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Introduction
 
 
 
Good evening, and thank you for attending tonight’s presentation. Before 
we begin, we would appreciate your cooperation in listening to a few 
simple guidelines.

During the presentation, we ask that you remain silent. If someone 
in your vicinity is failing to remain silent, we ask that you ask that person 
to remain silent, but that you do so in a silent manner. To this end, we rec-
ommend a slashing motion with the hand across the throat; a finger held 
before the lips, accompanied by bug-eyes; or a handkerchief and a length 
of duct tape. If your silencing efforts fail, please notify us by pressing the 
glowing red button on the underside of your chair. If you must resort to the 
button, we strongly recommend that you duck.

Simultaneous translations of tonight’s presentation will be avail-
able in Pig Latin and Rude Gesture. If you would like a transcript, a pen 
and paper will be given to you before the presentation. If you have a ques-
tion during the presentation, please raise your hand, and then, humiliated, 
lower it again thirty seconds later. If you find the speaker’s ideas, man-
nerisms, word choices, or general demeanor to be offensive to your race, 
gender, religion, or sexual orientation, join the club. If the speaker gives 
you the heebie-jeebies, willies, or creeps, remember that he is probably 
frightened of you, too. Do not feed the speaker. Do not freak the speaker 
out, piss the speaker off, get the speaker’s goat, yank the speaker’s chain, 
or harsh the speaker’s mellow.

Please refrain from smoking in any manner listed below:



• while saying, “I know I ought to quit, but…”;
• while wearing a special jacket tailored for the purpose;
• through a long ebony cigarette holder, while purring, “At last, 

you have fallen into my trap”;
• while twisting the end of your handlebar mustache and emitting a 

low chuckle;
• while furtively glancing from side to side;
• while sitting astride a horse, and surveying, from a hilltop, the 

small town you are about to destroy;
• using the “French inhale”;
• using the “French-Canadian inhale”;
• while pumping gas;
• while passing gas;
• while passing out;
• or, while passing on.
In the event of an emergency, exits can be found in the front and 

rear, beneath the illuminated signs. To expedite the evacuation process, 
please allow men and women with attractive behinds to exit first, fol-
lowed by children, people with disabilities, people with inabilities, people 
with clever but ultimately useless talents, people with issues, people with 
tissues, party people, people who gave you a ride here, regular folks, and 
sickos.

To enhance your enjoyment of tonight’s presentation, we recom-
mend that you periodically nod while supporting your chin with your fist, 
wipe a tear from your eye, laugh hysterically while pounding the table, or 
whisper to your companion, “That is so true.” If the presentation fails to 
hold your attention, please occupy yourself by meticulously peeling the 
label off your beer bottle, by making a little boat out of a cocktail napkin, 
by giving the speaker the finger underneath your jacket, by fantasizing 
having sexual relations with the speaker, by having sexual relations with 
the speaker, by checking your watch every three minutes, by tucking your 
hair behind your ear, by spelling out the words this sucks with your fin-
ger on the leg of your companion, or by imagining yourself receiving an 
important award. If you remain unengaged by tonight’s presentation, Jesus 
Christ, you are so cold.

We would like to thank our sponsors for this event: the Society 
for the Perpetuation of Amusing Misconceptions, the local chapter of the 



Smirkers’ Guild, the League of Shame, the Men’s Appendix to the Ladies’ 
Auxiliary of the Loyal Order of the Caribou, Persons United for a Better 
Name, the Schism Alliance, the Schadenfreude Circle, the Weltschmertz 
Institute, and the Unglückselendzerstörenspaß Club. The sound system 
has been provided by that guy with the eye patch down at that place. The 
speaker’s wardrobe is furnished by the speaker’s mom. Crowd scene ex-
tras were supplied by Reel Life Casting, Burbank, California.

Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the speaker or his 
underwriters. They just sort of come out of nowhere, kind of existing in a 
kind of, I dunno, ether type of thing. Unlicensed reproduction of this pre-
sentation is not permitted, though God knows it’ll be all over the Internet 
in the morning.

Thank you for your cooperation.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Norman Groombridge-Moat’s Introduction
 
 
 
[Introducing Mr. Lennon today will be noted media critic Norman Groom-
bridge-Moat. Mr. Groombridge-Moat is the author of several books of me-
dia criticism, including The Extra-Large Medium; Parents, Pederasts, And 
Paranoia; and Why You’ve Never Heard Of Norman Groombridge-Moat. 
He is also a regular commentator on Weekend, With Ross Lehane and a 
columnist for Media Dispatch. Please welcome Norman Groombridge-
Moat.] 
 
Good evening, and thank you. I’d like to be able to say that J. Robert Len-
non needs no introduction, but unfortunately it is a fact in today’s media 
culture that everyone needs an introduction, because the context for per-
ceiving the relative importance of public figures with which this country 
was once blessed, is gone forever, and we, as consumers of information, 
now exist in a vast, swirling wasteland of airborne particulate horseshit. 
But I can say with confidence that if there were any justice in the world, 
justice itself being a completely subjective notion, there would be no point 
in listening to anyone introduce J. Robert Lennon, and I would be out of 
work.

Most of you may know Mr. Lennon from his novels and short 
stories—after all, this is a bookstore—but my first contact with him was 
in the late 1980’s, when he was best known on the performance-art circuit, 
where he went by the name Johnny Despondent. Lennon’s adventures in 
avant-garde performance were centered in Chelsea—and, mind you, this 



was before Chelsea was Soho, and Soho was the Upper West Side—where 
he pioneered the conversion of warehouse space into art space. His best-
loved piece, Job, was in fact performed in a working warehouse—Lennon 
applied for, and secured, a job unloading pallets of pipe fittings from 
trucks, and during the next two weeks got drunk over lunch, slept with his 
boss’s fifteen-year-old daughter, stole thirty bucks from the petty cash can, 
called in sick and went to a Yankees game, and got fired for urinating on 
the sidewalk, all before an unsuspecting audience of random passersby. 
One of these passersby, however, was ArtForum critic Juanita McElhone, 
who hailed Johnny Despondent as a revelatory dramatizer of working-
class angst.

It wasn’t long, however, before Lennon’s burgeoning mojo strained 
against the confines of the New York art world, and so he moved to 
Manitoba and opened a clandestine brewery. Though the beers you’ll be 
drinking too many of tonight will be steeped, as it were, in Lennon’s influ-
ence, you probably never got to have one of the glorious concoctions he 
whipped up in the early nineties, which were created exclusively in five-
gallon batches, poured into six-packs of IBC Cream Soda bottles which 
Lennon had emptied into the sink, and surreptitiously replaced in the 
soft drink sections of Canadian grocery stores. His innovations included 
the first-ever chamomile pilsener, the first self-replicating hefeweisen, 
and the introduction of brewer’s yeast genetically engineered to produce 
serotonin-reuptake inhibitors. In addition, he created a so-called “smart” 
lambic which tailors itself to the drinker’s physio-chemical profile for 
hangover-free intoxication.

Some artists might quit while they were ahead, but in 1995 Len-
non moved on to his next conquest, microtonal music, which he employed 
only briefly in his monumental Thirty-Seven Notes, a piece still performed 
today in hospitals worldwide. 1997 was spent chopping firewood, result-
ing in the invention of the Hatch-Catch, which last year was, for the third 
year in a row, the best-selling non-hammer tool in America, with sales 
topping four million units. In 1998 Lennon opened his chain of fitness 
centers, which remain the only ones to employ electroshock as a means of 
physique enhancement, and by 2000 he had been elected governor of Ne-
braska by a landslide. His legislation requiring all baby strollers to feature 
drink holders revolutionized parenting, and by the time of his resignation 
in 2002, he had already begun his dark masterpiece of the tanner’s art, 



Mourning Pelt.
At present, J. Robert Lennon is firing on all cylinders. He is hard at 

work designing a proposed bridge that will connect, at long last, Maspeth 
to North Bergen; a self-filleting mahi mahi; and a new type of maraca. The 
winner of the Frotteurs’ Society Lifetime Achievement Award, he is also 
the grower of several beards of distinction, including a ventilated Franz-
Josef from 1987, a Petit Goatee with Monobrow from 1992, a modified 
Hulihee with Chin Puff from 1998, and last year’s Souvarov/French Fork 
hybrid, which won him the coveted Friendly Face Prize. He is having 
three affairs and lives in a magical tree in an enchanted forest somewhere 
upstate. Please join me in welcoming J. Robert Lennon.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Place Names Of Central County
 
 
 
Drunk Creek, formerly Moss Creek. Originally named for the variety of 
mosses that still grow on its shady banks, this creek is said to have been 
renamed when Joseph Rumbaugh, blacksmith of Hoover, waded in under 
the influence of a fifth of whiskey, having been run out of business by the 
popularity of the automobile. He was never seen again. Downstream, in 
Capstone County, this creek is known as Corpse Creek. 
 
Five Corners. This once semi-bustling village, now largely abandoned, 
stands at the crossroads of Old Route Nine (then known as Route Nine) 
and Peerman’s Path. It was named by local tavern owner Leonard “Pitch” 
Peerman, whose lazy eye may account for the extra corner. 
 
Manton. Once a bedroom community for the bachelor workers of Lake 
Stone Quarry, this hamlet’s only female inhabitants occupied its brothel 
(now demolished). Marriage and fatherhood eventually created a non-
prostitute female population, but a 1930’s initiative to change the name to 
Peoplesburg met with failure. 
 
Ines, pronounced Inez, was called Hattiesville-o’-the-Pines until an in-
toxicated farmer drove his pickup truck into the sign erected at the village 
limit. The scrap left standing was kept in place, and the town’s name was 
changed by plebiscite eight months later. 
 



Henry. Not a separate municipality at all, but a remote corner of the City 
of Freehold. Three generations of Henry Cumminses, denizens of an iso-
lated cabin in the Hart Woods, have declared their secession from Freehold 
proper and erected their own road signs. How Henry got onto local maps 
is unknown. 
 
Dagowachsen River. Long thought to be a Seneca Indian word meaning 
“Place where the waters turn toward the rising sun,” the name Dagowach-
sen has been proven, by a committee of folklorists and Seneca linguists, 
to actually be a pejorative reference to the tent communities of Italian 
immigrants who once did their laundry here. A movement is underway to 
rename the river; suggestions include Unity River and Diversity River. 
 
Soda. This village, once called Lyle, after its founder, Lyle Reeve, in 1924 
changed its name to Hartman’s Baking Soda Village in exchange for a 
one-time payment, from the Upstate Foods Corporation, of three hundred 
dollars and ten cases of Hartman’s Baking Soda. After the company’s col-
lapse in 1930, the name was shortened to Soda. Current village efforts to 
negotiate a similar arrangement with the Coca-Cola corporation have so 
far been unsuccessful. 
 
Murray. Though no fewer than fourteen Murrays appear in this hamlet’s 
telephone directory, all insist that the town is named after some other Mur-
ray. 
 
Sumter’s Brook. Local hero Jessup Sumter is said to have caught a gi-
ant fish in this brook; its skeleton hangs in the Sumterville Town Hall. 
The skeleton would appear to be that of a medium-sized saltwater shark, 
though local residents deny that this is so. Sumter is also believed to be the 
true inventor of the cotton gin and the original discoverer of the Missouri 
River, arriving three scant weeks before Lewis and Clark. 
 
Mosquito. So named when an early surveyor squashed said insect upon 
his map-in-progress. 
 
Strange Hill. The strangeness in question is the local story that the hill 
once migrated several feet each year, scooping up the homes of local resi-



dents. Indeed, the hill’s eastern face, which appears to be quite immobile, 
is littered with abandoned houses in various stages of ruin. 
 
East Antasia. This village is approximately fifteen miles east of West 
Antasia. However, North Antasia is southeast of both. There is a town in 
the far western part of the state called Antasia, but local historians point 
out that this town used to be called South Antasia; consequently, the loca-
tion of the original Antasia, if there ever was one, is unknown. There was a 
brewery called Antasia Brewery in Hollins County, but it burned down. 
 
Marsh College Road. This road in southern Weir county does not lead to 
any college or marsh. Some local residents explain that the college shut 
down and the marsh was drained, but there is little evidence to support 
their claims. 
 
Murdersburg. The murder in question is generally believed to be Miss 
Emily Geiger’s stabbing of her fiancé, Ralph Gimble, in the throat with a 
pitchfork in 1847. Miss Geiger was hanged, and her father, Shane Geiger, 
who had arranged the marriage in exchange for a fee from the bridegroom, 
later shot himself. However, some will name other murders, particularly 
the Lougan shooting of 1858, the Sommers beating of 1871, the series of 
unsolved slashings in 1885, the McCallahan hammer killing of 1890, the 
Saul strangling of 1891, and the Overby trampling of 1893. 
 
Lost Valley. Now quite easy to find (it lies three quarters of a mile off 
route 9), this secluded glen was once the home of post-Revolutionary 
settlers who built a town here (also called Lost Valley), then went out for 
supplies and never found their way back. The abandoned town was later 
inhabited by squatters, when the road went through. 
 
Badridge. Unknown.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Funeral With No “E”
 
 
 
A long black box stands on a platform in a church. A holy man lifts his 
hands in air and says holy things. Boys, girls, patriarchs and matrons wail, 
hands shaking. Mouths turn down. From a balcony blasts organ sounds, 
mournful chords drawing sobs from raw and aching throats. Out a window 
and far away, a dog howls.

Our mass is through, and four strong guys stand and approach that 
sad coffin. Hank, a pal, thinks, Damn: no way to grab that forty bucks 
from him now. What a mooch that bastard was. Don, his doctor, nods his 
noggin, and in his mind says, If only that fatass so much as took a stroll 
now and again, I wouldn’t bust my back to lug him now. Al, his boss, is 
angry that this lazy bum had just got his Christmas bonus, fat lot of good 
it did him. And Ray, a guy from his block, thinks, How long must I wait to 
go for Nan, his widow? That girl is hot as lava in black.

A convoy of cars with lights on rolls through town. Folks going to 
work must wait. A man looks at his watch, a woman picks up a Motorola 
and dials a chum. A grandpa in a pickup roots in his schnoz. At last this 
train of doom halts in front of wrought iron bars which, rusty, groan and 
admit our group. Hot sun today, no clouds. That man of God shouts an 
incantation, and down it falls, our dark shiny box. Mom throws dirt on top; 
Sis bawls into a silk hanky. A song starts but nobody joins in. Finally it’s 
through, and all turn around and go. Only a lowly ant stays. Standing on 
a shoot of grass, it has no way of knowing what all this is about. It knows 
only sugar, dirt, and sun. It sings a tiny ant song and happily chomps upon 



a crumb.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Welcome To The Neighborhood
 
 
 
Hello, New Homeowner!! 
 
Happy Valley Real Estate and the entire Finger Lakes community wel-
come you to the Finger Lakes Region, home of the Finger Lakes Wines, 
the Finger Lakes Trail, the beautiful glacier-carved Finger Lakes, and the 
roar and thrill of NASCAR!  This Glad-Ta-Meetcha! Basket is provided 
courtesy of the Finger Lakes Regional Chamber of Commerce, which 
hopes you will stay with us indefinitely.  Here you will find a bottle of 
Echo Ridge Chardonnay, a block of NYTech Agricultural School Dairy 
Lab cheddar cheese, a Lake County-shaped bar of creamy milk chocolate 
from Cayuta Chocolatiers, three varieties of Mother Minton’s Upstate 
Jams, a quarter-peck of authentic NYTech Experimental Botany Station 
Idared apples, a Finger Lakes Restaurant Guide, and a Tuscan Olive-n-
Garlic Rustic Loaf from Nestor Bakery. 
 
To make your new life in the Finger Lakes Region more comfortable, here 
are just a few Hints and Tips for Happier Living.  Review as you enjoy 
your Complimentary Snacks! 
 
• In The Wintertime: Always wrap all exposed pipes with at least two 
inches of insulation or else they will burst, causing costly damage.  Check 
regularly for leaks.  Test all toilets daily.  When out of town, have a 
neighbor check pipes twice daily.  Do not let pets lick pipes!  Do not al-



low children near pipes!  Snow is heavy here, so be sure to have several 
shovels at the ready.  All sidewalks must be shoveled within 24 hours of 
snowfall or you will be fined.  If berms exceed four feet, homeowner is 
responsible for removal!  If your property is too small to smooth berms 
to uniform 4’ height, the purchase of a truck is recommended.  Sledding 
on public streets, school grounds, city parks or other municipal lands is 
strictly prohibited.  Never walk in the street in winter!!!  Use sidewalks!  If 
neighbors’ sidewalks are not promptly shoveled, call police immediately!!  
Also, in these cold months, remember our feathered friends! 
 
• Crime: While the crime rate is low here compared to downstate, don’t let 
your guard down.  There are dangerous people even here!  Install steel-
reinforced doors at all entrances to your home.  Firmly lock and alarm all 
windows.  Install bars on first-floor windows.  Instruct your family in the 
evasion of intruders!  We suggest weekly drills.  Have a baseball bat or 
other heavy object available in every room.  Post police and emergency 
squad numbers on all phones.  Try to stay fit, healthy, and alert for grap-
pling with thieves.  Do not go out at night!!  In addition to criminals, wild 
animals, such as the coyote, are also known to roam the streets—take 
proper precautions (e.g., repellent sprays, etc.). 
 
• In The Summertime: The Finger Lakes Region is never so beautiful as 
when the trees are fully in leaf.  Remember: you are responsible for your 
own trees!  Downed trees outside the bounds of your sidewalk must be 
replaced within 48 hours.  All dead limbs must be cleared regularly.  If 
dead limbs block roads, you may be fined!  Inform children not to climb 
city trees, this is strictly prohibited!  It is in your best interest to prohibit 
the climbing of your own trees as well.  Keep trees trim and attractive, 
municipal maximums may vary.  For Lake County: Silver Maple, 75’ high, 
35’ wide.  Black Locust, 35’ high, 30’ wide.  Lilac, 20’ high, 15’ wide.  
Dogwood, 35’ high, 25’ wide.  Complete list can be found at the municipal 
records division for your town/village/city.  If you are 13 or under, you 
may not ride your bicycle on the street!  If you are 14 or over, you may not 
ride your bicycle on the sidewalk!  All riders under 18 must wear helmets; 
riders 18 and over ride at their own risk.  Swimsuits must be worn in all 
lakes, rivers, streams and ponds.  Men/boys must have 20% body cover-
age, including genital area and buttocks.  Girls/women must have 50% 



body coverage, including genital area, buttocks and breasts.  Girls 3 and 
under may expose breast area, but this is not recommended. 
 
