this innovational update of the scholarly strategy, I am led to 

consider how it might be operationalized in my scripts for the Institute. Until now, these have 

been simplistic texts describing how and where the historical inditement under scholarly perusal 

had been recovered; a provisionary labeling of the inditement and its author, when these are in 
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evidence; a marking of the category of inditement perused and a rationalization of the way this 

category was determined; a brief description of the meaning-content of the writing; and a 

speculation exegesis about the role of the inditement in the era in which it was produced, 

provided it has been possible to mark the era. 

 

A novel segment could be additioned, a piece that excerpts other pieces from the 

recovered inditement and sallies forth with a “critique.” This is a word that appears in a text 

recovered by my colleague D.G. that adopts the format of expounding on the meaning-content of 

a second text, an inditement that is known as “the parasite text” because of the manner in which 

it seems to fasten onto writing itself as a subject for more writing. To “critique” is apparently to 

find extra meaning in an inditement that is not just displayed there waiting for us to behold it. 

 

This mutation would need to be approbated by the Scriptorium Committee, and they are a 

pretty wary bunch, if I so vocalize so myself. The greater potentiality would be that I brandish to 

them this journal of mine and evince to them that my innovation will dividend itself. Thuswise I 

shall devote myself to so evincing by attempting to “critique” my latest recovery, which I 

enunciated earlier. As I announced, I have been vouchsafed a surpassingly curious parchment 

upon which can be found a section of scenario quite unlike any graphic composition I have 

before been privileged to peep on. 

 

My initiatory hypothesis is that this inditement is a verbalized version of the type of 

scenario that accompanies the cinematic stimulation popularly nominalized as “horrifics.” The 

aim of the inditement, however, appears not to be to incite the sensory reactions with tactile 

bombardments as is done in most horrifics sensationals, but to draw out the scenario and make 

the people undergoing it seem like they could be actualized humans. A few ancient cinema 

celluloids still exist that also narrativize in this way, but I have looked at only one of them when 

it was exhibited at the Celluloid Archive on their reconstructed projection device. From my 

glimpses at other indited fictions, this elongated plot line acted out by the dramatis personae 
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pretending to be existent is the expected procedure in this format, although I don’t remember 

seeing it merged with horrifics before. 

 

No one at the Institute has recovered a text with this feature either, but D.G. speaks of 

one merging a lengthened scenario in this style with the mysterious murder immersion, as well as 

one merging such like scenario with the techno-battle simulation. He and I have discussed what 

might have been the purpose of these fictions and additionally as well who might have been the 

perusing audience for such inditements. His viewpoint is that they were not produced just to 

provide the sensory satisfaction now delivered by cinematic stimulations, televisual 

melodramatics, and cyperspatial reality replacements. He supposes they also acted as message 

delivery systems, although the messages were not very crystal clear. I am not assured that I am in 

agreement with D.G., but it is an intriguing idea. 

 

 

D.G. is, of course, mistaken. The sort of fiction they are attempting to classify has very 

little in the way of “message delivery” to offer, aside from the banal platitudes about how life 

can be “unpredictable,” full of hidden dangers, requires “courage” and “ingenuity,” often turns 

out well for those who “persevere,” and so forth. Unfortunately, D.G. is succumbing to the 

fallacious notion that all writing is necessarily an attempt to convey some unequivocal meaning 

not otherwise communicable by other means, as well as the corollary notion that reading is an 

attempt to unpack that meaning in an equally definitive way. Once in place, this assumption 

leads to the further judgment that writing that hides, or attempts to hide, or appears to evade, a 

direct statement of such meaning must be all the more meaningful even if the reader must work 

assiduously to find it. It is certainly understandable that under the circumstances D.G. would 

come to this rather exalted belief about the purposes of writing and reading, but if our hero 

ultimately accepts it himself, the consequences will be grave indeed. 
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On the other hand, one wouldn’t want either to hold up the texts he and D.G. have found 

and are trying to comprehend as specimens of literary art. These works, while certainly 

preferable to the “stimulations” and “replacements” he speaks of, nevertheless don’t aspire to 

much beyond the arousal of fairly tawdry emotions, the narration of formulaic if sensational 

stories, the satisfaction of not very demanding expectations. Meant to be read once and disposed 

of, they would not in their own time have stood up to the scrutiny to which these graphic 

investigators must now subject them. 

 

Unfortunately, it is unlikely they will discover many texts that do qualify as literary art, 

writing that justifies its existence as more than an excuse to print words on a page. And even if 

they do, it is difficult to see how they would know that this is what they had found. 

 

 

I did not tell D.G. overmuch about my own recovery, preferencing to wait until my 

restoration has processed apace. Nor did I tell him about the discovery of the VTG and my 

intended usage of it. Mayhaps I will display this journal before him when I have terminated the 

recovery effort that is the subject of these verbalizations. I don’t know whether he would applaud 

for my due diligence in expanding upon the methodologies for restoring the good name of 

inditement or whether he would view askance at the proposal that our job as investigators goes 

beyond finding old inditements and establishing their indisputability. His scholarly scripts are 

perceived as the beau idéal in recovery technique, so I would like to gain his favorable regard. 

 

The elongated plot in the scenario before us bids fair to lengthen even furthermore, since 

though the portion I have is unusually protracted it exhibits every wish to keep going, possibly 

even for an incomputable quantity of pages. (The last mark on the final sheet is 87. It is easily 

the most drawn-out sample of text I have managed to unearth, which prompts me to revisit the 

site of its retrieval for additional delvings in the postpresent. Perchance other such protracted 

portions of discarded texts are there for the digging.) Whomsoever were the perusers of this 
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inditement plainly would have committed themselves to multiple intake sessions to close the text 

completely. Even a dedicated witness like yours truly consumed myriad time periods in 

obtaining full access. 