• In The Fall: Each fallen leaf must be raked* and bagged within 48 hours 
of its defoliation.  Leave full bags on curb by 6 a.m. Monday for pickup.  
Use clear bags only.  Do not overfill bags. 
 
• In Our Schools: The Finger Lakes Region is proud of its school system.  
Students must have fewer than nine absences per year to advance to the 
following grade.  Visitors to school must report directly to front desk. If 
front desk is not reported to immediately, police will be called.  No loi-
tering whatsoever by nonstudents will be tolerated on school grounds!  
A maximum of 20 minutes loitering is allowed for students, 30 minutes 
between June 21 and September 4.  All students are required to participate 
in one extracurricular event every two school years (semicurricular activi-
ties such as French Club, Physics Club, Nature Club, etc., do not count).  
Students must attend at least one school-sponsored sporting event per year.  
At least one parent of each student athlete must attend at least five sporting 
events per year (your child does not have to be participating).  Residents 
of each town/village/city must participate once every three years in annual 
Playground Restoration, whether they have children or not. 
 
• At Church: An approved church must be attended weekly (5 absences 
permitted).  Consult master list for church nearest you.  If you are Jewish, 
Muslim, Hindu, etc., you may fill out the appropriate applications at mu-
nicipal records division.  Appropriate dress is required for worship.  Those 
incapable of carrying a tune are discouraged from singing. 
 
• Parking: On-street parking is prohibited.  If you do not have a driveway, 
a list of approved contractors is available at the municipal records divi-
sion.  Also consult standards list for automobile make, model, color, year, 
emissions level, noise level, size, etc.  Car ownership is required. 
 
*Or blown.  Rechargeable, rather than gas-powered, blower recommend-
ed.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Excerpts From
Horace Crutch Oberman Remembered: An Oral History

(Frondeur Press, 2001)
 
 
 
Frondeur Press is pleased to offer, as a companion volume to its Horace 
Crutch Oberman: A Life, this revealing anthology of recollections from 
Oberman’s friends, family, and acquaintances. A sample: 
 
David Miniver, 19, store clerk: “I was closing the donut shop early cause 
of my mom having to go get her thing removed, and this guy comes in and 
he’s like, ‘Have you a pen?’ Just like that. ‘Have you a pen?’ Except he 
didn’t say pen, he said ‘writing instrument.’ And I’m like, ‘I just cleaned 
that floor,’ and he’s like ‘Young man, do you know who I am?’ So I put 
the mop down and I say okay who are you, and he tells me and I’m like 
‘Okay, Horace Crutch Oberman, now get the hell out of here.’ He just 
about freaked. Finally I had to call the cops and when they came he told 
them to arrest me. The guy was a loony. My mom almost missed her thing 
surgery.” 
 
Annette DeCrum, 34, former student: “He used to write stuff on the board 
while he talked and we’d copy it down. Sometimes he’d forget himself 
and start talking about other things, like the weather. I have my old class 
notes right here. ‘Sunny today. Hope class ends before sun goes in. Walk 
to Campus Deli. Ham or roast beef? Muenster. Ham does not go with 
muenster.’ I remember that day, too, because I went to the deli after class. 



He was eating a sandwich. I said, ‘Roast beef with muenster?’ and he said, 
‘Why yes! However did you know?’” 
 
Eldridge Means, 59, neighbor: “Old white guy in 9C? Not really, we 
didn’t talk much. Is this for the paper? He go nuts and blow some people 
away? Because if you want me to say something about his cold dead eyes 
I can do that.” 
 
Lenia Oberman Frank, 71, sister: “He was not much fun when we were 
children. I would invite him to play house and he would sit cross-legged 
on the floor, staring at me with a quizzical expression. I might say, ‘I’ll be 
the mama and you be the daddy,’ and he would shake his head and say ‘I 
would feel out of place in such a role.’

“Oh, I was about seven and he was eleven. Daddy used to say that 
he was some kind of genius, but Mama knew better. She would whisper, 
‘Your brother is very odd, dear. You must protect him.’ I’m afraid I once 
slapped a girl who called him strange. But when he’d gone away to col-
lege I went ahead and mocked him behind his back.

“It’s a shame my husband is dead. He used to do a wonderful im-
personation of Horace putting money into his wallet. Every bill smoothed 
and inserted separately, in numerical order. Really, it was quite a hoot.” 
 
Betty Rack, 45, academic secretary: “He had some funny ideas about what 
they were paying me to do. ‘Betty, does this look infected to you?’ ‘Betty, 
be a dear and pick up some shredded bark mulch for me during lunch, 
won’t you?’ ‘Betty, would you see to the spider in my office?’ I was going 
to have him talked to, but what was the point? The man had no clue.” 
 
Edith Chopahonic, 75, childhood sweetheart: “Yes, I loved him. We might 
have married, had we been twenty instead of ten. As it happened, my fam-
ily moved away to France for two years—my father was an army officer—
and when I returned, I simply thought poor Horace was too peculiar.

“Well, he talked like a seventy-year-old man. I had thought that 
romantic, but at twelve it just seemed odd. And when I last saw him, just 
before his death, he seemed to talk like a 150-year-old man.

“Well, of course I don’t know any. A hypothetical 150-year-old 
man, then.” 



 
Don Klaxon, 57, mechanic: “He used to come in with these weird prob-
lems, except there weren’t any problems, the car ran fine. He’d say, ‘I 
detect a rattle,’ or ‘I detect a rumbling.’ Always ‘I detect’ something. First 
couple times I didn’t charge him, but then I got wise and started making 
up some problem to tell him I solved. ‘You were right, Mr. O, it was the 
carburetor.’ After that he started bringing the thing in more often. I felt 
guilty for awhile, but it was like I was his shrink, that’s how I explained it 
to myself. ‘Don’t worry, sir, everything’s okay now.’

“Of course I remember. ’79 Olds Cutlass Ciera. I never repaired 
the thing in fifteen years. He couldn’t have driven it more than five miles a 
week.” 
 
Sandra Frank-Gumm, 26, grandniece: “All I really remember’s that mom 
told us to stay away from Uncle Horace, so I did. He was always sending 
us postcards, even though we never wrote back. He was real friendly.

“I dunno, Mom never said. I guess we figured it was some kind 
of sex thing. You know, dirty old man, never married and all that. I do 
remember one time he hugged me and I felt this hard thing poking into 
my leg, but it turned out he had a bottle of pills in his pocket. Like doctor 
pills, not like drugs or something. I still cried though.” 
 
Lawrence Talc, 37, neighbor: “He had a big yard sale where he was get-
ting rid of lots of books. I wanted to buy this thriller, this sort of mystery 
book. It said fifty cents so I offered him a quarter. And the guy argued! 
‘The price marked is the price I shall accept, sir.’ He called me sir. So I 
figured whatever, and I gave him the fifty cents. Then I got the thing home 
and it’s all scribbled in and underlined. I could hardly read it.

“Oh, just notes and scribbles. Like a picture of a cat with a little 
mouse tail sticking out of its mouth, or there was this one line about how 
the killer stabs this woman in the throat, and it’s underlined and there’s a 
note, ‘The piercing of the feminine will.’ I remember that one because I 
showed it to my wife, and now sometimes when we’re arguing she says 
‘You’re piercing my feminine will!’ and we crack up. Or we’re all ro-
mantic and she’ll say, ‘Oh, Larry, pierce my feminine will.’ She’s really a 
scream.

“The book? Yeah, do you want it? I’ll give it to you for ten bucks. 



That’s right—the price marked is the price I shall accept, sir. Not a penny 
less.” 
 
Matt Spurge, 14, bystander: “I think I saw him barf into the gutter out 
in front of the library once. Fat guy, big mustache? Oh, well then I don’t 
know who you’re talking about.” 
 
Linda Haim, 59, university dean: “Horace was supposed to deliver the 
lecture for last spring’s faculty luncheon, but he forgot all about it. It was 
tragic, really.

“No, I called him and he made up some crazy story about hav-
ing to wait for the gas man, and then the gas man came and fell down the 
stairs and so he had to wait for the ambulance, and then they wanted him 
to come to the hospital to administer CPR. It was very embarrassing. He 
said, ‘Well, Mrs. Haim’—he absolutely would not call me Miz, let alone 
Linda—‘on balance, a human life is worth more than your silly luncheon, 
don’t you agree?’ I could hear ‘Days of Our Lives’ in the background.

“We would have had to force his retirement, I’m afraid. I’m glad it 
didn’t come to that. Not that I’m glad he’s dead.” 
 
Albert Lippincott, 56, mailman: “Nothing was ever good enough for that 
one. If I left the package on the porch he complained about the rain. If I 
knocked, he complained about me interrupting his nap. If I left a slip he 
complained because he didn’t drive and he would have had to take the bus 
out to the P.O. Except he did drive, I saw him, I saw his car.

“Plants. Always plants from greenhouses halfway across the coun-
try. Not that I ever saw him gardening. All he did all day is write letters to 
the editor and sleep. That’s it.

“Yeah, I heard that, but I don’t know what he could have taught 
them.” 
 
Katya Drape and Lubella Jackson, both 7, neighborhood children: “That’s 
the crazy guy’s house.

“What one?
“The one what eats kids. He’s got a big oven and he catches them 

and cooks them.
“Huh-uh!



“Yuh-huh!
“That guy’s dead. The house is haunted.
“His ghost eats kids!
“You eat kids!
“Shut up!!!
“Shut me up!” 

 
Jennifer Maron, 38, police officer: “Mr. Oberman was well known to the 
force. He drove extremely slowly. Several times he was issued tickets for 
obstructing traffic, which he contested before the judge. The judge was 
always lenient. My impression was that Mr. Oberman feared becoming 
involved in a deadly accident. We do appreciate driver caution, but Mr. 
Oberman’s slow driving often came close to causing an accident. It is hard 
to know what to say to someone like that.” 
 
Martin Sales, 47, colleague: “I don’t understand. You’re writing a book 
about Horace? Why are you doing that?

“I still don’t understand. Who would read such a thing?
“Let me think about it. That’s a toughie. Just let me think it over. 

Look, are you looking for manuscripts? I mean, Horace—he wasn’t really 
doing what you’d call groundbreaking work, you know? I have something 
I’ve been trying—

“Ah. Well. No, then. I don’t think I have anything to say.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Murdermouth
 
 
 
I recently got a job with a dental plan, so I decided it was time to get my 
teeth cleaned. It had been so long that the dental clinic had to dig back into 
the paper files to find me, and the accounting clerk greeted my arrival with 
a heavy sigh.

The hygienist’s reaction was no different. I brushed and flossed 
regularly and with gusto, but time had caused my teeth to nearly double 
their mass with tartar. “I didn’t want to have to do this,” she said, and 
brought out the ultrasonic cleaner, a demonic little stainless steel wand that 
bombarded my mouth with high-frequency sound waves. Iceberg-sized 
hunks of nastiness dislodged themselves in the onslaught; I wrung my 
shirt with my hands and my face contorted like an infant’s.

The problem was a thin metal bar that ran along the back of my 
lower incisors. It had been put there by my former dentist when I was a 
teenager, to prevent the teeth from shifting. At the time, he promised to re-
move it in ten years. Twenty years had passed, however, and the thing was 
almost impossible to clean behind, both for me and for the hygienist.

During a break in the action, I asked if the wire—a bridge, she 
called it—could be removed. She brought in a dentist, and he took a look.

“To be honest,” he said, “I’ve never seen one of these on anyone 
past 26.”

“I’m way past 26,” I admitted.
“I don’t want to pull it until I know what it’s doing there. Who put 

it in?”



I named my ex-dentist.
“Well, can you get your records?”
“Uh...I’m afraid not.”
I’d had a perfectly good dentist when I was a child—a kindly old 

man with an amiable manner. But he worked across town, and appoint-
ments with him necessitated a car trip. As I entered late adolescence, a 
new guy up the block added an office to his house and hung out a shingle. 
His wife worked as the hygienist and secretary. The prospect of walking to 
appointments won my family over—we switched.

The new dentist was a stiff, severe man in early middle age. He 
never quite looked you in the eye when he talked to you, and when he did 
talk, it was in a sarcastic, resigned sort of drawl, as if speaking aloud were 
a last resort he’d been forced into. For all that, though, he was a perfectly 
good dentist.

When the bridge went in, I was a teenager, and in open rebellion 
against my family. Well—not really. My idea of rebellion was joining a 
friend in throwing pancakes off the roof of a parking garage, or sneaking 
casual clothes to school in my backpack, and changing into them there. I 
would just as soon have sat home reading than gone out joyriding on the 
strip, and I’d never smoked a cigarette in my life.

But I had a sense of myself as being different, and misunderstood, 
and I couldn’t wait to leave town. College was less than six months away, 
and the closeness of my goal intensified my alienation. So when the den-
tist began telling me, as his latex fingers probed my mouth, about how he 
and I were misunderstood, and people were out to get us, and I was right 
to want to escape, I couldn’t help but agree, moaning “Ah-hah!” through 
a small pool of my own saliva. I left the office girded by an uneasy bond 
with the dentist, and by a piece of wire on my incisors. My mouth felt 
weird, and I couldn’t stop probing my teeth with my tongue.

I went to college, and then graduate school, and I got married and 
had children, and eventually I forgot the wire was even there, except when 
trying to floss behind it. The dentist, meanwhile, had bought a small farm 
on the other side of the neighborhood from my parents, and began raising 
would-be prize steers, as a hobby. A falling-out with his wife drove him 
to start living in the farmhouse. Though separated, the two still worked 
together. My father would see the dentist walking past the house every 
morning and afternoon, in his dental smock, on his way to and from the 



clinic.
One afternoon, my father was out in the driveway, and the dentist, 

uncharacteristically, wandered over to talk to him. He told my father that 
his wife had messed up the books—clearly she was out to get him.

“Really?” my father asked.
“Yeah—in fact, I’ve got the FBI looking into it.”
“The FBI!”
Their conversation was interrupted when the door to the dentist’s 

office opened—it was clearly visible, two blocks away—and his wife 
emerged. The dentist hid behind our car, then scuttled into the garage until 
she was out of sight.

I saw the dentist once more. I was in town with my family, and 
he invited our kids up to the farm. He was divorced by now, and ought 
to have been renewed by a sense of freedom, but he was just as sour and 
evasive as ever. He led my children to the cows and rabbits and goats as if 
he might have preferred to be elsewhere.

It would be another few years before the news arrived that the den-
tist’s ex-wife was dead. The dentist had shot her in the back one morning, 
at the dental office, then called the police. At the trial, he would represent 
himself, and claim he’d done it in self-defense—his wife had been plotting 
to kill him. He was convicted and went to jail; last fall, his dental license 
was officially revoked.

“Well,” my new dentist told me, his hands on his hips. “Let’s just 
take it out of there, then.” The procedure took three painless minutes. “Do 
you want to keep it?” the hygienist asked me.

Indeed I did. I brought the bridge home in a little manila envelope. 
It resides now beside my bed, in a glass jar filled with artifacts of a per-
fectly uneventful life—expired beach tags, foreign change, movie tickets, 
campaign buttons. My mouth, once again, feels weird, and I can’t stop 
probing my teeth with my tongue.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some Vegetarians
 
 
 
Ate meat until she had children, then could not stop imagining that she 
was eating them 
 
Inadvertently killed her cat by trying to make it a vegtetarian, too 
 
Embarrassed among his high-powered business associates, he orders steak 
at lunch, then doesn’t eat it, instead allowing himself to be simultaneously 
repulsed and enravened by the aroma 
 
Will not speak to his meat-eating teenage daughter 
 
Won’t eat the flesh of animals or fish, but thinks insects are OK 
 
Used to love meat until this one time he was eating a pork chop and found 
an encysted tuft of pig hair inside it 
 
Grows a beard every winter and shaves it off in April; eats meat only when 
he has the beard 
 
Will eat meat when it is socially necessary, but makes disgusted faces 
while doing so 
 
Largely vegan, but will drink milk if she knows the cow personally 



 
Used to be mortally obese, then gave up meat, milk, and processed foods; 
now is dangerously thin 
 
Her neighbor gives her children chocolate bars 
 
His mother buys him premium Alaskan elk jerky for Christmas every year 
 
Whenever she comes over, her friend serves her food with meat hidden in 
it, just for spite 
 
He is the manager of a meat-packing plant, and his wife is an advertising 
vice-president for Hormel Foods 
 
She says it’s not a health thing, it’s a moral thing 
 
He says it’s not a moral thing, it’s a health thing 
 
Will eat meat, but only meat he has killed himself, preferably with his 
bare hands. He has done this to a deer by waiting in a blind in a tree, then 
jumping down upon the animal, then choking it to death 
 
Does it to piss off grandma 
 
Does it so that she might be friends with the animals in Heaven 
 
Does it because they only give you the employee discount at the co-op if 
you are one 
 
Attends an annual picnic where everyone gets down on their knees and 
eats grass 
 
Does it to pick up vegan chicks who don’t wear bras



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Letter From Montana
 
 
 
You return to a place where you once lived, but your street is gone, the 
buildings razed, the rubble carried away, the land reclaimed by grasses and 
shrubs. Only the street sign remains, rusted to near-unintelligibility, bent at 
the waist as if struck by a car. 
 
Your new apartment is near a firing range. Long into the night, the sound 
of gunfire keeps you from sleep. Then, at daybreak, you’re awakened by 
the smack of the newspaper against your door. Reading it, you discover an 
error on the front page: the article that accompanies a photo of a little girl 
who played the violin in a national competition contains only one sen-
tence, printed over and over: “Julia, how could you do this to me? Julia, 
how could you do this to me?” 
 
A bartender in a bar you used to visit greets you by name when you order 
a drink. You chat for a few minutes about what you’ve been doing for the 
last few years. “Wait a minute,” says the waitress, “what did you say you 
did for a living?” You tell her. “Sorry,” she says, “I think I thought you 
were somebody else.”