 

The scenario initiates thuswise, and I copy: 

 

 

How the book came into my possession is not something I am prepared to reveal. Suffice 

it to say I was well aware of the legends and fabulous tales that have accrued around this book 

and all those who have encountered it. The most fanciful of these tales, or so I thought at the 

time, was that the text of the book is ever-changing, that no two people who open it in fact read 

the same words, even though they profess to be examining the same pages. I will say that I was 

highly skeptical of these reports, although they did not diminish my interest in acquiring the 

book in order, at the least, to verify or discredit such reports for myself.  

 

 

D.G. will probably point it out that this inditement also uses the “I” proclamation just like 

the other inditement I previously orated. Why, he will query, do I say the first one tells a “true 

story” but the second is a “fiction.” Do we know enough about any of these texts, or what sort of 

people indited them, or what they were used for by those who inspected them, to put them so 

neatly into these kinds of concept folders? This is a pertinacious question indeed, and I cannot 

troubleshoot a reliable answer at this interlude, but ne’ertheless I persist in my perception that 

whereas the first “I” speaks of real events the second one utters deliberate falsehoods as an 

entertainment device. 
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It is worth pointing out that our hero’s powers of discernment are really quite acute, more 

insightful by far than those claimed by D.G., although were we to be given a sample of the 

latter’s own compositions we would see that they are rather more free of the maladroit locutions 

and the invasive idioms of a cyberized culture besotted by visual imagery than is the writing of 

our friend and hero. (We should, however, be willing to consider the situation: in speaking into 

this contraption he says he discovered he is really engaged in something closer to dictation, 

invoking the authority of the Voice, the unmediated signification of the audible utterance, surely 

an intimidating prospect compared to the lesser and derivative effects to be achieved through the 

mere making of marks on a blank surface.) Still, despite the infelicities of expression in his own 

text — and who knows but that these might themselves disappear with time and continued 

practice? — his capacity to explicate these other texts is thoroughly sound, his judgment about 

their qualities entirely trustworthy. 

 

 

However, I did not immediately open the book and scrutinize its contents, make short 

work once and for all of dispelling the myths surrounding it. I did not, in fact, even remove the 

book from the plain wooden box in which it was presented to me. And this was not only because 

my wife petitioned me to consider the consequences of such a rash action should my skepticism 

prove mistaken, my resolution mere folly. (In short, she demanded that I leave well enough 

alone!) Instead, I took the opportunity to further investigate the origins of this book’s mysteries, 

the circumstances of its existence before falling into my hands, the whole panoply of unfortunate 

and unexplained occurrences associated with the possession and perusal of this book and its 

curious text. 

 

You should perhaps first of all know that I have investigated many other claims of 

supernatural or paranormal phenomena, and have thus perfected a multitude of techniques for 

ascertaining what lies behind such claims, although I must also confess that I had not before 

encountered a case quite like this one. With no pun intended, I am not a bookish man. I know 

nothing of old and rare books, of the channels in which they are bought and sold, much less of 
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the intricacies of literary criticism. Who was I to delve into the details of bookmaking and 

printing? The arcana of interpretation and commentary? Of narrative theory and the 

phenomenology of reading? These were a few of the things I was told I would need to become 

familiar with, and to be sure I went ahead with it anyway not because I looked forward to 

acquiring this knowledge but in spite of my dread of it. 

 

 

An unsightly declaration indeed! Not a bookish man? No interest is mastering the 

technologies of inditement? In doing a graphic investigation of his own sort? Verily, he seems a 

character creation of not much depth. It is my estimation that anyone “reading” this script (itself 

another “book”?) would be doing so to find its interest level somewhere else than in this not very 

likeable personage, however much make believe goes into his words. 

 

 

We should probably not be surprised that our friend is able to have such an immediate, 

even naïve, reaction to the story he is reading (even considering it’s not the first time he’s done 

so — although as previously admitted, it took him a good deal of time to gain “full access” to the 

piece). After all, he’s really only just learning to become a skilled reader (and writer as well, for 

that matter), and it is true that someone equipped neither with the sophisticated strategies nor the 

detached attitude that only experience brings will more easily succumb to the subtle 

blandishments of fiction. Namely, the insinuating influence of the verbal persona, the narrative 

voice, which can lure us into believing that behind the words that appear on the page there lurks 

a real presence, an actual human being, despite the incontrovertible fact that nothing can be 

found behind these words except a silence and a void. It is a trick, and not a very difficult trick at 

that, since it usually works, even when, as in this case, the response to the voice in question is 

mostly one of antipathy. 
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I will here omit the false starts I experienced and the blind alleys into which I wandered 

before finally stumbling upon a reliable source of guidance and information. 

 

After weeks of contacting the proprietors of used-bookstores, antique shops, academic 

“experts” of various stripes, almost accidentally while conferring with one of the latter I was 

introduced to a graduate student represented as someone writing a thesis on (I am not making 

this up) “the Occult as Other in Western Art and Literature.” Not only was he familiar with tales 

of “haunted” manuscripts, but he had even come across references to the particular book I 

described to him. This book, he told me, was not merely alleged to be a source of apparitions and 

the resting-place of wraiths and revenants, but is reputed to be literally possessed by a demon 

spirit, an envoi from the Evil One, a fiend so infernal Satan himself ordered it to remain 

concealed between the covers of this book designed in Hell, shrouded behind its duplicitous text 

of words, lest all the other satanic minions come to seem less frightful in comparison. 