“With the same name?”
“With the same name.” 

 
You climb a local mountain famous for the giant balancing rock that sits 
on the summit. As you always used to, you pack water and sandwiches, for 



the mountain is very tall. You hike all day long, encountering two snakes, 
several interesting birds, and countless squirrels and insects. You’re tired, 
but filled with a sense of impending epiphany. When you at last reach 
the summit, the rock is there, and it is as you remember. But there is no 
epiphany. The rock is beautiful, but coldly so. You feel too tired to hike 
back down. When at last you do, you go to bed immediately, though it is 
only six o’clock. 
 
While bicycling through town, you find your old street. It has been moved, 
buildings and all. Even the cars parked on the street are the same. Or 
maybe you just forgot where it was. 
 
The old man in the house across from you sits in a third-story window all 
day, hunched over an orange telephone, as if waiting for it to ring. You get 
the idea that you should call him, so you read his name on the mailbox, 
then look him up in the book. You call. The phone rings for a long time–
you hear it in your earpiece, and through the window as well, coming from 
across the street. At last he picks up. “Hello?” he says clearly. But you 
haven’t thought past this moment. You panic, and hang up. 
 
Each night the gunfire seems to be coming closer. Shouldn’t the firing 
range be closed at night? Aren’t there zoning laws? You want to call in the 
morning, but the firing range isn’t listed in the phone book, and you can’t 
find it on foot, either. 
 
You keep losing your keys, but then there they are in your pocket, the first 
place you looked. 
 
Through binoculars, you can see hikers move along the hillside. As you 
watch, one of them appears to be mauled by a bear. Startled, you put down 
your binoculars. When you again raise them to your eyes, you can’t find 
the hiker. Nothing about the incident appears in the paper. 
 
Outside your office, your bicycle is stolen. But while you are inside, call-
ing the police, the bike is mysteriously returned. You soon realize that this 
is happening every day—someone is picking your lock, borrowing your 
bike, and returning it half an hour later. After a week of trying to catch the 



thief in the act, you give up. 
 
You dream you’re having lunch with a colleague, and the colleague be-
rates and humiliates you for something you have said. The next day, over 
lunch, you tell your colleague about the dream, and he says, “What are 
you, some kind of sick pervert?” 
 
Dogs avoid you on the street. But then, they always have. 
 
One night something breaks your window and strikes the wall above your 
bed. You turn on the light. There is a small hole there in the plaster, the 
size of a bullet. 
 
One Sunday, you notice that everyone in town seems to be walking or 
driving in the same direction. They are animated, colorfully dressed. They 
ignore you as you pass them. All around, stores and restaurants are closed. 
Soon the entire town seems to be empty, and the noise of a distant crowd 
echoes against the hills. At home, you turn on the radio to find out what’s 
happening. It is a football game. 
 
You have been here for months, and have made no friends. You’re out of 
money and your presence feels increasingly gratuitous at the office. You 
decide that it is at last time to leave. You pack your car and return to the 
town you came here from. But it isn’t the same.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Song Of My Cell-Phone 
 
 

1 
 

I celebrate my cell-phone, and shout into my cell-phone,
And I shall assume you are impress’d,
Because my phone belongs to me, and does not belong to you.
 

I loafe and invite my friends over,
I loafe and drive and invite my friends over for martinis and cigars.
I, now thirty years old and in perfect health begin
To realize what a handsome devil I am. 

 

2 
 

The sound of my own voice,
Laughing, haranguing, threatening, ordering Chinese food, setting up 

meetings,
The sound of the belch’d words of my voice loos’d to the eddies of the 

New York State Thruway,
Talk this day with me and you shall possess the thrill of having talked to 



me,
You shall listen to me and wish you were half as interesting yourself. 

 

3 
 

I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the beginning and 
the end,

But it’s all a lot of hot air, if you ask me.
Urge and urge and urge, always the procreant urge of the world,
Is available at 1-900-DO-ME-NOW, unless I go out of range.
Clear and sweet is my voice, thanks to this new TF-1200 chip,
As is the voice of Cherry Candy, my special new friend.
I am satisfied—I hope that truck driver didn’t see me. 

 

4 
 

J. Robert Lennon, a content provider, of New Jersey the son,
Review’d, blurb’d, photograph’d with his Labrador retriever,
No hack, no scribbler of corny crowd-pleasing bestsellers, no way!
No more modest than is absolutely necessary. 

 

Through my phone important voices,
Voices of agents and directors, voices doubtful which I schmooze,
Voices arrogant by me amaz’d and intimidated! 

 

5 
 

The strikingly good-looking savage, who is he?
Is he depicting civilization, or remaking it in his image?
Is he some Iowa workshopper waving fey pages? is he Kalifornian?



Is he some reclusive monk of letters scratching away in a barn?
Hell no! Wherever he goes, department heads accept and desire him,
They desire to give him tenure, the big office, an easy course load, sabbati-

cals.
They agree to loosen the sexual harassment policy. 

 

I am the teacher of writers,
He that by me publishes more stories than I do I shall flunk out of grad 

school,
He who copies my style I shall pooh-pooh in the New York Review of 

Books. 
 

6 
 

A call in the midst of the crowd,
My own voice, orotund sweeping and final.
I am that important!
I acknowledge the duplicates of myself, imitators with similarly small and 

versatile cell-phones,
But I mean really! Are you listening to what they are saying?
Don’t make me laugh. 

 

7 
 

What was I saying? Oh, right—
About me being terrific.
Do I repeat myself?
Very well then I repeat myself,
(My network is large, my speed-dial contains multitudes.) 

 

Who is interrupting my day’s work? What magazine do you say you’re 



from?
Who wishes to interview me? Get in line, buster. 

 

8 
 

O gen’rous muse! ever-brilliant prolificity.
O book deal, negotiated, executed and fulfilled. 

 

My fans suffocate me,
Jostling me through bookstores and lecture halls, coming naked to me at 

night,
Crying by day Author! from the end of my driveway,
Calling me every moment of my life,
Who gave you this number? 

 

9 
 

The traffic cop swoops by and accuses me, he complains of my gabbing 
while driving.

Hey, officer, what am I supposed to do
When my cell-phone sounds its electric cheep over the roads of the world?
I bequeath to him this signed first edition,
It coaxes him to put away his tickets. 

 

You may hardly know what my stuff means,
But read it anyway,
So that you can say you have done so at parties. 

 

Failing to reach me at first keep encouraged,
Missing me once leave a message on voicemail,



I’ll pull over somewhere and call you back.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mysterious Object Found
 
 
 
“FREEHOLD TOWNSHIP, N.J. - A metal, rock-like object about the 
size of a golf ball and weighing nearly as much as a can of soup crashed 
through the roof of a Monmouth County home, and authorities on Wednes-
day were trying to figure out what it was.”

—Associated Press, January 4, 2007 
 

Chief of Police Spack Mayhew, an 18-inch-wide man about the height 
of a mailbox, told reporters that the object, which had caused “about as 
much damage as a stag party,” was not accused of any crime. “The rock, 
or should I say rock-like object,” he said, approximately as loudly as an 
idling pickup truck, “will be released after careful study.”

The study in question was being conducted by a team of between 
5 and 40 scientists at nearby Douglas University, which is more or less as 
presitigious as the Junior U.S. Open, as of late Wednesday, close to din-
nertime. Representatives from the study team refused to speculate, other 
than to say that the object “might or might not be an artifact from an alien 
civilization of near-human, human-like, or extra-human intelligence,” that 
it “was almost but not quite as puzzling as the Goldback Conjecture,” and 
that it “could touch off a disagreement rivaling that of the Shapley-Curtis 
Debate.” Scientists said that the chances of discovering the object’s origins 
“by nap time tomorrow or thereabouts” were appoximately equal to those 
of the Huskies’ winning the Rose Bowl in ‘08.



Local residents expressed skepticism about the object. “I doubt it’s 
even an object,” said Linda Laftrack, 50 or so, give or take a few years. 
“They said it was an object, but they’ve lied to us before.” Another Free-
hold resident, who pretty much turned out to be Werner McKeane, more 
or less the mayor of nearby Old Bridge, claimed that Linda Laftrack was 
roughly as crazy as a loon, and should not be quoted.

However, area person Sherman Goldmine, who is believed to be 
an ornithologist, disagreed. “I don’t know this Linda,” we think he might 
have said, “but the loon is no more insane than any other bird, and only 
has that reputation because of its strange, haunted call. Or perhaps,” he 
added, “I’m making that up.” He then gazed into this reporter’s eyes for a 
very, very long time, or it might in fact have been this reporter’s breasts.

The object was found on the front seat of a late-model Lexus in 
front of the Freehold Township Public Library, surrounded by shattered 
safety glass, or perhaps in a safety-deposit box at the National Bank of 
Freehold, wrapped in a 40-year-old copy of The Racing Form, or floating 
mysteriously in the air, at eye level, in a local dress shop. Those in the area 
reported hearing a sound variously described as being “like a bang,” “a 
bang, really,” “a low, quiet chuckle,” and “a pretty much banging sound.” 
The sound led some people of various ages, ethnic backgrounds, and body 
types to investigate, or “snoop,” or “stick their noses in other people’s 
business,” at which time the soup-can-weighted object was discovered.

Hedy Chalmers, or possibly her twin sister Oakley, was able to 
make this assessment because, in her words (possibly paraphrased), “I was 
makin’ soup at the time it happened at.” Further inquiries revealed that one 
or maybe the other Mrs. Chalmers was actually making a pie, or conceiv-
ably robbing a liquor store, but she/she is known to have soup at home and 
to have hefted a can, at one time or other, in her face-sized hand.

The object has inspired a wave of nationwide interest or indif-
ference, depending on whom you talk to. Rock-like-object appreciation 
societies have sprung up “like mushrooms after rain,” which is to say they 
have really sprung up quite startlingly quickly, from coast to coast to coast 
to coast, and a rap song has been penned in its honor by some kid with his 
hat on “sideways.” Though it wasn’t necessarily penned with a pen; it was 
probably a laptop or maybe a finger dipped in blood. A man who is ru-
mored to have looked sort of like Sen. Frank Lautenberg (R-NJ), if Lau-
tenberg were a little fatter, a little more feminine, and wearing a wetsuit, 



proposed on Capitol Hill a bill that would name January 4th “National 
Rock-Like Object Day.” Later reports, however, suggested that it might 
actually have been a large toad, which spoke not on Capitol Hill but on 
a lily pad not far from the western shore of Lake Hopatcong, or maybe it 
was Lautenberg after all, speaking from the lily pad. At any rate the bill 
passed unanimously.

Area dictators, we mean doctors, warned that anyone who touched 
the object should immediately drink several glasses of water or gin, and 
call them, their dictators and/or doctors, immediately or whenever they get 
around to it.

Meanwhile, Chief Mayhew, when asked what would become of 
the object after its release, and actually when you look at him he might be 
a little shorter than a mailbox, would only open his mouth to speak, then 
hold up his hand, choke back a sob, and turn to walk into the sunrise-like 
sunset, as Clint Eastwood did in “A Fistful of Dollars,” which is not, when 
you get down to it, quite as good as “The Good, The Bad, And The Ugly,” 
but a damn sight better than “A Few Dollars More.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Limping To The Finish
 
 
 
Yesterday, I wrote the last sentence of a 400-page novel I’ve been working 
on for a year. I saved the file, backed it up, printed it out, and turned off 
my computer. You would think that the next step would be to open a bottle 
of champagne and have a party. Instead, I felt mostly relief and unease, 
akin to the feeling of having a malignant tumor excised from your body: 
you’re glad it’s gone, but you suffer under the grim certainty that you 
haven’t seen the last of it.

Back when I was a kid, and filled with vague literary ambitions, 
I had a very specific fantasy about finishing a novel. I’d be writing it in 
pencil on yellow legal pads, and would speed up as I progressed, ending 
with a marathon 24-hour session, crowded ashtray by my side, cigarette 
pinched between my second and third fingers, the smoke curling up into 
my enormous beard. I would scrawl the last sentence at sunrise, then hand 
the pages to my wife/secretary to type. (She is really hot, of course, and a 
genius in her own right in some other field, like neuroscience or orchestra 
conducting.) Then I would wake up my editor in New York with a phone 
call: “It’s finished.” He would invite me down to the city for a steak-and-
bourbon dinner, then write me a gigantic check.

Well, I did manage to grow a beard. But I never took up smoking. 
My brilliant and beautiful wife would likely roll her eyes at the notion of 
being my personal secretary, and the enormous check remains elusive. The 
most unrealistic part of that fantasy, though, remains the notion of finish-
ing a novel. I’ve published half a dozen of the things, and have finished 



exactly zero.
Sure, I’ve stopped writing a bunch of them. But none of them are 

finished. They are suspended in a state of permanent incompleteness.
Here’s how it really works, at least for me. I start a novel and write 

with blithe self-confidence for 125 to 150 pages, during which I feel very 
much like the bearded chain-smoker of my childhood fantasy. Then I 
suffer a crisis of confidence. The novel has gone off the rails. I attempt to 
right it, knowing that, no matter what happens now, I’m going to have to 
go back and fix the beginning.

But the mistakes begin to compound themselves. People’s names 
change, and their ages. Children vanish and reappear; marriages dissolve 
and are restored. Plot and character clash: personality traits I chose at 
random on page 25 become increasingly incongruous with events, and by 
page 300 characters are forced to perform against type, like stage actors.

At this point I have a mental list of major errors, and once I’ve fin-
ished the draft (an occasion that provides only the slightest frisson of per-
sonal satisfaction before it fades into the past), it has turned into a written 
list. The pages of the first draft accumulate furious scribbles, some tearing 
through the paper. Draft two begins: stuff I once loved is eliminated, and 
stuff I don’t love but need to include is shoehorned in.

Now I give it to my wife and a couple of my friends, and they 
all find completely different, utterly contradictory mistakes. Draft three 
attempts to reconcile their advice in a way that will please none of them. 
This one heads to my agent, whose response, over the phone, begins with 
the slowly uttered phrase, “I think this one could someday be good.” Draft 
four goes to my editor, who says a version of the same thing. By this time 
the novel on the page has grown very far from the one in my head, which 
contains all the mutually exclusive plot elements I’ve devised, along with 
the crowded, impossible streets of the town the novel is set in, and the 
many superimposed rooms of the houses my schizophrenic, dissociative-
identity-suffering characters occupy. By this time I’ve secured a promise 
of publication via a series of desperate editorial promises, and at draft 
eight my editor is seeing a fairly coherent story, which has been developed 
under his careful stewardship. But I’m still seeing an unfinished mess.

Then come the page proofs (heavily typo-laden), galleys (more 
mistakes), and at last, the final draft, the one the reviewers will read. I’m 
so terrified of having blown it that I can barely crack the thing. Where is 



my Back-To-The-Future moment, the one where George McFly, rendered 
suave by time travel, smoothly and confidently slices open his crate of 
bestsellers?

By this time, of course, I have transferred my remaining reservoir 
of personal confidence to a new novel, which is presently suspended in its 
state of imaginary potential perfection. The steak dinner, the check, the gi-
ant beard are all still possible! Meanwhile, the unfinished non-masterpiece 
in hard covers before me has already been declared mediocre by Kirkus.

Well, of course it’s mediocre—it isn’t finished! In my mind, the 
characters will continue their lives. In the shower, with esprit d’escalier, 
I will think of hilarious things for them to say and do, which I will add to 
the metastasizing agglomeration that is the novel in my head.

The key to being a happy writer, of course, is to leave it there. 
Some writers—the famous example is Henry James—have actually trans-
ferred the long-gestating mental novel to the page, and perhaps in doing so 
they have achieved the impossible: actually finishing something. For the 
rest of us, though, incompleteness is the rule.

Why? It’s because we’re sentimental, and afraid of death, the ulti-
mate act of completion. Indeed, literary fiction, with its artful non-ending 
endings, is the most sentimental of the literary genres: it’s the genre for the 
closure-averse. No catching the killer for us; no marrying the hunk or col-
onizing the planet or driving the outlaw from town. No, we literary novel-
ists are content to just stop, sometimes (James Joyce) in mid-sentence, to 
avoid the thing we most desire: the end.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

New Sentences For The Testing Of Typewriters
 
 
 
Fetching killjoy Mavis Wax was probed on the quay. 
 
“Yo, never mix Zoloft with Quik,” gabs Doc Jasper. 
 
One zany quaff is vodka mixed with grape juice and blood. 
 
Zitty Vicki smugly quipped in her journal, “Fay waxes her butt.” 
 
Hot Wendy gave me quasi-Kreutzfeld-Jacob pox. 
 
Jack’s pervy moxie quashed Bob’s new Liszt fugue. 
 
I backed Zevy’s qualms over Janet’s wig of phlox. 
 
Tipsy Bangkok panjandrums fix elections with quivering zeal. 
 
Mexican juntas, viewed in fog, piqued Zachary, killed Rob. 
 
Jaywalking Zulu chieftains vex probate judge Marcy Quinn. 
 
Twenty-six Excedrin helped give Jocko quite a firm buzz. 
 
Racy pics of bed hijinx with glam queen sunk Val. 



 
Why Paxil? Jim’s Bodega stocked no quince-flavor Pez. 
 
Wavy-haired quints of El Paz mock Jorge by fax. 
 
Two phony quacks of God bi-exorcize evil mojo. 
 
What joker put seven dog lice in my Iraqi fez box?



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Cat Text
A story using only words from The Cat In The Hat

 
 
 
My mother was gone. It was a bump on her head, a big bump. I did not 
know; mother did not tell me. When she did, I fell. “No,” I said. “No, not 
you! Do not go!” But there was no way. She sank fast, that was good. I let 
her go.

Then one day I saw Sally. We went out for fish. I had cat fish; Sally 
had something funny, with a big tail.

“What is that thing?” I said.
“This?” A bite. “Fish!”
“Good?”
A shake of the head. “No.”
We sat, said nothing. I should be back in the house. I looked down.
“What is it?”
“You know. Sad.”
“Have your cat fish.”
“I should. But it is no good. And my milk too.”
“You and your milk!”
“I like milk,” I said.
“Not now!” Sally said. “Here. Look at me. Hold my hands.”
I did it.
“Tell. All of it.”
I said all there was to say. The bump, the bed in the home. My 

deep shame.



“Shame? Why shame? You did not do a thing.”
“That is it.”
I have to say one thing here: it is not fun to be with me. I like 

books and things. Tame: that is I. I get no kicks, fly no kites, play no 
games. Hops and pot are not my things. If you are here, I want you to go 
away. So what should this fox want out of me? I sat and picked at the fish 
and looked at those hands, so white.

We said not a thing, we two. And then: “What now?”
“I do not know. All the things mother had that I have to rid the 

house of: a ball, a little ship, a kite. Playthings, fun things from back then. 
I can box them up, and…and…give them away, to, to, to…” And then I 
shook.

“No, do not shake, you.”
 

“So how do you do it?” I said. “You do something all day, do you not? 
Have you made it big?”

“No.”
“So what then?”
“Tricks.”
“No!”
“Tricks! Lots of them! Things are not a ball, you know! I do a 

trick and…and…and then I wish I could shut down. I get high as a kite on 
pot. But a new day can do no good. I wish that I could stop, but I can not. 
Another day, another trick—like a net, a big bad net, and, and…and there 
is not any way out. And you think this is fun, I bet. I bet you like to see 
me look this way, like a fish—a fish that jumps in the sun, a fish cold with 
fear, a fish on a hook.”

“Not so, not so!”
“What do I do? I hook and I hook. If some cat should say jump, 

then I do so. If his will is that I hop, then to hop is the thing. Bent to his 
will: that is the thing. Go down on some cat and then get him out of the 
house. In, out, in, out, in, out—what would mother have said? Run away! 
But to what? Look—you like this, to look at this, this mess?”

“Oh, not—”
“A cat could pick good fun tricks, but cat after cat will take tricks 

with this mess. Call them Dear, make them a cake. Play house. ‘Put that 
thing in here, you rake, you!’ A little bump, a little thump, then they get 



good and gone. This will be my down fall, you know—all in all this is a 
kind of game. Oh, the…the…”

“What?”
“Something. Have your fish. You look a lot like your mother. The 

look you have. The hat. The hat and the…something.”
I should not have a hat on in here. I like the hat so… “This hat?” 

With a little tip.
“That hat. The one like the hat your mother had. Do you know 

Mat? The man I have? Did have, that is. He would play with you, that one! 
Box, fly fish, fun fun fun! He said and said, but hear? Not! Shut up, he 
said. He saw red, that one!”

“You can pick a cat.”
“Can I pick you then? We can have fun—a little bump and some 

thumps? Can you ball?”
“Sally!”
Sally sank as she sat, like a bad cake. Said, “You make me down.”
“Not that! Sit up!”
“Why?”
“We can ball, and fast!”
“Can we?”
“We will do the can can!”
And so, away.
 

Then, at the house: “Put on mother’s new gown,” I said.
“Not—”
“Yes,” I said. “Now.”
Sally did, then let it fall. I got wood.
“Oh my,” I said.
“I like to be wet.”
“I see.”
“Oh, you!”
We did it then, in the hall, near the fan. I gave it to her like she 

asked—fast and deep. The things we did— I bit.
Sally said, “Hit me!”
“No, I cannot.”
“Do as I say!”
I did it but I did not like it.



“Oh, oh! Now! Now! Now!”
“Not yet—”
“Come!”
“No!” I said, but I came. “Mother! Oh, Mother!”
And then the cold came up. “Sally? Sally?” She said not a thing. 

Something ran red.
I do not know what I did. I did not know what to do. My mind was 

a mess. Mother’s gown was pink and wet. I shook Sally. “No, no!”
But this was always the way, you know. Things got away from me, 

that is all.
Now I sit. I hold the good book. I think of the fish we bit. I look at 

the wall.
Mother in a box. Sally in a box.
I, in a box.
All in a box.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Squirrel
 
 
 
Two weeks before Christmas, we heard a scrabbling sound in the ceil-
ing above our bathroom. We live in a residential neighborhood not far 
from the edge of town, and so animal infestations are not uncommon. I, 
however, am from the suburbs, where such problems are outsourced to 
professionals, so I opened up the phone book and called the first animal-
extraction company listed: A-Arrow Exterminators.

A-Arrow was run by a couple, Emma and Dell. They operate under 
the slogan, “Have a Dell-Emma? Call Dell and Emma!” I talked to Emma 
on the phone, but it was Dell who came to the house. He was short, a bit 
hunched, and in his sixties. A hood covered his head, and his eyes were 
hooded, too. He was glum, but talkative. He said he would set a trap for 
the squirrel and return periodically to check it. “We can’t let him stay out 
there all night,” he said. “He could freeze.”

Since I had assumed our squirrel would be poisoned to death, this 
possibility didn’t worry me too much, but I agreed to his terms. He went 
out back and set a Havahart trap under the bathroom window. Over the 
next day I saw him shuffling around in the yard a few times, at odd hours. 
Finally he showed up at the door with the trapped squirrel. He spent a few 
minutes telling me about Emma’s diabetes, wished me a Merry Christmas, 
and charged me $160.

A few days later, Christmas Eve, the scrabbling was back. Dell had 
trapped the wrong squirrel. I reached for the phone, but this time I called 
the hardware store. They were open. An hour later I’d set my own Ha-



vahart trap and gone back inside, to the warmth of an efficient furnace, the 
smell of cookies baking, and the sound of our children whipping them-
selves into a fever of frantic greed.

On Christmas morning, we opened our gifts. After an hour of wish-
ing it were evening, so that I could open my annual bottle of whiskey, I 
went outside in my pajamas and slippers. The trap had sprung, a squirrel 
was inside. The squirrel looked extremely anxious, though no more anx-
ious than they usually look. I got dressed, loaded the trap into the car, and 
drove to the Plantations.

The Plantations are a giant botanical garden run by the local col-
lege. I figured that, if I were a squirrel, I’d want to live there. I was certain 
our squirrel would have chosen to live there if he had the choice, but of 
course he didn’t know from Plantations—a five-minute drive, to a squir-
rel, was like a human trip to Laos, or to Mars. I pulled into the parking lot, 
endured the curious glances of some passersby on a Christmas stroll, and 
let the squirrel go. He flung himself out so hard and fast that the cage slid 
backwards in the snow.

I felt pretty good about myself. Thirty bucks, and I got to keep the 
trap. Maybe I’d hang out a shingle! Plus, I’d removed the squirrel from the 
taint of human habitation and reintroduced him to glorious Nature.

Or, perhaps, I was an idiot for not doing this in the first place. And 
who wanted to trap squirrels for a living. And of course it was nice and 
warm in my roof, and the little sucker would probably die looking for 
a house to roost in. And if it had been a girl, and she’d had babies, they 
would die, too.

But then again, moral ambiguity was endemic, especially on 
Christmas. I drove home. Later that night I told the squirrel-trapping story 
at a party, and everyone laughed.

As usual, the whiskey was excellent.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All Day Long And All Through The Night
 
 
 
In the morning, having dreamed of lying in his mother’s arms and suck-
ing, as he has not done in years, at her breast, the boy is awakened by his 
mother’s voice, whispering in his ear that it is time to go to kindergarten. 
Her breath smells like coffee, her dress of starch; his eyes open and he 
sees her stiff hair outlined by the window’s dim light. He wants to stay 
home and be with her; at the same time he wants to go to school, because 
show and tell is today. He will show a rock that he found. He gets dressed 
and puts the rock in his sweatshirt pocket. In the bathroom he washes his 
face and combs his hair; in his sweatshirt pocket is a baseball. Today there 
will be practice; today he will have band. He plays the clarinet, though 
he has no talent: it’s all right because no one in the band is talented. His 
parents and older brother will come to the spring concert; his brother will 
mock him later, telling him that he looked like a fag. He is better than his 
brother at baseball, but his brother won’t come to the games.

He goes to the kitchen. His little sister is already at the breakfast 
table, eating a piece of toast. His mother is frying eggs. His mother says, 
“You’re wearing that?” “Yeah,” he says. His voice will deepen soon; for 
now, he is trying to force it. “Yeah, I am,” he says, secretly touching the 
cigarette pack in his pocket. His sister says “You look dumb” and his 
mother says “Tracy!” and he says “Shut up” and his sister says “Make 
me.” Then his brother comes downstairs and says “Are the chicken em-
bryos ready?” and his mother says “Nathan! Don’t be disgusting” and his 
brother says “You’re the disgusting one, chicken-embryo-killer.” After 



breakfast he gets into his car and drives to school. The car used to be his 
brother’s, but he inherited it when his brother killed himself. His father 
had wanted to sell it but capitulated. “Just keep it out of my sight,” his 
father told him, and so he parks it on the street several blocks away, in 
front of his girlfriend’s house. While his brother was overdosing at the bot-
tom of the abandoned public swimming pool, he was having sex with his 
girlfriend for only the third time. In her bed with her parents away, he felt 
like his brother: rebellious and full of life. While he drives he listens to the 
radio. A weatherman says “Sun.”

When he arrives at school he adjusts his necktie in the rearview 
mirror and checks his briefcase to make sure he has everything. He walks 
in, pours himself a coffee in the teachers’ lounge. He is reminded of his 
mother. She doesn’t drink coffee anymore, she gave it up after her seminar 
at the wellness center. His father, living alone in a distant city, still drinks 
it and has taken up smoking to boot. He greets his fellow teachers, one of 
whom is his lover. She passes him a note. It reads, “No note-passing!” In 
his classroom he says “Good morning” to the students and turns to write 
the day’s assignment on the board. When he turns back, the students look 
different, younger. He tells them about history. They write down what he 
says. A woman appears at the door, the teacher he used to love. Curtly she 
says “Phone call.” He goes to the lounge. It’s his wife. There has been an 
accident involving their baby daughter. “Hurry, she’s not moving,” his 
wife says. He gets in the car and speeds home. His wife is pushing their 
daughter out of the garage in her wheelchair. “Daddy, Daddy!” says his 
daughter, “I got an A! I got an A!”

They take a walk. His wife looks older, more sad, but more real 
as well. He tries to take her hand but she pushes him away. He says to his 
daughter, “We’d like to meet this Brad, why don’t you invite him home?” 
His daughter says, “We just met, Daddy.” Soon they arrive at the park. It 
is a beautiful day. In the shade of a tree, a groom is waiting, a minister. He 
wheels his daughter to them and gives her away.

His father has come to the wedding but is shaking from his illness 
and has to be led around by the arm. His mother, tall and beautiful, does 
not speak to his father. His wife drinks far too much. They throw confetti, 
they throw rice. When he and his wife get home, the phone is ringing: it’s 
his mother’s second husband. “I’m sorry, there was nothing they could do 
for her.” They go to the funeral. When they arrive, his sister comes up to 



him and says, “Her husband, that bastard, gets the house.” She has come 
alone and wears a tattoo of a bleeding rose on her breast.

He approaches the casket and looks inside. His father is lying 
there. “Nathan’s death killed your love for me,” he says, filled with anger. 
His daughter wheels up to him, holding her infant son. “Brad and I are tak-
ing the baby home,” she says. They get into the car and go to their daugh-
ter’s. A card in his hand reads “Happy Birthday to a Super Kid!” He gives 
it to his grandson. “Thank you,” says the boy, and they sing as the cake is 
brought in. But their voices sound wrong, the notes are muddy. “My ears,” 
he says. “We’ll stop at the doctor’s.”

“I’m sorry,” the doctor tells his wife. “You have three months to 
live.” “This life has been a waste,” his wife says. He turns up the volume 
on his hearing aid. “What?” he says.

When he gets home, he finds his second wife in bed with another 
man.

He walks out to the porch, using his cane. It is evening. The sun 
is setting. He is holding a letter, and included with the letter is a photo. 
“Grandpa, I hope you can share my happiness.” The photo is of his grand-
son and another man, arms around one another’s shoulders. He looks out 
at the yard. It needs to be weeded. He has been weeding for weeks, but 
by the time he reaches one end of the yard, new weeds have sprouted at 
the other. Now he looks at the photo again. His grandson and grandson’s 
partner are older; the partner is holding a small baby with Asian features, 
and kissing its cheek. He is saddened to think that the baby will never 
have a mother. The baby will never smell a starched dress or suck at a 
breast. His sadness would disappoint his grandson, but his grandson will 
never know. Now the yard is barely visible. The grass is overgrown; the 
hedge has not been trimmed. He turns to go inside. Tracks have been worn 
in the old wood floor where he has walked from room to room, over years. 
He goes to the bathroom, tries to urinate, but he can’t tell if he’s done it or 
not. When he thinks he’s through, he pushes his walker into the bedroom. 
It takes him a long time to get into bed. He picks up a book and begins to 
read it, but the words blur. He looks up. The photos on the walls are dim 
smears. He reaches to turn off the lamp, but the room is already dark. He 
falls asleep thinking that tomorrow he’ll rid the yard of weeds; after all 
there are a finite number, he’ll just pull out one after the other until all of 
them are gone. He dreams of doing exactly that. But he does not wake up.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Iraq War As Metaphor
 
 
 
Okay, think of the world as a family: a big, dysfunctional family with a 
mother, and a father, and lots of sons and daughters and cousins and neph-
ews and nieces. The father is America—he is big and strong, and wants to 
protect the family. And the mother—the mother is out of town. Or dead. 
No—the mother is Great Britain, except technically she’s the grandmother, 
because she gave birth to America. So now America is totally huge, and 
married to his tiny little mother. Bear with me here.

One day the father (America) notices that the lawn, which is Iraq, 
is looking a little shaggy, and there’s some crabgrass, and something that 
looks like it might be poison ivy, so he asks a few of his teenage sons—
France, Germany, Russia, etc.—to help him take care of the problem. Ex-
cept they think the lawn doesn’t look so bad, really, and that’s not poison 
ivy, that’s regular ivy, and didn’t we just cut the grass like ten years ago? 
So the father gets all huffy and says, “Fine, I’ll do it all myself,” though 
in the end he gets some of the little baby kids, like Poland and Eritrea, 
to help out by making lemonade or something. Except the baby kids are 
actually older than the father, so they’re like really old little kids. Like tiny 
little old people.

Anyway, Dad really goes at that lawn. He cuts it right down to the 
dirt and hacks away at the crabgrass, and rips out all the ivy, which turns 
out to be just regular ivy after all. Except now that the grass is gone, actual 
poison ivy starts growing in, and Dad is beginning to get itchy. So he’s 
like, “Hey, Germany! Hey, France! Come and help me clean up here, do 



you want your old man to be itchy for the next five years, and you might 
get itchy too,” and the teenagers, who are actually quite old, in fact some 
of the oldest people in the whole family, are like, “Go and buy some cor-
tisone, jerk,” and even the little kids are mad, because Dad never thanked 
them for the lemonade. So—

Scratch that. 
 
The world is really more like a zoo. America is the zookeeper, and there 
are lots of assistant zookeepers, like Great Britain and Germany and 
France and Russia, who get to do various duties at the zoo. Except they 
also have outside interests, for instance Russia likes kite-flying, and 
France likes stamp collecting. Kite-flying being space exploration, and 
stamp collecting being wine. But at the zoo, America is the head zookeep-
er.

There are a lot of animals in the zoo, and some of them are al-
lowed to kind of walk around the zoo outside their cages, but others, like 
the lion (Iraq) are locked up. Anyway, a while ago, the old zookeeper, who 
was the father of the current zookeeper, got in a fight with the lion, but 
didn’t finish him off. (America is his own father here, but you know what I 
mean.) So the current zookeeper hates the lion because the lion humiliated 
his father. And one day he looks into the lion’s cage with binoculars, and 
he thinks he sees chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons. So he sends 
some monkeys in there to check it out.

They don’t find anything, but the zookeeper attacks the lion any-
way, and he kicks the lion’s ass, and it turns out the monkeys (UNSCOM) 
were right, and now the lion has fleas. Diseased fleas. So America has to 
get a flea collar.

No. 
 
The world is an orchestra. America is the conductor. And Europe is the 
strings, with Germany and Britain as first viola and violin, respectively. 
And Asia is the woodwinds, and Africa is percussion, etc., etc. And every-
thing sounds pretty OK, when suddenly there’s this terrible squawk from 
the brass section (the Middle East)—it’s Iraq, on the French horn, and he 
isn’t playing the right notes. In fact, these are tyrranical notes he’s playing, 
and they’re destroying the hearing of the rest of the brass section.

Let’s make Iraq a trumpet, Iraq can’t be French.



Also, the brass section was already in trouble, because the trom-
bone (Israel) and the tuba (Palestinians) keep spitting at one another. No—
Palestine is too small to be a tuba. So they’re…a tiny tuba.

A tiny tuba that’s been taken apart, so the pieces are all over the 
place.

Never mind. 
 
The world is a human body. America is the brain, controlling every-
thing, and the Middle East is the heart, pumping blood (oil) to the vari-
ous organs. And let’s have Europe be the lungs, and Asia can be, um, the 
digestive system, because I like Chinese food. And one day the human 
body, this guy who is the world, gets chest pains. So he goes to the doc-
tor (United Nations) and says, “Gimme some medicine.” Which is kind 
of weird, because the if the doctor’s in the world, then he should be inside 
the body—if he’s outside, it’s like he’s aliens. Anyhow, the doctor, Aliens/
United Nations, says, “There’s nothing wrong with your heart, you’re just 
under stress over what happened to your father.” Because he’s a psycholo-
gist as well as a medical doctor. And he won’t give the brain a prescrip-
tion, so the brain (America) robs the pharmacy… 
 
The world is an anthill, and each country is an ant, and the ants are very 
busy, doing their various ant-jobs. Some of the ants are black, and some 
are white, and there are Muslim ants and Jewish ants, and ants who talk in 
funny accents. But America is the top ant, he’s like a regular ant but ap-
proximately forty-seven times larger. 
 
The world is a computer, and America is the screen. No, the operating sys-
tem, and there are lots of programs (countries) that run on it, until, while 
the user, who is nobody in particular, is looking at pornography (France) 
on the Internet (international trade), and gets a virus (Iraq). Which is not to 
say that Iraq comes from France. That’s wrong. 
 