 

Like me, this fellow (we’ll call him G.D., for reasons that must remain known only to 

me) was completely skeptical of such a ludicrous story, but he offered to show me his sources so 

I could evaluate them myself. He also warned me that although the supernatural fables attached 

to my book were of course not to be taken as reality I should nevertheless be on my guard, since 

fables like the se often attract strange company, weird and frequently dangerous characters 

whose machinations can be even more frightening that those imputed to the supernatural. I 

wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by this, but I thanked him for his concern and readily 

accepted the offer to look over the material he’d collected. I made arrangements, in fact, to come 

visit his apartment that very evening. 

 

 

Although this “I” is behaving in a mode I do not follow, meanwhile his inditement style 

is not that malefficient. While orating it in this wise I can notice the flow of the sentences and the 

selection of words. The sentences have plenty of sequence, but they still wind up where they’re 
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going. And the words themselves seem most proper. I would truly like to gaze myself at the 

word hoard he could consult to indite this script. He displays a comfort with his words that I 

admit still recedes from me. Sometimes I project whether this horizon will always seem so far 

away. 

 

(I now realize I have spoken of this character creation as if it were he composing the 

script. Of course the real source of these words is the unknown creator of this inditement, his 

identity unfortunately lost to us, probably forever, unless some fresh evidence of his work is 

discovered and his name is firmly attached to it. Until then, just another anonymous Inditer.) 

 

(As am I.) 

 

 

I arrived at the appointed time, but G.D. did not respond to my knocks at his door. He had 

given me his telephone number as well, so I went back down to the lobby and used the desk 

phone. No answer. I then rang up the professor who had brought us together in the first place, but 

he could only reconfirm that his student was expecting me at that very moment. I was 

uncomfortable going into the apartment by myself to investigate further what was going on 

(while standing at the doorstep I had tried the door and found it to be unlocked), so I asked the 

professor if he would come over to the building to join me in checking it out. 

 

He arrived in just a few minutes (both of them lived in the general vicinity of the 

university campus) and we took the elevator back up to the apartment. The professor led the way 

in, so I could not immediately determine what prompted his flummoxed exclamation: “What the 

hell?” 
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Here this proclamation ends itself for a duration and new one begins. The two are related 

to one another, or at least this I infer, although the connection between them does not seem very 

firm. Not for a while, anyway, but sooner or later it is clear enough that they are roaming around 

the same plot line without ever really focusing it into view all at once. It is a curious design, if I 

do utter so, that calls upon the powers of attention without a doubt. What if the plot line isn’t 

very attractive? Might not the audience just give it up and go away? How many of these text-

makers, with talents of inditement at their disposal, would take the risk of wasting it in this way? 

Yet also it could be a means of keeping this audience sharpened in its wits. 

 

I will synopsize the second scenario before going back to the oration of the first. Such a 

deletion in this journal will save both time and space without injuring its sense. (Yet another 

innovational technique for D.G.’s inspection?) The linked-up scenario switches to a different 

style of proclamation, the anonymous narrator speaking of the actions being performed by 

characters referred to by their names or by “he” or “she” as the case might be. The time period 

also changes, or so at least I conclude, to a point before the events related by the personal 

narrator of the other side of the story. In this setting the “book” the “I” of the present-day 

scenario has informed us about has just been created. We are not told who exactly did create it, 

but it has fallen into the grasp of an unpleasant fellow who obviously believes it to possess 

occultist powers. He bids a colleague, who, unbeknownst to him, the unpleasant fellow 

begrudges, to take a glance into the book. We are not informed what the colleague in truth 

gathered from his perusal, but not long after his exposure to the text he dies himself in via a 

rather gruesome and violent method. Then the unpleasant fellow invites his own wife to open up 

the peculiar book, and, sure enough, soon after the act she too has met a sad fate. She dresses up 

as a floozy and goes out into the street, where she becomes a sex hire. 

 

 

His synopsis, we can say, is generally accurate. In fact, his condensed version of this 

eccentric and frankly preposterous “fiction” is considerably more coherent and less outrageous 

than the actual narrative from which he is working. His comments on the dissociated structure of 
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the text are equally well-taken, although he probably gives the author of this dubious work — 

had not the circumstance in which our hero finds himself regrettably come to pass one could say 

that it deserved to be entirely forgotten — more credit for thinking through the implications of 

his narrative strategy than he really deserves. 

 

We think it can be said with relative certainty that this was an author more concerned 

with “substance” than “style,” more interested in “content” than in “form.” It also seems safe to 

say that he considered himself to be providing his readers with “entertainment” rather than 

creating a work of “literature,” so that our friend’s attempt to extract from it the kind of 

revelatory significance he truly wishes to find must surely in the end come to nothing. At this 

point we exercise our own powers of editorial judgment and skip over further discussion of the 

“second scenario” and return to the first, taking it up where we left it. 

 

 

When I got inside the door I couldn’t at first see at all what had seized the professor’s 

attention and provoked his puzzled exclamation. The front room into which we had walked — 

tattered couch, television, stereo equipment — was unoccupied, but then I turned to my left, 

looking into what must have been G.D.’s study area — papers strewn here and there, a none-too-

sturdy-looking desk on top of which a surprisingly new and apparently high-end computer, as 

well as various books covering all other available surface areas, on the wall behind a movie 

poster loudly proclaiming They Live!, and, most significantly, G.D.. himself, slumped over on 

the desk as if taking a quick nap before getting back to the scholarly task at hand. 