The world is the solar system, and America is the sun, which shines on all 
the planets and moons, which are the other countries. And they get their 
energy from the sun. Which should really be the Middle East, actually. So 
the Middle East is the sun, except smaller than the real sun. And the Earth 
is America, and North America is Washington, D.C., and America (the 



metaphor one, not the real one) is the White House, and Washington, D.C. 
is George W. Bush.

That makes no sense. 
 
The world is an equation in which America is X, and Iraq is Y, and North 
Korea is Z. And the other countries are numbers, except that some of them 
are, like, sigma, or the minus sign. 
 
The world is a pie, except that every slice is a different kind of pie. And 
some of the slices are actually cake, or hamburgers. 
 
No, wait. 
 
The world is a planet. Yes: a planet, hurtling through space, maintaining 
the optimum temperature, atmosphere, chemical composition, and ocean-
to-landmass ratio to support a vast, teeming variety of life. This life is 
dominated by a single species, itself goverened by rules of infinite and 
ever-evolving complexity. Indeed, no other species in the history of this 
planet that is the world has ever exhibited such a dazzling array of con-
tradictory behaviors, to the extent that all one can do, as a citizen of said 
planet, is stand back and marvel.

And let us assume that the dominant group of the dominant spe-
cies of this planet has a leader, and that leader was elected in a free and 
fair election, even if technically he wasn’t, but this is all a for-instance, so 
just let me finish here. And this leader takes a long look at this planet that 
is the world, and he looks back on its long, complex history (or rather his 
aides, who represent aides, look back, and brief him on it, although he gets 
a faraway look in his eye whenever they do), and he clears his throat, and 
he adjusts his necktie, and he says, simply, “Bring it on.”

And all the denizens of the planet say, “Bring it on?”
“Bring it on,” repeats the fairly-elected leader (yes, I know, I 

know), and the denizens reply, “But—”
“No buts,” says the leader.
“Yeah, but—”
“I said no buts,” the leader says.
“Okay. However—”
“No howevers, either.”



“No howevers?”
“No buts, howevers, in facts, actuallys, or you-sees,” says the lead-

er, through an interpreter. “No wait-a-minutes, no can’t-we-discuss-thises, 
no hold-on-a-moments. No heys. No stop-its. No aren’t-you-listenings. No 
comparisons, metaphors, allegories, or similies. No ambiguities, complica-
tions, subtleties, or mitigating factors. No meetings, negotiations, confer-
ences, or questions. No whining. No begging. No threatening or cajoling. 
No what-ifs, how-abouts, or just-supposes. No nos. Just…bring it on.”

“Bring it on,” say the denizens.
“Bring it on,” says the leader. “Bring it as fast and hard as you can. 

Bring while the bringing’s good. Those are your options.”
And so, the denizens get together, and the confer over this new 

state of things, and they are forced to decide whether to bring it on, or not 
to bring it on. It’s a hard decision—it keeps them up all night. But really, 
there never was a choice. Ultimately, unfortunately, unavoidably, it must 
be brought on. 
 
And so it is.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions For The Master Composter
 
 
 
[The master composter steps up to the dais. The moderator hands him a 
glass of water. He sips from it. He takes a handkerchief from his pocket, 
wipes his brow, replaces the handkerchief. He looks up, points into the 
audience.] 
 
Q: When you start a new compost heap, what…what exactly do you do? 
How do you start? 
 
A: I choose a spot somewhere on the ground and throw some rotting vege-
tables on it. I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but it really is that simple. It’s 
a matter of experience, certainly, but also confidence—confidence that I’ve 
chosen the right spot, confidence that the rotting vegetables have landed 
right. Many would-be composters abandon their heap when they’re disap-
pointed with that first throw—you just have to pick up your vegetables and 
try again. 
 
Q: Why do you compost? 
 
A: [rolls eyes ironically] That one again. Well, frankly, because I’m good 
at it. It’s a thing I can do. The decaying organic materials are out there, 
there will always be enough, and I will always be drawn to them. I feel 
most powerfully myself when I’m piling them on top of one another. 
 



Q: Some people have criticized your heaps for being gratuitously malodor-
ous, or too large. How would you respond to these critics? 
 
A: Well, you should never respond to your critics. [laughter] But I would 
say, look: coffee grounds, eggshells, melon rinds—these things exist, 
they’re part of our world. It would be wrong for me to eliminate them 
from my heaps, simply because someone finds them distasteful. And as for 
size—you know, I’ve seen six-inch-high heaps that bored the hell out of 
me, and I’ve seen six-foot ones that I couldn’t get enough of. I hate to say 
it, but… size doesn’t matter! 
 
Q: Do you have a composting degree? 
 
A: I get that question more and more these days. Yes, yes, I do. But you 
don’t need a college degree to make a compost heap. Frankly, I think ev-
eryone’s got at least one compost heap in them—you just have to take that 
leap of faith—or, heap of faith, as it were. 
 
Q: I’m no composter, but I have a great idea for a heap, if you want it. 
 
A: What is it? 
 
Q: Well, I was thinking you could put one sort of in the middle of the yard, 
kind of off-center, rather than at the edge—and then every other layer of 
the heap could be leaves. Like, you know, sawdust, leaves, beet greens, 
leaves, grapefruit rinds, leaves, and so on. 
 
A: Uh huh… 
 
Q: And then each layer of leaves could be a little different? Like, you 
know, oak, maple, ash. 
 
A: Right. Well, sure. I mean, it’s a good idea, but it’s your idea, not mine. 
Maybe you should give it a try yourself. You might want to check out 
Georgia Pesser’s heap, “13 November 1993,” that’s an off-border heap 
with leaf layers. Or Connover’s “Summer 1961”—even then, people were 
experimenting with oak and ash. 



 
Q: Oh. I didn’t realize… 
 
A: [laughter] There’s nothing new under the sun, right? Anyone else? 
 
Q: Yes, I’m an avid follower of your work— 
 
A: Thank you. 
 
Q: —yes, of course. And I have a question about “Spring Pile (Leaning).” 
I noticed, looking carefully at it, that a few inches from the bottom there is 
a layer of twigs—they look to me like blue spruce— 
 
A: A sharp eye! 
 
Q: —yes, I suppose so. Anyway, I see that they’re arranged in a sort of 
southwest-northeast pattern, while the more obvious maple twigs nearer 
the top—Norway maple, I think—are arranged north-south. And I’m won-
dering if you intended—that is, if you meant any particular— 
 
A: Sure, I understand. Well, yes and no—I mean, my arrangements are 
certainly deliberate, but they are not always burdened by some proscribed 
meaning. In that case, I was inspired to run the spruce twigs on a bias, 
not to make any particular point but as an aesthetic choice that simply 
felt right “in the moment.” It’s up to others to interpret what I may have 
“meant.” And those are sugar maple twigs, not Norway. 
 
Q: Ah. I thought Norway. 
 
A: Sugar. One more question. 
 
Q: So I’ve been composting on my computer, and— 
 
A: [holds up hand] No, stop there. You were not composting on your 
computer. You were engaging in simulated composting. You wouldn’t give 
a starving man a picture of dinner, would you? Of course not. One more 
intelligent question? 



 
Q: Could you sing for us? 
 
A: [laughter] I don’t know, it’s been a long time! Well, how about this. 
Sing along if you know the words…

 
 

O lassie, will ya go
Around, around-o,

In the summer-time?
In the harvestin’-time? 

 
Around, around-o!

What comes around, goes
Around, around-o!

In the rain and the snow,
Around, around-o! 

 
And a-when I die,

My old body a-will go,
Deep into the ground,
And around, around-o,

Around, around-o. 
 

[wipes away tear] Thank you, sir, for asking—you’ve reminded me of the 
finest times of my life. Thank you, and good night.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wanted
 
 
 
WANTED: microwave oven, romantic partner, pet food, ride to grocery 
store, bicycle, heart and/or arthritis medication, any and all LIFE magazine 
pre-1950, heavy coat (prefer cotton/wool), old jewelry (value unimport-
ant), glue / tape / other adhesives, respectable lady age 40-60 for compan-
ionship / conversation / recreation / sex, book on farming, will trade seven 
to ten hours manual labor, drawings/paintings (I am best at portraits), 
clean hair for transplant or toupee, exercise lessons, personal coaching / 
advice / encouragement, errand running (easier if bicycle), massage (erotic 
or, if man, non-erotic), orally spoken stories of interesting life experiences, 
directions to anywhere in NY/PA/NJ area except southern NJ and PA west 
of Harrisburg and NY west/north of Syracuse, I am a well groomed gentle-
men of late middle age with many excellent qualities, partially educated 
at various institutions, well traveled, war veteran, lover of children, infec-
tious laugh, smile, etc., call 2123762213 evenings between 10 and 12 if 
someone else answers ask for Al or Franklin, thanks and God Bless Amer-
ica.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

After Melissa
 
 
 
She sits in the yard planting the blueberry bush, and worries once again 
that they didn’t bury the cats deep enough. There were two of them, the 
boy tabby and the long-haired girl, which they brought home from the 
shelter the week after they moved into the house; the tabby lasted a year, 
the longhair a few months more. A car got the tabby—she found him 
on the roadside after the school bus left the end of the drive. The girls 
watched from the bus: surely they saw, or perhaps they didn’t, or con-
vinced themselves they didn’t; or they saw and understood and pretended 
not to have seen so as not to have had to share that experience with her. 
In any event she called Dave and he came home from the office and they 
buried him crying at the back of the yard somewhere more or less where 
they later put the swingset. She thinks ten feet north of the swingset, that’s 
where they laid the flagstone, but the girls moved the flagstone when they 
made the grotto in the forsythia for their dolls.

And the longhair, which died when the children were at school, 
she’d been acting strangely for weeks, sometimes stopping suddenly in her 
circuit of the house (for they had decided to sequester her indoors since 
the tabby’s death) and staring straight ahead trembling slightly, as though 
she’d seen something terrifying, but there was nothing there to see. They 
thought it was a form of mourning. For the tabby. But then one afternoon 
during a rare moment of household calm, when the chores were finished 
and she was lying on the sofa with a book, the longhair walked into the 
room, froze, trembled, then kind of half crouched, then lowered her chin 



to the floor, and just fell over dead. This time she didn’t call Dave. She just 
buried the cat. She didn’t cry this time, either.

The girls cried, both times. After school, their backpacks still slung 
over their shoulders, the three of them clutching one another in a howling 
clot, and after that they decided without discussion that there would be no 
more cats, that it just wasn’t worth it.

The girls never asked where the cats had gone. The corpses. Ca-
mille at eight was old enough to understand they would be buried. Or rath-
er old enough to be incapable of concealing this knowledge from herself. 
Olivia was five and perhaps it wouldn’t have occurred to her. Whatever the 
case they never asked, although she had seen them walking circles in the 
yard from time to time staring at the ground, as though looking, as though 
wondering. There was no way to tell, the grass had grown back where the 
flagstone once lay and she never marked the longhair’s grave, she just 
pulled back the sod, dug the hole, folded the animal inside, filled the hole, 
refitted the sod.

But now, sitting in the sun, her hands troweling the earth, she is 
worried she’ll upset the graves. Because all she wanted, when they died, 
was to put them to rest as quickly as possible, for the event to be over, and 
so she didn’t dig deeply enough.

And this is not the first time she’s worried about this. It’s been 
three years and she has thought about it almost every day. Not at first—at 
first, when the girls’ grief was still fresh, when Olivia still burst sometimes 
into tears moaning that she missed the kitties and her sister told her stop 
it, stop it, shut up, and then finally herself succumbed, so that their wails 
filled the house and Dave threw down his newspaper or magazine and 
stalked off to the front porch to be alone—then, she didn’t think about 
the cats, their remains, buried shallowly underneath the grass. Later. The 
Christmas after it happened—seven months after the longhair keeled 
over—that’s when she began to worry. She thought about it the first time 
on Christmas morning, hobbling about the room picking up debris, and 
Dave said to her, You’re mixing the trash with the recycling, Jesus Susan 
that’s not paper, that’s plastic, put it in the other box—and for some reason 
the sight of the two boxes, each filled with the mingled trash, the bows and 
paper and twist-ties and sliced up blister packs, suddenly brought to mind 
the two dead cats, somewhere out there under the snow, trapped under the 
snow, mewling to be released.



Not that this is something she believes—that the cats are alive, that 
they are suffering. She isn’t superstitious. She knows they’re dead. They 
are utterly dead, they had no souls, they were only machines, and in truth 
she never wanted them, they were Dave’s idea (of all people!), she doesn’t 
like animals, she doesn’t understand people’s love for them. She is aware 
that their bodies are no longer intact, that there is nothing left but bones 
and patches of fur. So it wasn’t about what she believed, it was just what 
she saw, the cats trapped underground, longing for the air, longing for one 
another, pawing helplessly at the frozen ground. She stood insensibly in 
the middle of the living room staring out the back window while Dave sat 
reading the instruction manual of his new camera and she just barely held 
her tears in check, just barely. Thank God, because she would have had to 
explain it to him and he wouldn’t have understood. He was a good man 
but he wouldn’t have understood, because she couldn’t have explained it, 
because she didn’t understand.

And after that, every day, she thought about the shallowly buried 
cats. Not always that they were still alive. Usually not. Sometimes she 
simply imagined them rising to the surface: heaving up out of the saturated 
ground after a downpour, or emerging, boulder-like, from the dry eroded 
September dirt in a violent wind, or lying exposed in the wake of Dave’s 
lawn tractor, the white bones sheared and scraped. She imagined the girls 
finding them, rotted but recognizable, and rejecting her succor, pushing 
her loving hands away, screaming what did you do to them, what did you 
do?

And eventually not just the cats. Everything. Her growing disgust 
at Dave’s grooming—his obsessive, womanly ablutions—the daily shav-
ing and gelling and combing, the aftershave, the knotting and reknotting 
of the necktie. He would come in from jogging on a Saturday afternoon 
when the girls were with his mother, and she would want him, would press 
her clean hands to the heavy damp shirt, tug it up over his belly, and he 
would push her away, no, no, let me shower, and off he would go to render 
himself presentable to her, and she would have to pretend she liked it that 
way. But she couldn’t pretend, not well enough, and she thought he knew. 
You’re the one who wanted it, he muttered after one inadequate perfor-
mance, and it was a while until the next time, after that. She has begun to 
fear driving the car, as well, particularly tunnels and bridges, at the begin-
ning she merely couldn’t look left or right when crossing a bridge, but now 



she can’t drive over them at all. Tunnels, bridges. Tunnels are easier to 
avoid—there are two routes to the Kroger, the one that passes underneath 
the old train trestle and the one that goes past Costco, and it’s the Costco 
route she takes, and it never seems strange to anyone. But bridges—if she 
knows they’re going somewhere that will take them over a bridge, she 
asks Dave to drive, but if she’s alone or with the girls she will go miles out 
of her way to avoid it. And lately, just these past few weeks, she can’t even 
get near a bridge. She can’t drive along a creek for fear of seeing a bridge. 
It took her an hour and a half to get to the Agway and back today; when 
she returned home with the bushes and Dave asked her what the hell took 
her so long she said there was an accident, she had to take a detour, and of 
course he wanted to know what accident, anyone hurt, how many cars, and 
she said she didn’t know, she didn’t know, and headed for the yard to plant 
the blueberries.

And later, Why the hell are you planting them there, he asked 
her—right next to the swings where they’re likely to get stepped on by 
the kids and their friends—and she had no good answer, she said they 
looked nice there, she said the swingset wouldn’t be there forever, would 
it, they’ve already outgrown it. But the truth was the ladder, the ladder 
attached to the swing that the bushes would be blocking—she didn’t want 
the children on the ladder, any ladder—she didn’t want them climbing a 
tree, she didn’t want Dave to climb the stairs to the attic, she didn’t want 
him up on the roof cleaning out the gutters—I worry, she told him not long 
ago, what if you fall, hire a guy to do it, we have the money. And he just 
shook his head, threw his work gloves on the ground, went to call a ser-
vice, and she knew he would be angry with her for days.

If it’s madness, it’s the same madness everyone has. Dave’s fa-
ther, the way he pretends he isn’t going blind, the way the girls say to him 
Grandpa, look at the picture I made, and he comes back with Well would 
you look at that! while sort of vacantly staring in the direction of their 
voices. Or Dave’s sister June, the thin white gloves she wears everywhere, 
it’s supposed to be some kind of fashion statement, some expression of 
retro elegance, but Susan knows that it’s germs, it’s bacteria, she can’t 
touch anything anymore, she can’t go out in public without the gloves on, 
she’s too afraid, and she bought the pearls and cream-colored suits, the 
white blouses and stockings, to go along with the gloves, to complete the 
illusion. She has remade herself, shaped herself around her fear.



And their neighbor, Mrs. Coath, she crosses herself as she steps 
onto the front porch to get the paper in the morning, she crosses herself 
whenever Susan rings the bell (you can see the poor thing through the cut 
glass panes), she crosses herself as she gets out of her car. Why?, Susan 
asked her one day, bringing her back the leftover sugar she hadn’t used in 
the children’s cookies, why, Mrs. Coath? The killers, dear, it’s the killers, I 
am thanking the Lord for protecting me against them.

So it isn’t so unreasonable, is it. Thinking daily about the cats. 
How many millions of thoughts does she have in a day? A torrent, an 
unstoppable deluge. Her worries are like a few scattered branches car-
ried along on the violent river of her thoughts. The cats are nothing. The 
ladders, the bridges—nothing. She went to college, she took psychology, 
philosophy, linguistics; she knows what the mind can do to itself, the way 
it transforms the world into symbols and signs, the way it turns in on itself 
under duress, devours itself, digests itself, deforms.

But what duress, she has no idea. Her sister Becca would say she 
has subverted her own ambitions for those of her husband, she has been 
the instrument, in their children, of his own desire to remake himself, that 
she is experiencing his displaced anger that she has not borne him sons. 
But Becca’s vision is clouded; she has problems of her own. No, Susan 
never had ambitions, she only wanted to be happy, she only wanted quiet 
and calm, and to love. And to be loved. And she loves, and is loved. She 
feels fulfilled. She feels real. Mounding earth and bark mulch around 
the base of this bush, she feels the exactitude of this moment, she feels it 
so powerfully that it could crush her if she let it, she would welcome its 
awesome weight. The problem is not, as her sister would like to think, 
that Susan, that her family, that her neighbors, have buried their fears. The 
problem is that they have not buried them, that they cannot bury them, 
deep enough.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Illusions
 
 
 
Limb. Out walking one afternoon, I see a three-legged dog trot by. Later, 
I notice that my neighbor is sawing a limb off a tree. I think, Don’t throw 
that away—let the dog have it. 
 