 

The professor walked into the room, then waited for me to catch up. We approached the 

desk, looking for any obvious indications of what might have led to the situation we were 

confronting. It took a moment or two for me to realize that the almost imperceptible movements 

darting across the desk clutter were in fact tiny creatures of some sort, insects perhaps — frankly 

speaking, all manner of vermin might have infested a domicile as ill-kempt as this one seemed, 
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now that I had taken in, however, cursorily, the general atmosphere of the place. But when I 

finally reached the desk and hovered warily above G.D.’s head, I could not quite fathom what 

precisely I was witnessing as both the extent and the nature of this activity became more 

apparent. They were creatures all right, but God help me if I could have told you what kind of 

infernal things they were. 

 

 

Already the act of orating this text as it is composed is highlighting some features of it 

that a silent gazing doesn’t pick up so much. The way this scenario the untitled I relates keeps 

building up to these points of revealing what’s truly going on but then stopping before saying 

what it is that is happening, for example. It seems a shabby ruse, not all that contrary to the 

strategies employed in the video melodramas I recall viewing in the days of my own youth. Even 

then I thought these visual diversions — now a part of yesteryear, of course — were downright 

tacky, not the sort of thing we graphic investigators were educated to expect from the remnants 

of the fiction texts we might find. It might be better if the events proclaimed were themselves not 

nearly so hard to take in. Not only are they pretty loopy, even for a horrifics scenario, but who 

can discern where they intend to go? I am led to the suspicion that this buildup technique is a 

way to substitute some ready-made suspense where what’s reported to be happening doesn’t 

have much attraction by itself. 

 

 

Our friend’s rapid development of his innate critical acumen continues apace. We have 

nothing to add to his perspicacious comments, so instead we will supplement his text-in-progress 

with a few additional details about the social context in which our hero is engaged in his labors. 

In so doing, our goal is not to expropriate his story for our own purposes, not to simply take over 

those functions he through the limitations of his circumstances is unable to carry out with the 

same sort of dexterity, but simply to assist him by bringing out in full relief the conditions under 

which his struggle to resuscitate the written word and excavate the textual past is taking place. 
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You may have wondered whether our friend is married, has a family, on whose behalf he 

toils away at this important but unremunerative job. He is not married, has never been, in fact has 

had few serious “relationships” with women — or men — at all. This does not mean that his 

sexual drive is abnormally low or unnaturally inhibited. Rather, there are in his world numerous 

ways of satisfying one’s natural urges that neither require the actual presence of other human 

beings, nor entail any feelings of shame or embarrassment — although a few religious groups 

continue to broadcast their denunciations of such sexual license. (Transmissions of 

cyberholographs directly into the home is the most common form of this “erotic assistance.”) 

 

You may also have wondered how, if writing has disappeared in this world, the populace 

remains informed, aware of the “news” occurring among and around them. After all, even 

television broadcasts of such news would necessitate the composition of a written text, designed 

to be read aloud but nevertheless “indited.” And indeed something like composition is involved 

in what communication of information still goes on, but it is an entirely visual kind of 

composition that uses a grammar and a syntax of the image that has its origins in the visual art 

and media of past eras but that has in our friend’s time fully developed into a near wordless 

language. The users of this language would not think of it as such but merely as the means by 

which ordinary life is sustained — “language” being a word long gone from human awareness. 

 

Spoken words have not disappeared entirely, although most people would not separate 

the few perfunctory words still in use from the images to which they are attached as the occasion 

requires. They are simply a part of the general flow of visual stimulation, somewhat akin to the 

historical model that those still interested in what came before would perhaps be able to identify, 

the so-called “music video.” Such words are also used in everyday social and domestic 

interactions. But hardly anyone is aware that these sounds correspond to things called words, 

much less that they could be represented in a system of symbolic markings called “writing.” 
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They looked something like centipedes, or some kind of many-legged, slimy-textured 

bug, but they also had wings, and their heads were swollen to grotesque proportions relative to 

their bodies. So swollen, in fact, that their features could be clearly discerned with the naked eye, 

and what I saw still fills me with horror and revulsion whenever the image reappears to my 

mental vision. Long, pointed ears, sharp, bristle-covered chins, eyes plainly full of unmitigated 

malice, mouths full of jagged teeth capable of inflicting untold pain, faces, in short, that were the 

very image of the demonic and the malignant, that conveyed the message with frightening clarity 

they had been sent on a mission of outright evil. 

 

My first glance at G.D.. revealed the immediate goal of this mission: already his own face 

had been stripped of its flesh, although several of the creatures were still entering and exiting his 

eye sockets, no doubt feasting on the remaining brain tissue, seeking out other morsels with great 

rapacity. The bulges produced by the movements of the creatures underneath his clothing told 

me they were making similarly quick work of the rest of his body. 

 

If I was appalled at the scene before me, the professor was rigid with fright. Unable in his 

incredulity to do anything other than look blankly from here to there, finally he turned and 

without uttering a word went back out of the room, eventually out of the apartment, closing the 

door behind him very gently. There seemed to be no point in going after him. Clearly he 

understood what was going on even less than I did, and I understood nothing. Perhaps later he 

would reestablish contact, offer his assistance in getting to the bottom of these events, but, as it 

turned out, I never saw him again. 

 

 

Pretty grisly. Other gristly occurrences follow, in both halves of the scenario. I will not 

orate them, as it seems redundant. The gist of it all seems to be this: Everyone who looks into the 

book is affected by it to do strange and self-defeating things, usually terminating in their death or 
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the loss of their rational minds. Anyone who suspects the book might be cursed, or even tries to 

find out more information about it, gets inflicted with a fate like that of G.D. Sad to say, this is 

where the text segment ends. Nothing is settled up or tied together. The two sides of the scenario 

are forever (lest someone sometime should dig up more of it) left at a dangle, not to be united so 

we may know for sure how they are allied. 

 

Although D.G. has declared that it is not proper for a graphic investigator to surmise what 

his text might be like if it was complete — “It is not our job to re-indite our scripts as if we were 

the originator,” he states — in this case the seduction to do so is almost irresistible. Unless the 

author had some big surprise in store, the clues in this segment announce themselves pretty 

loudly. Would my script truly be complete unless I followed on with the plot line that the clues 

advertise so distinctly? More to the point: Is this text worth the effort I’ve already given to it, 

much less whatever would be required to finish this script in the manner I have contemplated? 

Would I be serving it, or would it be serving me? 

 

 

An interesting question, one that, unfortunately, we are not in a position to answer with 

much certainty or conviction. We will have to allow it to linger, a spontaneous outburst by our 

friend, who himself no doubt regards it as merely an afterthought. A way of speaking. 

 

A much more pertinent question, in our view, is whether our own attempt to accord our 

friend’s work the full respect it deserves has finally been worth the effort. Although we are 

unable in every case to supply all the particulars about the “plot line” threading its way through 

these pages, there is one big thing we do know for sure. The wholly admirable, even noble, 

endeavor on which our hero travails cannot succeed, is in the long run doomed to fail. 

 

Admittedly a few obsessed holdouts such as our friend and his colleagues will manage to 

keep an ever more debased version of written language in existence — a dead language if ever 
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there was one — but we all know it would be impossible to truly recover such a complex and 

frankly difficult skill to master once the perceived need for such a skill itself vanishes. 

 

Beyond this very general insight into the future our friend’s successors will confront, we 

cannot offer an entirely clear picture of what life will be like in such a post-verbal world. Nor 

can we reveal exactly how we have obtained even these few glimpses into a future so seemingly 

certain in its course. Surely it is impossible to reverse the process by which tokens of the past 

become available to future discovery so that portents of the future take solid form and are handed 

back to us for our appraisal? This must remain an open question, but you will, we hope, 

acknowledge that in circumstances such as these some suspension of strictly plausible 

procedures is often tolerated. Assume that we do indeed have the power to turn the logic of 

historical development inside out, so to speak, even though we all know that such power is 

altogether a whimsical notion. 

 

Accept as well (this is merely a request, you understand, put forth in all politeness) that 

the following selection is the final remaining artifact in this documentary back construction, one 

whose authenticity and authorship remain in doubt, despite all attempts to establish otherwise. 

Was it written, as most believe, by our hero? Or is it simply another fragment of the text our 

friend had in his possession and was attempting to interpret? Could it even be, as some have 

suggested, the work of D.G., perhaps trying as it were to pre-empt our friend’s own effort to 

elevate their common calling to a new level, endow it with enhanced powers of perception? 

Surely it is not, as yet others maintain, an outright fabrication, produced in some other era 

(possibly even the present one) altogether? As is so often the case in circumstances such as these, 

all we can say in the end is that the only satisfactory resolution to such a conundrum must be 

your own. 
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At last I was prepared to open the book and face whatever it was it had to reveal to me. 

My first move to lift the cover faltered; despite what I had discovered about the book, its history, 

the many myths and misconceptions surrounding it, I hesitated to see for myself what its pages 

actually would present. 

 

Again I reached for the leather-covered, gilt-edged volume, and again I paused above it, 

still uncertain whether I truly did desire to disclose its contents. After all, one sure way to avoid 

even what I now considered the wholly fanciful harm that might come from sampling this book’s 

inscripted words would be simply to leave the cover closed, the leaves unturned. 

 

But I knew what I knew: it was an ordinary book — ordinary for the time in which it was 

made — clinging to which were absurd tales of evil that were the result of random and entirely 

unrelated accidents befalling some of the people who had owned it, read it, or inquired about it. 

Because of this history, few people were willing to examine its pages and thus few and utterly 

unreliable accounts of what was printed on them could be found. Suffice it to say I had come 

upon no evidence it was, as so many wanted to believe, the devil’s notebook. 

 

Finally the deed is done. The cover is turned, the spine is cracked, a page is exposed. 

Nothing. No print, no handwritten words, no runic signs, no text of any kind. Blank. As white as 

a brand new screen in a freshly built cinema, as unblemished as the motives of all those before 

me who had sought to resolve the mystery of this very book, who were even prepared to do 

battle of sorts with the formidable forces that might be behind it, ready to unleash their 

destructive energies. 

 

The more I stared at it, however, the more it began to seem to me there was something 

written on this unsullied page after all. It was in a language I could not at first understand, but as 

the text clarified itself further, the print indeed becoming more palpable, less suspiciously a 
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figment of my own imagination, it no longer seemed to matter that I had never seen such words 

before — and they had to be words, somebody’s words. I knew what they said. 

  

And no sooner had I comprehended the message than the words faded away again, 

leaving the virginal whiteness of the empty page. A most efficient way to communicate, when all 

was said and done. 
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 Brains on the Mat, A Chinese Bat  

  

1) Suppose I send a friend shopping for five green dandelions. This case will serve to 

illustrate all that is most crucially involved in our inquiry, as I think we will see.  

  

2) First, however, one might ask: Why a friend? Why do I not go shopping for the 

dandelions myself? (It is not an action that is actually performed, of course, merely a 

hypothetical of a familiar kind.) We will try our best to avoid becoming entangled in such 

questions, which only raise additional questions (about perception, point of view) that add little 

to an understanding of our primary topic.  