Fog. A cold day follows a warm one, and the town is wrapped in a thick 
fog. As I pass through it, the fog closes up behind me as if I were never 
there.

The next day, it snows nearly twelve inches. While shoveling, I 
am delighted to turn around and discover that the snow has not closed up 
behind me.

 
Book. The cheese and wine I have at dinner have been well aged, and 
are excellent. Later, I am disappointed by the book I’m reading and set it 
aside. Perhaps it will be better in a few years. 
 
Pajamas. In the summer, I sleep in my shorts; therefore, my shorts are my 
pajamas. So, when I take off my pants at the end of the day, I am putting 
on my pajamas. So taking off clothes is putting on clothes. 
 
Lights. Outside my bedroom window is a street light. I have become ac-
customed to sleeping in its glare, but when we decide to take a vacation at 
a camp on the lake, I look forward to the light’s absence.

When I lay down to sleep in our cabin, however, I discover that the 



adjacent cabin’s porchlight occupies the same position in the window as 
did the street light at home. I am angered, as I fall asleep, to imagine that 
the streetlight and the porchlight are in cahoots.
 
Park. A popular song mentions a famous park, and when I walk through 
the park, I think of the song. But when, in a different park in another town, 
I hear the song playing through a boombox, I think, No, wrong park. 
 
Woodpecker. Several mornings in a row, we’re roused from sleep at day-
break by a persistent metallic clanging that seems to be coming from a 
machine operating somewhere in the neighborhood. When my wife asks 
“What is that sound?” I drowsily joke that it’s a woodpecker pecking at a 
stop sign.

One morning I go to the corner for milk. I hear the metallic sound 
and turn to see what it is. It is a woodpecker pecking at a stop sign.

 
Criminal. It is winter, and the branches of trees are bare. On the television 
news, an accused criminal, walking from a police car to the courthouse, 
covers his handcuffs with his jacket.

Later, a report from Florida shows trees that are fully in leaf. For 
shame!

 
Basketball. For my birthday, my mother buys me a CD. When I listen to 
it, I realize that it’s the same music I used to listen to while practicing free 
throws in the driveway. So, when my mother’s birthday comes around, I 
buy her a basketball. 
 
Wall. For hours I sit working in a room with high, narrow windows, each 
separated by a stretch of cinderblock wall. In two of the windows, two 
buildings are visible, each isolated by its respective frame. When, later, 
I go outside and wish to walk from one of these buildings to the other, I 
think, No—the wall is in the way. 
 
Sand. When we go to the beach, we stay in a rental house where rules are 
posted about sand. Sand should be washed off with the hose next to the 
driveway. Sandy clothes should not be removed in the bathroom. Shoes 
must be left in the foyer, to protect the wooden floor from sand.



By week’s end, we have grown extremely sensitive to the contami-
nating power of sand, to the extent that our car, and everything else that 
returns with us from vacation, feels tainted. Furthermore we are convinced 
that anything which has touched sand, and then touches another object, 
infects that object with sand. It is autumn before I am confident that our 
house is not slowly filling up with sand.

 
Coat. My friend and I have the same coat, and our coats are inadvertently 
switched at a party. The following day a cell phone in my pocket rings. It’s 
for my friend. Automatically, I say, “Wrong number.” Only after I’ve hung 
up do I realize that I should have said, “Wrong coat,” or, better, “He’s not 
in.” 
 
Coyote. While driving at 6 a.m. along empty streets, I am surprised to see 
a coyote in the crosswalk in front of the school. Three hours later, children 
spill from a school bus and pass the same spot. Look out for the coyote! 
 
Joke. At a dinner party, a college professor tells me that she is a demog-
rapher. For weeks afterward, I apply this suffix to everything I do. When 
I set the table, I am a dinnographer. When I move the sofa, I am a furnog-
rapher. I become a memographer when composing a memo to my col-
leagues, and a privetographer while trimming the hedge. Eventually I tire 
of the joke and stop making it.

When I meet an old woman who tells me that she was once a court 
stenographer, I roll my eyes. What, is she trying to be funny? 
 
Curve. In a new section of town, a curved office building is built along 
a curved length of road. But persistent drainage problems mean that the 
road must be straightened. When this is done, however, the building is left 
curved. 
 
Electricity. I spend the morning repairing an electrical outlet. In diagnos-
ing the problem, I trace with my mind the flow of current through the 
wires. The same afternoon, I install a new sink, directing the flow of water 
from the pipes into the faucet. That night, as my son steps into the bathtub, 
I momentarily panic, fearing that he will be electrocuted. 
 



Chair. In our house, four armless chairs slide easily under the table. But a 
similar chair, with arms, does not fit. When a guest occupies it, I wonder, 
What the hell’s his problem? 
 
Fire. My son tells me that the human body is mostly water. Later, my wife 
says that a bowl of popcorn is mostly air. In the evening, as I stack logs in 
the fireplace, I think that they are mostly fire. 
 
Breath. All of the food is at the grocery store, and its customers distribute 
it throughout the town. Meanwhile, garbage accumulates throughout the 
town, and sanitation workers consolidate it at the dump. I cut the grass and 
pack it into bags; then, I tear open a bag of fertilizer, and spread it over 
the yard. A story, read on the radio, finds its way into the ears of people 
all over the country, while votes from every state install a single man in 
office. Flies stick to flypaper, doves are released into the sky. Your breath 
joins the breaths of six billion, and a moment later, you inhale six billion 
breaths into your body. 
 
Soda. On the street, people walk by drinking soda. The grocery aisles are 
packed with soda, and every public building contains a soda machine. The 
bus stops bear advertisements for soda, and a news report blames soda for 
a variety of health problems.

When my wife brings home a six-pack of diet cola, I gasp in hor-
ror. It’s here. 
 
Static. There is a thunderstorm, which disrupts our TV reception, leaving 
only static. Later, the clouds move on, to rain on some other town, and TV 
service is restored. The static, too, has moved on to someone else’s televi-
sion. 
 
Work. All week, I work, and on Friday I am paid. I spend the money over 
the weekend. On Monday, I am surprised to realize that my work has not 
been undone. 
 
President. The President habitually mispronounces a particular word. 
During a speech in my home town, our local state representative mispro-
nounces the same word. I can’t believe I voted for her. 



 
Grinder. I attend a bingo game with my father. Numbered balls are poured 
into a rotating basket, and come out in a different order. My mother has 
asked him to pick up some meat, so we stop at the butcher shop on the 
way home. The butcher presses beef into the grinder, and the ground meat 
comes out the other end. It is the same meat, just in a different order. 
 
Leaves. Leaves are piled by the side of the road. Then one of them flies 
away, because it is a sparrow.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Substitution Chart
 
 
 

1 egg = 2 T vegetable oil
1 T prepared mustard = 1 t dry mustard

1 prune = 8 raisins
1 pizza = 12 dollars

1 C Coke = 1 C Pepsi
sunrise = sunset
1 wasp = 14 ants

1 hug = 5 handshakes
1 punch in jaw = 8 middle fingers
1 stomach flu = 10 staff meetings

completing free coffee card = spying nude neighbor through the window
licked by dog = gift of ugly necktie

cloud = crow
bowling trophy = promotional t-shirt

finding a $20 bill on the sidewalk = finding 20 $1 bills on the sidewalk
thunderstorm = trick-or-treating

car door slammed on fingers = testifying against brother-in-law
legalized gambling = africanized killer bees

car alarm = painful urination
misspelling = untied shoe

2 lawyer jokes = 1 C bread crumbs
empty parking lot = dream-within-a-dream

shaving = sauteeing



pinking shears = parsley
tapanade = “Rashamon”
bone spur = church pew
eleventy-twelve = 122



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Few Snacks
 
 
 

Do not throw away these brownys they are a peace offering!
 
Hello,

I know I am not your favorite person right now and I understand 
that.  However!  I hope you will except these brownys as a “peace offer-
ing” and if not completely forgive me then at least enjoy the brownys and 
consider the way things might look from “another” point of view.  That is 
to say mine!

First of all, I spoke to the land lord and he told me that though the 
parking spaces in the parking lot are reserved for residents of the build-
ing, every space individually is not the “property” of an individual person!  
And even though I understand that you worked very hard to dig out your 
car (as you told me when you told me I better move my car), and I can 
understand how that would make you think of the space as “your” space, 
according to the land lord this is absolutely not the case!  This does not 
mean I do not sympathize, as a matter of fact I bet that I would feel the 
same way if it was me that worked all day digging out my car!  Which I 
would have had to do myself if I wasn’t out of town until yesterday!

Okay then, I think we are clear on that.  Now, let us move on to our 
encounter at my door.  When you knocked on my door it was very loud 
and when I opened it you spoke to me in a very loud voice, and though 
there is no way you could of known this I suffer from an illness that makes 
me pass out cold when I hear loud shocking noises, and this almost hap-



pened to me that time!  So understand that it was very stressful for me!  
And so when I recovered my senses I acted very fast because I wanted you 
to stop shouting at me.  Now I am not trying to blame you for what hap-
pened but if you were more nice and quiet I would not hurry so much and 
this whole thing maybe could be avoided.  But anyway.

So I ran outside very fast and got in to my car and pulled out very 
fast, and because you wanted me to go so fast I was not looking carefully 
behind me and what happened happened.  And let me say right here I love 
animals!  Dogs especially!  So I was not happy about what happened!  But 
it is important that you understand the “full story” of the indecent and we 
can put it behind ourselves, because it is never good to have these things 
in front of ourselves when we are trying to be neighbors.  Okay?

So please enjoy these brownys which is a special recipy my mother 
used to make, and I have very good memories of eating them, and I hope 
that you will have these memories too, because that’s what friends are for, 
and I hope that we will be friends.  Please return the plate when you are 
done.  You can just put it in front of the door! 
 
Thank you!  I’m so sorry!
Your neighbor

 
*
 

The Admiral Murray’s™ Salty Bay Potato Stix™ Story™
 
This bag you are holding in your hands contains no ordinary snack food!  
In fact, it may contain the following: memories, history, family pride, 
and most of all, the true authentic maritime flavor of Admiral Murray’s™ 
Snack Foods and Food Seasonings™!  That’s right, the delicious snack 
you are crrrrunching right now is more than just a wholesome treat, it’s a 
Murray family tradition! 
 
Admiral Murray came to the U.S. from Ireland more than ninety years 
ago, carrying with him nothing but the shirt on his back, the pants on his 
legs, a bottle of a primitive precursor to Admiral Murray’s™ Secret Sea-
soning™, and a single eye from a single potato.  But not just any potato!  
The special potato that he spent years cultivating in his home laboratory 



in Galway, and which gives these Authentic Salty Bay Potato Stix™ their 
special Admiral Murray’s™ flavor!  Long into his declining years, Admi-
ral Murray™ (not a real admiral, but with a taste for the wide open sea!) 
would tell the story of how he specially selected and bred his potato plants 
to create the most nutritious, flavorful potato the Old World had known, 
and how he smuggled his potato through customs to bring its great flavor 
to the New World.  He secreted the potato eye in a special compartment in 
the toe of his shoe, possible because he had lost his own toes to an angry 
horse in 1904.  When he settled here in Illinois and wed a Hoosier lass, 
he began to grow his famous potato, and when he’d covered an acre, he 
began to make his famous Stix™, Chips™, Puffs™ and Skins™! 
 
With the help of his second wife Betty and third wife Elaine, Admiral 
Murray™ began to sell his treats from a cart on the streets of Chicago, and 
then packaged them and shipped them throughout the Midwest.  Today, 
thanks to his sons, stepsons, grandsons, and great-granddaughter, Admiral 
Murray’s™ products are available in more than three thousand stores, and 
their popularity continues to grow!  His famous Seasoning™ can be found 
in three great varieties—Sea Salt™, Sea Salt and Shrimp™, and new Sea 
Salt, Shrimp and Squid™—and his Stix™, Chips™, Puffs™ and Skins™ 
are enough to suit the tastes of any large family. 
 
From the entire Murray™ clan, enjoy! 
 
WARNING: This product contains Genetically Modified Organisms.  
These have been proven safe for human consumption in extensive tri-
als.  If you are dissatisfied with this product in any way, contact Universal 
Foods Corporation, 14 Industrial Drive, Killamog, New Jersey 08114.  If 
any ill health effects are experienced, call 1-888-MURRAYS, extension 
335, or contact physician.  Admiral Murray, Admiral Murray’s Salty Bay 
Potato Stix, Chips, Puffs and Skins, Admiral Murray’s Secret Seasoning, 
and the Admiral Murray Story are registered trademarks of the Universal 
Foods Corporation, 14 Industrial Drive, Killamog, New Jersey 08114.  Ad-
miral Murray’s Snack Foods and the Universal Foods Corporation support 
a healthy diet and lifestyle.

 
*



 
Whoever’s Chinese food this is would you please remove it from the break 
room fridg?  Your fellow employees have been complaining to me, and 
also to others I will not name but whom are very importantly situated in 
the company’s hierarchy.  This does not bode well for you, Chinese-food-
eater.  Or should I say Chinese-food-not-eater!  Unless you act immedi-
ately.

I know you are thinking “There goes that floor manager Gary 
shooting off his mouth again” or in this case, since I’m writing, my hand.  
Well, that’s right, I am shooting my hand off and for good reason.  Did it 
ever occur to you however that a person who is known for shooting his/her 
mouth/hand off might be doing so for (a) legitimate reason(s)?  For in-
stance in my case that my gripes about etiquette in the break room and on 
the sales floor are part of a larger worldview and not the simple whining 
of a pain in the ass (which I know is what you call me behind my back)?  
Probably it has not, you’re too busy making fun of me while you smoke 
your cigarettes not in back near the loading bay as the employee manual 
dictates but right out in front by the doors through which customers must 
walk.  Don’t think I can’t hear you.

The worldview I am talking about is the one in which all actions 
no matter how seemingly insicnifigant (sp?) are performed according 
to the affect they might have on other people, namely in this case your 
co-workers such as myself.  I am always following this worldview, irre-
gardless of the consequences, such as inconvenience or stress to me!  I am 
always thinking about you when I act because I know that my actions even 
if they appear innocent may have some profound affect on the individual 
psychology of others.

For instance, Chinese-food-not-eater, this moldy Chinese food 
probably seems like the worst it would do to another person is gross that 
person a little bit out.  But in point of fact that is not it’s affect on me, in 
point of fact it releashes deep feelings of humiliation and dread because of 
an occurrance in my past whereupon my father forced me to eat a carton 
of moldy Chinese food he bought for me once, which I didn’t want to eat 
because it was not what I asked for because I basically do not like shrimp.  
He took it out of the fridg and sat me down at the table and basically I was 
not allowed to get up even to go to the bathroom (which by the way some-
body has been clogging the men’s room toilets and not plungeing) until I 



ate every bite, and instead I just vomited and had to sit in my vomit until 
my mother came home from her night job and beat up my father.  And this 
is what you force me to remember when you leave your moldy Chinese 
food in the fridg.

If everybody in this company let alone in the entire world just fol-
lowed my policy of thinking about others at all times, these kind of occur-
rances (like my father making me eat moldy food) would cease to occur, 
and we would all live and work in harmony.  Anyway please throw it out 
and if it is you stop clogging the toilets or at least plunge them when you 
are done.

 
Gary

 
*

 
Dear Joey, 
 
You will notice that I’ve packed you a special lunch today.  That’s because 
I want you to have a wonderful day, the best day you can possibly have, 
and I want you to remember this day as a good one, a day when your life, 
my life, and your father’s life took a turn for the better.  As you eat your 
raisins, peanut butter crackers, Hershey Bar and juice box, I want you to 
think of me and how much I love you and how I would never want to hurt 
you, no matter what, because you are my extra-special boy. 
 
When you come home from school today, you will find things to be a little 
bit different.  For one thing, I will not be there.  Your father will meet 
you instead; he is going to take the afternoon off from work, and the two 
of you are going to go on a very special trip, to one of your very favorite 
places (I will give you a hint: Pizza!  And another hint: Ball Pit!), where 
you will talk to him about what has happened.  Now, I know your father 
loves you as much as I do, but he may say some things about me that are 
not 100% nice, and I want you to know that, though these may be partially 
true, that what is happening is not entirely my fault, and it isn’t entirely 
your father’s fault, and it isn’t your fault at all.  Actually, it is partially my 
fault, partially your father’s, and partially Ms. Rathhorn’s fault, and par-
tially nobody’s fault!  I hope this is not too confusing. 



 
You are probably wondering why I mention Ms. Rathhorn.  Well, your 
father had the same question for me when I told him what I was doing.  As 
you know, I have enjoyed having tea with Ms. Rathhorn in the afternoon 
when you are at school and your father is at work, and over time I have 
come to realize that these “tea sessions” were more important to me, in a 
very special way, than I originally thought.  And so I am moving into Ms. 
Rathhorn’s house. 
 
You’re surprised, I bet!  Well, there’s no avoiding that.  However, it is a 
lucky thing that Ms. Rathhorn is right down the street, because you and I 
will see each other every day, although you might not see me very much 
for a week or two while your father and I work out “the details.”  I look 
forward to a time when you are as close to Ms. Rathhorn as I am, and 
maybe someday she will even seem like an “extra Mommy.”  Until then, 
be nice to your father and don’t take the things he says too too seriously.  
Also, you should not mention this letter to him, because he will probably 
get mad, and maybe you should even throw it in the garbage when you are 
finished eating. 
 
Speaking of eating!  You don’t want to spend your whole lunchtime read-
ing, so dig in!  I love you very much, and don’t worry, your father will 
make your lunch tomorrow. 
 
xxxooo
Mom



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pattern
 
 
 
I was awakened in the night by a sound, a periodic chirp, as though from 
an unusually regular insect. Upon investigation, it turned out to be a 
smoke alarm, its battery dying. I removed the battery and returned to bed. 
But then I began to cough, and my cough took on the same periodicity 
as the chirp. Eventually I got up, went to the kitchen, and got a drink of 
water, which I sipped at even intervals. And when morning arrived, I be-
gan to eat, urinate, work, and relax, each in a systematic and recognizable 
pattern. Outside, the raindrops made neatly spaced concentric circles in the 
puddles on the driveway. The sun set and rose. The bus came and went. 
My fingers struck the keys of a keyboard.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More Murder
 
 
 
We live in a nice neighborhood. By “nice” I mean “nervous.” When the 
church next door wanted to add an extension, the result was a dramatic 
zoning hearing marked by impassioned speeches about traffic. A proposed 
Burger King next to the gas station elicited dire warnings about noise and 
pollution. The monkey bars have been torn out of the playground. Our 
town is progressive, intellectually rigorous, and utterly paranoid.

Our house, which stands across the street from the elementary 
school, is the neighborhood’s id. Not just because of the yard full of frozen 
plastic toys or the porch covered with broken shovels and rakes—no, our 
house has a history. Something bad happened here, years ago, before we 
owned the place. Murder bad. We don’t mind—we’re literary types, after 
all. And our town, with its gloomy weather and deep, suicide-friendly 
mountain gorges, is already creepy—that’s part of its appeal.

There is a neighborhood e-mail listserv that my wife subscribes to, 
and which serves as a meter of the community’s collective unconscious. 
One morning last year, she found a request for information from a woman 
we would soon come to call “Blinky.” “My son heard a rumor that some-
one died a violent death near the school, a long time ago. I am trying to 
find out the truth. Blinky Junior is extremely upset.” She went on to say 
that she had asked the school principal about the rumor, and added, crypti-
cally, that “we don’t have a TV.”

The listserv is, of course, a hotbed of gossip. Rumors are generated 
there, hewn from the raw material of hearsay, then replicated and dissemi-



nated to every busybody within a twenty-block radius. We were not eager 
to have this happen with the murder story, as we had never quite gotten 
around to telling our kids about it. They were five and eight years old, 
their nightmares bad enough already, what with the radio news describing 
grisly insurgent attacks all day long.

So my wife moved quickly to nip it in the bud. “We live in the 
house where the incident occurred,” she wrote. “We can tell you all about 
it, but we’d rather this information not go out on the listserv.” She sug-
gested that Blinky give us a call. She indeed called that afternoon, but I 
was the one who talked to her.

“My son heard that several children were shot in your house,” she 
said. “And that their heads were chopped off! He’s very upset. I kept him 
home from school today. We don’t have a TV, so he’s more sensitive than 
other children...” She went on in this vein for a while, elaborating upon 
Blinky Junior’s unusual sensitivity. “And I’m sure it’s not true, and I’m 
very eager to tell him the truth.”

“Well,” I said, “no children were murdered here.”
“Thank goodness.”
“However, a guy was stabbed to death.”
“Oh.”
Back in the eighties, the man who used to live in our house was 

running a small bookmaking operation. He would sit on the porch with the 
TV and the phone, watching ball games and taking bets. Our town’s other 
bookie thought our bookie was plotting to rub him out. So he hired some-
body to dress up as a UPS man, show up at our future front door with a 
fake package, and shiv our guy.

It was quite a story, in this small town. The dead man was well 
liked by his neighbors, the crime a shocking aberration. The perpetrators 
were quickly caught, but house had been abandoned for some time before 
we bought it—nobody wanted to live in the “murder house.” Except us, of 
course. For us, it was a selling point.

Blinky was not pacified. Didn’t I think we should meet with the 
principal? Didn’t I think the parents of the rumor-mongering children 
should be informed? Her voice on the phone had edged into desperation.

“Umm...no,” I said. “It’s Friday. Everyone will forget about it by 
Monday. Unless we, you know, make a fuss about it.”

“But don’t you think your children should be told the truth?”



Ah—the truth. “Well,” I said. “Not really.”
“So you’re just going to lie to your children?”
I groaned, and tried to explain. I wasn’t going to lie, per se...I just 

didn’t see the point in sitting them down for a little heart-to-heart about 
violent stabbings.

To my relief, Blinky let it drop. She allowed that maybe it was 
different with our children. Maybe they were less sensitive. On account 
of our having a TV. And she was glad, at least, that the murder involved 
gambling, an activity in which her family, of course, would never engage. 
Later she sent my wife an email recommending we treat our children with 
EMDR, a post-traumatic stress therapy that involved darting your eyes 
randomly around while thinking about your problems. She had been treat-
ing Blinky Junior with this therapy for years, and it was doing wonders for 
him.

Like turning him, my wife would wonder aloud, into a nervous 
wreck?

Thus ended their brief correspondence.
Oh, we understood where Blinky was coming from, with that line 

about the truth. That’s what our town was all about, right? Openness, hon-
esty, moral rectitude. It was an article of faith that the truth would set you 
free.

Unless of course it just scared the crap out of you. That kind of 
truth, our kids can do without. I should know. Every time the UPS man 
shows up with a package, I stand several feet back from the door.

“Sign here, please?” he says, all innocence and efficiency.
But he can’t fool me. “Sure,” I say, accepting the pen, never once 

taking my eyes off him. We’ll see about this “package.” We’ll see who 
blinks first.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Drinking Poem
 
 
 
I nursed my drink
but it couldn’t be saved.
Unshaven, cursed,
I got right to work
on its doomed replacement. 
 
My table was strewn
with tombstones of glass.
Mass murderer, I
fell face down on their graves
and declared myself sated. 
 
But a strange thing occurs
at a quarter to two,
when the neon moon shakes
the dead from their rest
and wrestles the ghouls 
 
from the swamp of the floor
to the stumps of their stools.
Drooling, I swore
I would murder again!
Ignominious fools 



 
with their rules
and locked doors!
I demanded a brace
of martinis and fizzes,
called waitresses whores 
 
and bartenders
pissants, then drained
every glass with artless
abandon. The rest
was a blur. Restrained, 
 
ejected, I found
myself on the street,
beaten and naked,
clutching the curb
with hands like raw meat. 
 
The battle was won.
I screamed for my bottle
as daylight delivered
the glint of hot metal.
But the drinks didn’t come.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our Movie
 
 
 
By now everyone’s heard about how our movie came to be made, but like 
all the very best stories (“Pinocchio,” for example) it deserves retelling. 
As you know, it was a cold evening, the children were barricaded in their 
rooms and the snow was falling and we said, “Hey, let’s, you know, let’s 
watch a video.” And so we went out and we got ourselves a video and we 
were watching it and we looked at each other and said, “Hell, we could 
do this.” And then we said, “Hell, let’s do it, let’s make one of these here 
movies ourselves.” It was one of those so-called epiphanies you read 
about, we just said, “Make a movie” and before you knew it we’d decided 
to go the distance.

So we bought the equipment. Cameras, film (later there was this 
great “movie moment” when we were about to start filming, and we were 
like, “Duh! Film!,” and Carlos had to run to the grocery to pick up a few 
cans—I’ll never forget the way the smiles slowly crept over the stars’ 
faces as they realized our mistake), you know, equipment. And we said 
“Now what?” and we said “Gotta write a script!” and so we went and 
wrote a script. It might have taken one man a week but we divided the 
labor and got it done in a day and a half. We said “Needs a title!” and Eti-
enne said “How about The Masterful Imaginary Worlds Of Doctor Spikes-
Magellan?” which was pretty good, but not good enough. And so Sôren 
suggested Images Of Clarabelle In A Sullen Mist, which we liked, except 
it didn’t jive with the script. Batya almost nailed it with Film: we liked 
Film, I mean, it was perfect, in its way, you can see how it fits. But in the 



end we went with Carlos’s suggestion, which you might not know at first 
was Like Acid Rain Upon A Paper Cottage At Hokkaido until we whittled 
it down to Fatal Intuition.

So now we needed actors. We were going to do it ourselves but 
realized we couldn’t talk on the telephone while acting, not without major 
script revisions. So we called up some celebrities. You’d be surprised how 
many of them were in the phone book. We called them up and said “Wait, 
don’t hang up, listen to this!” and then real fast we read them a few lines 
from the script (it was the scene at night, by the highway, where the red 
light is issuing from the picnic basket, that speech of Lars’s that begins 
“Would that life’s nutshell be crack’d…”), and they were like, “My God, 
what was that?” All of them said the same thing. “Hey, who is this? Hel-
lo?” We faxed them the whole script and within a few hours we had our 
cast. Like I said, it was all pretty easy.

The whole thing was shot right quick. We didn’t know how to 
work the equipment and had to read the instruction manuals while all the 
stars were waiting around, but Sôren made a sort of game of it by having 
everyone read from the manuals “dramatically,” and all had a blast while 
learning something in the process, which is a good method for almost any-
thing, when you think about it. And then we shot the picture (we learned to 
call our movie “the picture,” it made us sound like that guy, the old Hol-
lywood director, I can’t remember his name). The stars were terrific, they 
really rose to the occasion. We had to shoot the sex scene—not the sexual 
abuse scene, thank God, the healthy-adult-sex scene—something like ten 
times, you know, manually putting all the parts where they belonged (we 
wore latex gloves) but other than that it all ran smoothly, and the food, 
which we got from Tung’s Chinese over at West Hill Shopping Plaza, was 
terrific.

Well, when that was done we got the film developed and sat down 
and edited it together with a few pairs of scissors and some tape. That part 
was tough, we had to find some left-handed scissors for Batya, and even 
after that it nearly took us all night—would you believe we had to order a 
pizza at three in the morning!—but when we were done we knew we had 
something special. Carlos wrote some soundtrack music on his guitar and 
Etienne did his trademark yodel, and Batya wrote the credits on a series 
of bar napkins—a wonderful flourish, I think—and we went down to the 
copy shop and had some copies made.



In the morning (we slept maybe two hours, and to be honest we’re 
still trying to catch up) we started calling up theaters, and we said “Show 
our movie?” And they said sure but we’d have to bring it over ourselves, 
so we got on our bikes and distributed the picture that way. Even though 
we were tired, it was really fun. I think I even shed a few of those “extra 
pounds,” though I think I would have preferred a couple caplets of diet 
medication, thank you very much!

A lot has been said about our acceptance speech, but I think people 
missed the point, which was—well, let posterity sort it out. Basically what 
we said was:

“Man, that visual organism, has embraced the seer/seen dialec-
tic only from an orthographic standpoint, and not in the more hermetic, 
hermeneutic manner to which the mind-camera-eye (as opposed to the 
compound, or ‘insectile’ machine-eye) is accustomed. As the last century’s 
filmic paradigm obliterated the notion of the crypto-visual ‘not-seen,’ 
similarly, our own chronoknadel (or ‘time-noodle’) has enrobed, even 
strangled, the future’s claim upon cerebello-gonadal ‘constricted’ temporal 
space. What, then, is our role in the engenderment of and elaboration upon 
a so-called ‘light-sight-space-place’ into which the fluid of our conscious-
ness (and, even, yet, our conscienceness) may be poured?

“I love you, Mom! I love you, Mom! I love you, Mom!”
Which might seem a little opaque on the page, if you’re the kind of 

person resistant to simple, eloquent ideas. But let me tell you, the crowd 
there tonight knew exactly what we meant, and cried so hard they nearly 
gagged.

Of course everyone wants to know what we’ll do next, having 
sort of exhausted the “film” form, and the answer I think is that we all 
go home, let the children out of their rooms, and continue in the field we 
began our careers in, which is small appliance repair. There is so much we 
haven’t done, and so little time for life, in all its fullness, to bloom, as Lars 
memorably says in our movie, “like a nutria all splayed for dissection.” 
We plan, then, to splay the nutria of life, to “devour its pulsing innards” as 
Lars puts it in the picture, and we plan to do it with gusto.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

20-Minute Pieces
 
 
 
March 28, 2002. 9:05 a.m. to 9.25 a.m. 
 
He noticed. He stared. She noticed. She smiled. He approached. She re-
buffed. He offered. She accepted. He said, she said, he said, she said. They 
drank. They said. They drank. He touched. She laughed. They danced. He 
pressed. She kissed. They left. They did. He left. She slept.

He called. He called. He called. He begged. She refused. He called. 
He wrote. He visited. He called, called, called, called. She reported. He 
arrived, shouted, vowed, departed. He plotted. He waited. He visited. 
She gasped. He demanded. She refused. He grabbed. She screamed. He 
slapped. She ran, locked, called, waited. He panicked. He fled, hid, failed.

She accused. He denied. She described. He denied. She won, he 
lost.

They aged. She wed, reproduced, parented, saddened, divorced. 
He bided, waited, hardened. Fought. Smoked. Plotted, planned. Escaped. 
Vanished.

They lived. She thrived, he faded. He wandered; she traveled.
They encountered.
He sat, she sat, they ignored. He noticed. She noticed. He gaped. 

She jumped. She warned, he assured. She reminded, he admitted. She 
threatened, he promised. She considered. She sat. She asked. He told. He 
asked. She told. He smoked. She smoked. He apologized. She cried. He 
explained. He begged. He pleaded. She considered, resolved, refused. He 



stood. He clenched. He perspired. He spat. She flinched, paled.
He stopped. He slumped. He collapsed.
She stood. She pitied. She left.
They lived. They forgot. They died.

 
*

 
April 2, 2002. 8:20 a.m. to 8:35 a.m. 
 
All day the child has been trying to get the window open. He’s four and 
he isn’t strong enough. The father has noticed this, but it’s winter, and he 
doesn’t want the window open, so he’s been ignoring the child’s efforts. 
Eventually the child cries and the father asks him what’s wrong.

“I can’t get the window open.”
“Well, I don’t want you to get the window open. It’s cold.”
“But I have to get the pins.”
“What pins?”
“The pins.”
What the child is talking about is a cache of small safety pins he 

slipped under the sash one unseasonably warm day when the window was 
open. He wants the pins because tomorrow he’s going to preschool, and 
his friend Julia wears the same kind of socks he does, and he figures he 
can put the safety pins on his socks, so that they won’t get mixed up. But, 
today anyway, this is beyond his power to explain.

The father goes to the window and looks out. “I don’t know what 
you’re talking about.”

“Never mind!”
Later that day the child manages to slide a metal ruler underneath 

the sash and is able to pry open the window. He sees the pins and reaches 
for them, but the ruler slips and the window crushes his hand. He wails in 
pain.

The father examines the hand. “I told you not to play at the win-
dow,” he says. “I need the pins!” says the child. “Arthur, I don’t know 
what you mean.” “The pins! The pins!” “Please stop crying and tell me 
what you mean.” “I need the pins!” At last the father is exasperated. The 
child is sent to bed early.

The next day, at school, the children make a puppet theater. 



They use their socks as puppets. The child’s socks are mixed up with his 
friend’s, and he returns home with two different ones. “This isn’t your 
sock,” his father says.

“I know.”
“Where’s your sock?”
“Julia has it.”
“Then whose is this?”
“Julia’s.”
“Oh.” The father scratches his head. “We should put your initials 

on them or something. Your socks. So you know they’re yours.” The fa-
ther looks at the child’s hand. It is discolored where the window landed on 
it. “Does this hurt?”

“No.”
“What do you think? Should we put your initials on your socks?”
“Okay.”
But they don’t get around to it. The father is pretty busy and the 

child’s mind wanders. Eventually he gets new socks that look nothing 
like Julia’s. Spring comes and the father replaces the storm windows with 
screens. He finds the little pile of safety pins. He says to himself, “Where 
the hell did these come from?” and throws them in a drawer.

 
*

 
April 2, 2002. 8:37 a.m. to 8:57 a.m. 
 
Two women in a car, on their way to a wedding. The driver used to be the 
bride’s roommate. The passenger used to be the bride’s friend. The driver 
and passenger would never be in a car together, except for the sake of the 
bride.

One time, in college, the passenger and the bride got drunk and 
took their clothes off. They fooled around. To the bride, it was no big deal. 
To the passenger, it was a watershed. The passenger fell in love with the 
bride, but by this time they were no longer close.

The driver finds the passenger pathetic. Once, after a different 
night of drinking, the bride told the driver about her encounter with the 
passenger. The bride implied that it was all the passenger’s idea, though 
this isn’t true. The driver asked the bride what it was like and the bride 



(still years from becoming a bride) said that it was weird and a little dis-
gusting. This isn’t true either.

In the back seat of the car are two brightly wrapped gifts.
The passenger says, “I can’t believe she’s getting married.”
The driver says, “Believe it.”
The passenger says, “It’s just hard to believe.” This is not a new 

topic, it’s been going on for miles.
There is silence for a long time.
The driver says, “I know what happened, you know.”
The passenger says, “You know what happened.”
“Between you. The thing. She told me.”
“What thing.”
“The thing you did that night you were drunk. She told me.”
There is another silence.
“That’s interesting.”
“What’s interesting?”
“That she told you.”
“We’re best friends.”
“She used to be my best friend.”
“Yeah, but then you did the thing.”
“She did it too.”
“That’s not what I hear.” (The driver knows this is unfair. But she 

has about had it with the passenger.)
After a few minutes, the passenger reaches into the back seat and 

grabs her gift to the bride. She holds it in her lap for awhile, then rolls 
down the window and tosses it out.