  

3) Of course, it is always useful to spell out fully the goals and the limitations of any inquiry 

one intends to make. But as these are merely provisional remarks in no way intended to be the 

final word on the subject, I will resist the temptation to examine the epistemological foundations 

of our investigation in any great detail.  

 

4) Let us simply say that my friend and I are very close, our views consonant in most 

important ways. On no significant issue will we be at odds in our assumptions or our approach. 

When I send him on an errand, it is safe to conclude he behaves much as I would in his place.  

  

5) My friend, then, is where we left him: on the way to fetch the dandelions. Five green 

ones, to be exact. When he arrives, his first action will initiate a process the outcome of which 

will unavoidably be of considerable interest to us.  

  

6) But in the interim let me furnish some additional information about my friend. If he is to 

serve as my emissary, in effect, he will need to be more or less ―real‖ in his particulars. He must 

seem to be, in his way, a human being if my ambitions in this undertaking are to be realized. 

While he acts on my behalf, nevertheless he must be seen as doing so of his own free will, 

through an exercise of his own autonomy.  
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7) What is it like to be my friend? Is it even possible to know what it’s like to be someone 

like my friend? He is, for starters, a man of early middle age. He suffers from many of the 

maladies of one in such circumstances: failing sight, increasing aches and pains, a sudden 

fixation on his appearance lest he come to seem even older than he actually is—all of the signs 

that one is on the descending side of the roller coaster of life. As for his sex drive, in deference to 

my friend’s understandable sensitivities vis-à-vis the subject, we will leave that to be imagined 

by whatever readers stumble upon these remarks.  

  

8) But does this really tell you anything essential about my friend? Can we ever know what 

it’s like to experience the world as my friend does? Could we possibly, like a character from 

some science fiction program, enter into my friend’s mind and, for a moment at least, actually be 

him? Is this even necessary? We will proceed, for reasons of efficiency if nothing else, under the 

assumption that it is not.  

  

9) What are the implications of this strategy? That we forego the effort to present my friend 

in such a way that others could feel what is usually called empathy? That we stick instead to 

external signs and explicit behavior? Furthermore: has he yet reached his destination, has he 

come upon the dandelions?  

  

10) If we put my friend in a sealed room and gave him instructions for composing a message 

in Arabic, would he really be communicating in Arabic? Would he, in short, truly inhabit the 

Arabic point of view?  

  

11) My friend does not in fact speak Arabic. He speaks only one language, his native tongue, 

although his mastery of it is impressive indeed.  

  

12) Which brings us back to our original proposition. My friend is on his way to make a 

purchase. Five green dandelions. Let us say he has arrived. My friend is nothing if not punctual, 
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which is one of the things I most admire about him. He is timely, considerate of others’ needs, 

and always ready to do a favor for anyone who has secured his esteem. These are among the 

qualities, if I may say so, that attracted my friend’s wife to him as well. She has told me any 

number of times that he is a pleasure to live with, although that does not mean my friend is 

without flaws. His wife has also told me that he can be ineffectual at household chores, a 

condition that stems from his inclination to concentrate instead on those things that are of 

ultimate interest to him.  

  

13) My friend and his wife met while they both of them were in graduate school. She was 

studying to be a psychologist, he a philosopher. This is wholly consistent with my friend’s 

temperament; he is thoughtful, reflective, concerned with the most profound of subjects. 

Although he is no longer a philosopher. He decided to switch instead to a more remunerative 

profession, the exact nature of which need not be revealed here. His wife, on the other hand, did 

become a psychologist, a job she continues to pursue with gratifying success.  

  

14) They have one child, a delightful young girl, but unfortunately afflicted with a 

physiological condition that has affected her mental acuity, probably on a permanent basis. I can 

attest, however, that they have handled this setback with great dignity and good sense. As far as 

they are concerned, the child is a blessing, and I am confident she will live a perfectly satisfying 

life under their care.  

  

15) Where exactly has my friend gone in pursuit of the five green dandelions? A dandelion 

store? Obviously not. They aren’t sold in supermarkets, either. A flower shop, then. My friend 

has entered the store and is about to inform the florist of the object of his quest. Here is where 

the problem at hand really gains its import.  

  

16) One of the reasons I sent my friend to carry out this task is that he is in the habit of doing 

the shopping for his own family. He also does the cooking. I can testify on my own experience 

that he is in fact a surpassingly good cook. The dishes he has served up! His other interests 

include: gardening, golf, gun collecting, good books.  
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17) I myself was surprised to hear about his interest in guns. He doesn’t shoot them—he 

keeps them in a large, glass-enclosed case in the basement. Although as I understand it, they’re 

all in good working order. There’s something about the latent, inescapable energy of the things, 

he says.  

  

18) My friend and I sometimes play golf together. It is one of the interests we share. He is 

much better than I, as embarrassing as it is to admit. He never rubs it in, though. He always tries 

to help me improve my game, correct my swing: grip loosely, turn the shoulder, follow through.  

  

19) But they don’t sell dandelions at a florist’s, do they? In fact dandelions aren’t even 

flowers. They’re weeds. A weed shop? A vacant lot?  

  

20) He’ll not find any in his own yard, that’s for sure. My friend’s lawn is always well-

manicured, a lovely sight to behold. His wife says it is one of the few jobs he can do and still 

keep his head in the clouds at the same time. He does some of his best thinking while cutting the 

grass, he once told me.  

  

21) Because he is such a resourceful thinker, he will figure out where to find the dandelions. 

There can be doubt of this. But what if, after all, my friend is just a simulated intelligence 

ingeniously installed in a database? Might he really be a disembodied set of impulses firing off 

whenever the requisite machine is plugged in?  

  

22) Such a thing is impossible, of course. Not only is it self-refuting, as I could show if it 

were germane to this endeavor. But my own long-time acquaintance with my friend is 

overwhelming evidence that he could not be this sort of simulated intelligence but is instead 

exactly what he believes himself to be (as do I): a human being, my friend, on his way to pick up 

five green dandelions at my request. A possible rejoinder is that I, myself, am also a simulated 

intelligence occupying my own database, that simply has been programmed into believing he has 
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set his friend on a quest for dandelions, etc. Again, while this suggestion could easily be refuted, 

this is not the proper forum in which to commence that effort.  

  

23) If P, at least P. S + 1 must be T. A perception Q cannot be denied by appeal to Q~. Take 

the base sentence A, understood as follows: B (C) (D)/E—Z. This sentence will signify only if 

the interlocutor has already learned a language. For F to find D, N must convince R that P.  

  

24) At some point, my friend will realize that dandelions are not green. There is no known 

variety of green dandelion. At that point, there will be no dispute over the proper definition of 

the word "five." Neither my friend nor the merchant will pull out a table on which they will find 

the agreed-upon reference of "five" in order to resolve the issue. All attention will be focused 

instead on the possible meaning of "green dandelions" It is quite likely this point has already 

been reached.  

  

25) It is also true that I did have an affair with my friend’s wife. Perhaps this explains his 

willingness to accept, at least for a time, that there are indeed such things as green dandelions. 

He is so distracted by my revelation that he undertook his assigned mission without giving any 

thought to the fact he has never seen a green dandelion and that no amount of searching for the 

only outlet in town that offers green dandelions—an innovation of their own, perhaps—will turn 

up the item he has been asked to produce. On the other hand, I informed him of my adulterous 

liaison with his wife—whom he truly loves, I know—immediately upon his arrival here at my 

summons, and he should have had enough time to assimilate this information. It strains credulity 

to think the surprise he undoubtedly must have experienced upon learning of his wife’s 

infidelity—and my betrayal—would have lingered long enough to explain his dissociation. 

Another explanation is needed.  

  

26) The affair was brief, but ardent. She said she was just a little bit impatient with my 

friend’s lack of "availability" in an emotional sense, although she was not prepared to renounce 

their marriage because of it. This she wanted me to know. I understood both her frustration and 

her hesitation to abandon my friend. I, too, have sometimes resented my friend’s occasional 
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spells of emotional "withdrawal‖" but as well am loath to let them overshadow his myriad 

sturdier qualities. I was thus entirely comfortable with the restrictions she placed on our sexual 

dalliance.  

  

27) The affair was brief partly because, to put it plainly, my friend’s wife has a vigorous 

sexual appetite. After a few weeks, in fact, I had to conclude that her capacities in this area were 

sufficiently renewable that I would not be able to keep up with her. We parted on amicable terms 

and I have not sought a further encounter. I have often enough wondered how my friend has 

managed to deal with this aspect of his wife’s disposition—both before and since.  

  

28) Most probably my friend’s delayed realization that he was on an inherently flawed 

mission was simply the consequence of his natural propensity to trust those for whom he has 

acquired a time-tempered regard. He believed he would find those five green dandelions, and 

even now he is approaching the director of the local arboretum to ask if he has cultivated any 

samples of the green dandelions of whose existence my friend has been told. Here the real crux 

of the problem we have introduced will begin to come into focus.  

  

29) As usual, Panrac was the first to state the terms of this problem in its modern form: Why 

is it that we know what is meant even when what is said does not correspond readily with what is 

intended? Or, in another formulation: Are our intentions correlative with our meaning even when 

what we say conflicts with what we convey?  

  

30) My friend: Have you any green dandelions on hand? Flower man: Surely you don’t mean 

that? My friend: What else could I mean? Flower man: Perhaps something like this? "Have you 

any dandelion greens at your disposal?" My friend: Whoever heard of dandelion greens? Flower 

man: Considered a delicacy in Nova Scotia, I’m told.  
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31) Have my friend and the flower man managed to engage in unconditioned 

communication? Or is there static in the air, turbulence, wars and rumors of war? And will my 

friend return with the dandelion greens?  

  

32) Now that we have identified the issue with as much precision as we can achieve at this 

time, it is worth considering the possible consequences that flow from an acceptance of its 

centrality. My friend has either made a discovery about the lexical disport that lies behind every 

speech act (see Ferriday on Merle, or, conversely, Merle on Ferriday), or he has plunged into an 

abyss in which he will surrender his very soul, his peace of mind forever scattered in the void. 

We are not yet prepared, however, to hazard a guess as to which is in fact the case.  

  

33) I finally told my friend about the affair because, strangely enough, I had never felt even 

momentary guilt for what I had done. Neither, as far as I know, had his wife. It seemed better to 

let him know what had been done to him than to continue storing up the contempt I had already 

accumulated toward him for his inability to fathom how we had fooled him.  

  

34) My friend is likely to insist that it was indeed five green dandelions I had instructed him 

to procure. He is likely to be disappointed if he is unable to fulfill the request that I made and 

that he accepted with a sincere desire to please. If he is unable to find what we are looking for at 

the arboretum, it is quite possible he will make one last ditch effort to locate the dandelions he 

believes I genuinely need. It may yet be a while before we hear from my friend and know for 

sure the outcome of his search.  

  

35) Let us return to the flower man for a moment. How impressive that he knew immediately 

my friend was operating from an incomplete if not fatally flawed conceptual scheme! Clearly he, 

at least, understands that our mental mapping of the world—which, as someone once said, is all 

that is the case—is really a set of interlocking grids, a honeycomb of cognitional "bits" that 

actually mimic the "qualia" that are otherwise said to bear down upon us, insisting that the brain 

sit up and take notice, forcing themselves upon us whether we like it or not. Let us at least admit 
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that the flower man, that estimable fellow, knows that the world and its qualia are not all they’re 

cracked up to be.  

  

36) It is thoroughly implausible that, instead of proceeding on to track down those five green 

dandelions, my friend has gone after one of his guns in order to come back here and shoot me 

down for messing with his wife. No one who knows my friend could believe he is capable of 

such a thing. He is, they would say, an eminently goal-driven man, and he would consider it a 

breach of good order, at the very least, to abandon the task at hand—the dandelions—in favor of 

pursuing a purely personal agenda. If he bears a grudge toward me for stealing the pleasures, 

however few, however fleeting, that ought rightfully to have been his, he will duly ponder the 

responses available to him before taking any action, much less the kind of precipitous action my 

suddenly febrile imagination has conjured up.  

  

37) At this moment, as a matter of fact, I can see my friend not on his way, chosen rifle in 

hand, back here, but rather combing his way carefully through a wooded area in search of five 

green dandelions in their native habitat. In his usual determined fashion he will inspect every 

inch of this ground before concluding that even in this place the dandelions are not to be found. 

Only then would he begin to consider the possibility I have sent him on a wild goose chase, 

perhaps to momentarily divert his attention from the simmering anger he had been feeling ever 

since I informed him of the way I had partaken of his wife’s fleshly delights—and such they 

were, despite the reservations I have already communicated— while conspiring with her to 

conceal the fact of our trespass. But I have enough confidence in my friend’s good judgment to 

believe he will dismiss this possibility and wait to find out from me why I set him a task I must 

have known could not be completed.  

  

38) I hope that by now it has become manifestly clear that we can never appeal to a neutral 

authority to verify the meaning of what we say. We say what we mean, not the other way 

around. Our words are our bond. Purpose is something we can’t avoid.  
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39) Of course, if he hadn’t already gone after the gun, there’s nothing to stop him from going 

after it now. He may be more enraged having discovered the mission upon which I sent him was 

likely a ruse than he was before, when all he had to deal with was the knowledge I had slept with 

his wife. Now he must reckon also with the suspicion I take him for a fool. No amount of 

philosophical investigation, however fruitful in the long run, is likely to mollify him on that 

score. Perhaps the only pertinent question is whether he will first take out his wife before coming 

to take care of me.  

  

40) My friend has no history of spousal abuse. We’ll put that one aside right now. His wife 

made it clear that his one besetting sin—if we can be permitted to use such a word in this 

decidedly nonmetaphysical inquiry—was that emotional deadness to which I have already 

alluded. This problem, as we have seen, contributed to his wife’s infidelity, but my friend is not 

an angry or belligerent man by any measure. In fact, I would have surmised that he could be 

provoked into violence only in the face of the most palpable of threats and with almost glacial 

reluctance. Which makes it all the more improbable that he has indeed shot his wife multiple 

times, resulting in truly grievous head wounds, among others, and can now be seen marching 

implacably forward, gun in hand (in broad daylight, no less), soon to arrive here and inflict on 

me the punishment I deserve.  

  

41) The dog is on the log. Will he fall off? This of course is not the question. How do we 

know it is a dog? Because he answers to the name “Spot”? How do we know it is a log and not, 

say, merely a fallen tree trunk? An elongated piece of wood of some minimally acceptable 

width? Most important of all, at least if the asseverations of our finest minds are to be trusted, 

what makes us think that Spot is "on" the slab of lumber in question? Because he is sitting there? 

This last proposition, in my view, ought not to be dismissed out of hand.  

  

42) It was not impossible that my friend would have found the green dandelions. They exist. 

I have seen them. It was not caprice on my part that sent him to get them. The deliberately 

informal, fragmentary nature of these remarks called for a certain spontaneity in their 

composition, and thus I will admit coming upon the idea of the five green dandelions in a 
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distinctly unsystematic frame of mind. Yet, I could never have settled on the dandelions without 

having some past experience of a conjunction between "five," "green," and "dandelions." That I 

would have dreamed up such a conjunction in a fit of irresponsible wool-gathering, a mindless 

reverie, is simply not a possibility that can be seriously entertained in the context of this inquiry.  

  

43) Clearly I failed to convey to my friend my own conviction that the dandelions could be 

found and that their retrieval would illuminate a pressing issue that we both had long found 

perplexing. Although I remain convinced my initial hypothesis will be proven correct—there is 

no final arbiter of what it is appropriate to do with what we say—I am led to the conclusion this 

will bring no comfort to my friend.  

  

44  Who continues his steady progress toward his ultimate goal. At least according to some 

accounts.  

  

45) If I am correct, however, and it is just absurd to believe that my friend is motivated solely 

by the thirst for revenge, and that therefore he will soon show up merely to confess he could not 

carry out the assignment he was given, despite his best efforts, then I will need to consider how 

best to modify my request. Our inquiry will go on as planned, with only this minor interruption, 

a correctable error.  

  

46) Three blue bananas? Four cement windows? 1,017 hollow pencils?  

  

47) There’s a rustling sound outside my door. But it isn’t my friend. Even if it is, if I move to 

a room where I cannot hear him, he won’t be out there.  

  

48) I’ve just looked up to see my friend pointing the gun at me. But he won’t fire it. Or if he 

does, out of the barrel will come five green dandelions.  

 