“That was stupid,” says the driver.
“Stop the car.”
“No!”
“Stop the car, Lydia!”
“No way.”
“If you don’t I’ll grab the wheel and kill us both.”
“Go right ahead, bitch,” says the driver, but then she pulls over.
The passenger walks back to the gift. It’s a long walk. The wrap-

ping paper is half torn off, and the gift is scuffed and battered. It’s a photo 
album. She walks back to the car and gets in. The driver stubs out her 
cigarette. She knows the passenger doesn’t smoke and waits until the door 



is closed to exhale.
They don’t talk for the rest of the drive. The passenger unwraps the 

gift and pages through the album, tearing the photos from it and throw-
ing them out the car window. All the photos are of herself. The driver is 
thinking, I can’t believe I have to drive this psychotic bitch to Chicago. 
The passenger is thinking, All those years I spent discovering this one 
thing about myself, this one stupid thing. Why couldn’t I have just known 
it? She remembers filling the photo album with these ridiculous pictures, 
remembers thinking this was a good idea. She sees now how dumb it was. 
It is almost, in fact, funny. She has the slightest inkling that her whole life 
is going to change after this wedding, that she is going to be happy again, 
the way she was the night she fooled around with the bride. She laughs 
out loud, and when she sees how much this annoys the driver, she does it 
again. She decides to keep the empty photo album for herself.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Three Critiques Of J. Robert Lennon’s Stories
“The Mothers” and “The Fathers”

 
 
 
Critique #1: Leona Minter, professor of Women’s Studies and Compara-
tive Literature at McGill University, and author of the book Women Be-
tween The Lines: 
 
My first reaction, upon reading Mr. Lennon’s mawkish attempts to estab-
lish a pair of analogue oppositions, by which I mean that he rather bluntly 
prodives us with oppositional signifiers in a paradigm set representing 
categories with comparative grading on the same implicit dimension, was 
that his understanding of intertextuality as it relates to the synchronic/
diachronic distinction, was deeply, perhaps fatally flawed. But then it oc-
curred to me: surely Lennon is aware that the poststructuralist critique of 
the Cartesian self is but a partial critique of modern subjectivity—perhaps 
he is merely attempting to present a pair of polysemic texts in the natural-
ized Hobbesian-Freudian tradition of “desiring agency.” The implications 
of such a text could reflect in a useful way upon the contemporary politics 
of gender.

But I was foolish to give, even for a moment, this crass hack the 
benefit of my doubt. For more careful examination of the texts reveals that 
Lennon is fully under the spell of the reproductive fallacy, utterly ignorant 
of the perceptual and ideological codes that he unwittingly employs, com-
pletely consumed by his masculine logocentrism (insofar as he displays an 
unconscious interpretive bias against unverbalized modalities), and in gen-



eral is guilty of complete hermeneutical apostasy. Frankly, I am only here 
for the fee, because neither the work itself nor the opportunity it affords 
me for robust Saussurian analysis were worth the flight out from Quebec, 
especially since I have a bun, isomorphically speaking, in the oven. Good 
night, and good riddance.

 
*

 
Critique #2: Reuben Hake McFarnahan, Professor of Psychology at the 
University of Arizona, renowned expert on abnormal psychology, and 
author of The Devil Inside: Serial Killers And Multiple Personalities. 
 
Initially, I was delighted to be asked to critique Mr. Lennon, whose work 
I have long enjoyed as a frivolous diversion from the more weighty litera-
ture that is my stock in trade. But after reading and re-reading these dis-
turbing stories, I am convinced that Mr. Lennon is not a normal man, and 
that his motivation for creating these fictions is something more complex, 
and far baser, than mere [uses finger quotes] “artistic” “ambition.” In fact, 
I am convinced that he is suffering from Dissociative Identity Disorder, 
and should seek treatment immediately, before he does irreparable harm to 
himself or his family.

I first suspected Mr. Lennon’s illness when I noted the dual nature 
of the fiction presented. Clearly, Lennon has unresolved conflicts with his 
parents; I believe that the missing mothers of “The Mothers” represent 
the submission of his own mother in the face of the violent sexual trauma 
that his father clearly subjected him to. This trauma is metaphorically 
addressed through the generational friction presented in “The Fathers.” 
That Mr. Lennon (who is clearly homosexual) chose to write about both 
parents suggests his own multiplicity, and I believe his personality has 
been sufficiently fragmented by their abuse so that it would be possible for 
him to justify any action, no matter how monstrous. His ability to assume 
different [finger quotes] “points of view” implies that his core personality, 
or [finger quotes] “original child,” is asleep, and it is under the care of his 
alters, who would do anything, even kill, to protect it.

Dissociative Identity Disorder is often misdiagnosed, and it ap-
pears in this case that Lennon’s parents, as a self-preserving measure, 
chose to interpret his growing madness as [finger quotes] “creativity,” and 



his constipated efforts at self-expression [finger quotes] “stories.” Frankly, 
I will not be reading J. Robert Lennon again, and warn all of you here 
against doing so. In fact, run! Run for your lives! Thank you.

 
*

 
Critique #3: Hector Shaven, Professor of Sociology at the University of 
Alabama, and author of the books The Idiological Bent: Opinion And Ill-
ness and Marky Marx: The Sublime Object And American Popular Cul-
ture. 
 
I am not certain why I have been invited here, to this bourgois opium den, 
to stand before you microbew-swilling, espresso-slurping labor-exploiters, 
and discuss the politically blindered hogwash of a so-called author of 
profoundly consumerist crap, but as long as I’m here, I’ll give it to you 
straight: if you’re interested, as you ought to be, in the elaboration of a 
theoretical persepctive that seeks to address the problems of constructing a 
democratic socialist political project in a post-Marxist age, then Lennon is 
not your man.

Let’s see, what have we got here—[shuffles papers]—picnics? 
Cruise ships? Sports? Music? If Lennon had documented the plight of the 
workers on that cruise ship, or the ten-year-old Indonesian children whose 
tiny fingers manufacture the electric guitars and amplifiers that make 
popular music possible, maybe I would have something to talk about. But 
this guy’s got his head so far up his ass, you can hear him talking through 
his navel. The fact is, capitalism daily extends its hegemony into our lives, 
commodifying our labor power, to which it ascribes both use value and 
exchange value. I mean, can’t you people see? Because of this contradic-
tion, the cause of the worker is irreconcilable with capitalism. It cannot be 
reformed. It must be abolished.

The vitriolic, triumphalist post-Marxist horseshit of Lennon’s work 
just makes me sick. He’s bought into the whole ball of wax. How much 
does that novel cost? [Points to pile of copies of Mailman] Twenty-five 
bucks? You think that money is going to the Brazilian forest people whose 
land was cleared to make that paper? You think that the deformed children 
who live next to the ink factory are going to see one cent of that twenty-
five bucks? You think this whole operation exists to support the brain-



damaged workers of the Uzbek glue factory whose labor is holding that 
book together?

Well, think again. Listen up, people. J. Robert Lennon cannot be 
reformed. He must be abolished. [Storms out of the room.]



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Darts ‘n’ Laurels
 
 
 
LAUREL: From the editors. “We at the Nestor News are grateful to all our 
readers for once again making our paper the most-read in Lake County, 
for the fifth year in a row! We also want thank our staff in circulation 
and marketing for ‘getting it out there,’ and our advertisers for providing 
our beautiful county with the products and services we love. And finally, 
thanks to our contributors, whose dedication has made this editorial page 
the best anywhere. Hats off to you!” 
 
LAUREL: From Mrs. Albert King of Penns Falls. “A big thank-you to the 
anonymous good samaritan who helped me change my flat tire on route 
83 last week, after the Garden Society meeting! I had let my AAA mem-
bership lapse and was in a real pickle. Mr. Mystery Helper also noticed 
that my tail lights weren’t working, and spent a good five minutes in the 
car changing the fuse. It is people like you who make our county great! 
As a side note, I seem to have lost my purse, house keys and prescription 
sunglasses somewhere. If any Garden Society members find them, please 
call!” 
 
DART: From Hank Jance of Patient Grove. “Let me scold my brand-new 
wrought-iron fence for leaping out onto Swayze Road and crashing into 
an oncoming car, and then wedging itself back into place all bent up and 
broken. Bad, bad fence! After all the time and money I spent on you, how 
could you be so irresponsible? And thanks to whichever upstanding gener-



ous citizen whose car (a 1978 Volvo, judging from the shards of broken 
headlight) suffered at the hands of my nasty little twenty-five-hundred-dol-
lar fence, and who didn’t bother to trouble me about my fence’s misdeed. 
How kind of you, citizen.” 
 
LAUREL: From Gabe Klamp of Iron Pole. “To this newspaper, for your 
wonderful series on death and dying. I have been through many deaths and 
rebirths and appreciate your attention to the subject. As I said in one of 
my former lives, we should not fear ‘to sleep, perchance to dream.’ Thank 
you.” 
 
LAUREL: From Geraldine Geraldson of Large Intersection. “To all our 
mothers, the loins of whom we are the fruits. Bravo, selfless rearers!” 
 
DART: From the Rev. Marden Hibachi of Greater Lake Episcopal Church. 
“The Greater Lake Episcopal Church illuminated reader board is the sole 
property of Greater Lake Episcopal Church, and is reserved for messages 
the Church and its parishioners deem appropriate. If you are responsible 
for rearranging the letters of our scriptural quotes into blasphemies, all 
I can say is your eternal reward awaits. That is the word of God you are 
desecrating. For the record, the quote is ‘Lamb of God, you take away the 
sins of the world,’ not ‘Yo sLam-doG, eat yak in the wet wolf dress’.” 
 
LAUREL: From Meghan Loos of Bracken Spring. “I just want to say 
thanks to the Onteo Lake Massage Academy, especially a certain pair of 
strong warm hands, you know whose you are, for ‘rubbing my troubles 
away’! My ‘troubles’ aren’t quite totally away yet but I finally felt good 
enough to hire a lawyer. When everything’s final, I’ll be back for more of 
your ‘healing touch’!” 
 
LAUREL: From Brant Patch of Nestor. “I bow down to the masters of 
rock, Irate Expectations, for kicking my butt all over the Stomper Room 
Friday night! All hail the mind-blowing lords of the decibel! May you 
open many more cans of whup-ass for many weekends to come! Also, ev-
erybody come hear my band Stab, at Currents this Saturday, no cover with 
a two-drink minimum!” 
 



DART: From Gwen Hocker of Quarry. “To my kids, for being such stupid 
brats at my sister’s wedding, and to their father Al, for getting loaded and 
groping our new stepniece. Congratulations Nell and Gary, and I hope you 
know what you’re doing.” 
 
DART: From Martin Shuffleboard of New Belgium. “To myself, for all the 
things I said at Town Council last Monday. Certain Council members took 
my statements the wrong way. I did not mean to suggest that those who 
favor widening Reece Road and Highway 41 actually were Marauding 
Crypto-Fascist Nazi Overlords, only that they ought to keep their snouts in 
their own damn crotches. Also, I will not really set anyone on fire, even if 
they ask to use my phone.” 
 
DART: From Annelise Gomber of Frankly. “Whoever smeared tomato 
sauce all over the joystick of the Hong Kong Rumble machine at Peak’s 
Pizza, I hope you choke and die. I was almost to Dragon Level when my 
hand stuck.” 
 
LAUREL: From Carl Poker of Smiddy. “Let us express our gratitude to 
that everlasting source of heat and light, the sun! This has been such a 
lovely week in Lake County! Oh, life-giver, cast your warming rays upon 
us! Join me in praising also Lake Onteo’s shimmering waters, the cleans-
ing winds that doth blow, and the lush forests that give us air to breathe!” 
 
DART: From Dirk Mark of Chipton. “To the publication in which this 
column regularly appears, for editing, abbreviating, trimming, compress-
ing, and removing all traces of evidence of my personality from, my oc-
casional (even regular and perhaps frequent) epistles, memos, notes, and 
so on, all without my prior consent, go-ahead or permission, and while not 
even getting around to notify me that you are doing it! I do not know nor 
can even surmise what the reason is that you would alter my writings from 
their original form, but these aforementioned editorial shenanigans turn 
my face, neck, forehead, and upper arms the color red! I demand your im-
mediate stoppage right at this point in time!”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Idea
 
 
 
She’s sitting with her friend in a cafe when she gets a great idea for a 
sculpture. It would be a wall piece, two thousand cubbyholes arranged in 
a 40x50 grid, each corresponding to one year of recorded history. Every 
cubbyhole would contain an item symbolizing the major event of that year, 
beginning with Christ himself, who would be represented in some conten-
tious manner that could get the piece protested by right-wingers and thus 
featured in the paper. And the last cubbyhole would contain a tiny replica 
of the piece itself, presenting the piece as the most significant event of 
the final year of the millennium, a parting bit of self-aggrandizement that 
seems poignantly millennial to her.

Out the café window pedestrians navigate the sidewalks, attend-
ing to their pedestrian concerns, and Jade, who processes word by day 
and who is an alternate in the pit band for “Rent” by night, mentions 
something her mother said regarding her, Jade’s, boyfriend and which she, 
Jade, believes is none of her, Jade’s mother’s, goddam business. But Sara 
is remembering something she read recently along the lines of no idea 
being spontaneous, but an amalgamation of past experiences and thoughts 
which, though forgotten, are all part of a sort of subconscious stew or 
something, and she wonders where exactly the sculpture idea came from.

Which is obvious: the billboard outside, a suntan lotion ad, with 
some sunglassed curvaceous slut lying beached atop a digital clock count-
ing backwards months, days, hours, minutes, seconds, tenths of seconds 
the amount of time before the year 2000, and in “wild” “summer fun” 



lettering the words Countdown to the Millennium! (which Jade quickly 
amended to Countdown to Melanoma!) printed underneath. But the cub-
byholes: summers when she was a kid she hung out at the post office in 
the rural New Jersey town (God knows she’s taken great pains to convince 
her urban shut-in friends that such a thing exists) where her father was 
postmaster, and he let her sort mail into the two hundred or so P.O. boxes 
that represented the entire population; to her the boxes were a great melo-
drama, where all the town’s familiar faces lived their secret lives. She read 
their magazines and postcards and held their letters pointlessly up to the 
light, and learned how little she knew about anyone or ever really could. 
And those boxes are always in the back of her mind, aren’t they? Though 
several things might have reminded her of them now, from the neat fac-
torability of the number 2000 to the lilies vased between her and Jade on 
the table, like the ones fanned on her father’s casket last summer. It was 
not easy to be a Jew in a town like that; she thought of Jesus as a figure 
of terrible menace, with his crown of thorns and his honky yellow beard 
and blue eyes. How come no white people seemed whiter, no black people 
blacker, than white or black rural Christians? Maybe the Christ in the first 
cubbyhole should be black.

But now the Christ thing seems an awful cliché, and using the 
cubbyholes like pimping her childhood self, and hasn’t every moron with 
a paintbrush already mined the millennium for all it’s worth?, and consid-
ering the very ambiguity of that date, whatever minced moment actually 
represents two thousand since Christ (and who kept decent records then, 
really), considering all that, it’s probably best to forget the piece entirely.

Maybe ten seconds have passed and Jade asks if she’s heard a 
single thing she’s been saying, and Sara robotically spills Jade’s whole 
sordid story from the barren pocket of auto-memory she’s been storing it 
in, and Jade says Oh, you zoned out for a minute there, and Sara tells her 
she thought she got an idea for a piece, but it sucked.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Excerpts From
The Collected Unpublished Letters To The Editor

Of Horace Crutch Oberman
(Frondeur Press, 1999)

 
 
 
Executors of H. C. Oberman’s estate recently discovered among his papers 
drafts of the following letters, which have never before been published. 
Frondeur Press is pleased to bring these documents to the public for the 
first time.

 
*

 
Dear Sir: 
 
As you well know, I have not one but two subscriptions to your august 
publication, one for the upstairs bathroom and one for the downstairs. 
However, this fact does not give you license to send all renewal notices in 
duplicate. I dare say that this conspicuous waste is not in keeping with the 
radical views you so stridently espouse! 
 
I assure you, sir, there is but one Horace Crutch Oberman. Desist. 
 
Yours
H.C.O.

 



*
 
To the Editor: 
 
Kaplan Graves’ charming review of L. James Conklin’s new biography 
of the playwright Samuel Pingry reminded me of something Pingry once 
said to me which, you shall agree, brings into sharp focus those qualities 
we so admire in the great man. In response to an innocent query of mine 
over dinner (this was during the heady days of “The Messenger of Mount 
Olive”), Pingry replied, in his famous gruff baritone, “If I’d wanted tartar 
on that, I would have ordered it, you cretin!” 
 
Naturally I brought the playwright more crab cakes! But I believe it is this 
very directness and economy of language that made Pingry the giant he 
was. 
 
Sincerely,
Horace Oberman

 
*

 
Sir: 
 
Re: your piece on the films of Nat Campbell: cancel my subscription! 
 
Without apology,
Horace C. Oberman

 
*

 
Fair Editrix: 
 
I have executed to the letter your recipe for Texas Sheet Cake, and I must 
tell you that the result resembles in no way your heavily doctored photo-
graph, least of all the icing, which in reality has the consistency (to both 
the mouth and eye!) of coarse sand. Must you exaggerate the scrumptious-
ness of every comestible, the neatness of every parlor, the brilliance of 



every floral arrangement? Your readers can only be disappointed when 
reality fails to conform to your unsullied domestic fantasies. 
 
I implore you to adopt a policy of truth in illustration, lest your most loyal 
followers forsake you. 
 
Respectfully,
Mr. Horace Oberman

 
*

 
Editors: 
 
A tidbit from life, for all students of same. Walking home from the bakery, 
I encountered a ragged little urchin atop a skateboard, who demanded to 
know what was that skinny old thing protruding from my bag. 
 
The youngster had never encountered a baguette before! Before you know 
it, we shall have to explain the purpose of properly fitted trousers and 
hard-soled shoes! 
 
In all good humor,
Horace Crutch Oberman.

 
*

 
Dear Sir: 
 
In response to Ms. Laffley’s letter responding to my letter responding to 
Mr. Broughton’s excellent essay: my dear, I have no objection to your 
organization, nor to its manifesto. But you must understand that when a 
girl marries, certain things are expected of her! Were I to marry I would 
of course have the utmost respect for my bride, but remember that respect 
must be earned! 
 
You are to be forgiven, however, for your youth. Ah, had I only the chance 
to live it again! 



 
Affectionately,
“Uncle Horace”

 
*

 
To the Editorial Board: 
 
I cannot blame you for your rejection of my spirited apologia; we are not 
all sprung fully formed from the same head! However, I strenuously object 
to the condition in which you returned it. If there must be beverage rings, 
do give them a more palatable bouquet. Soft drinks are not my bag. 
 
Friend and Contributor,
H. C. Oberman

 
*

 
Gentlemen: 
 
Your audio anthology is in my cassette player right now. Rapture! 
 
Yours
H. Oberman

 
*

 
Sirs: 
 
Enough! Time and time again I have attempted to impress upon you the 
information that I am now ensconced in a new facility (Hilltop Cottages 
F-10, 1 Hilltop Cottage Road, etc., etc.). But you persist in dispatching 
your delicious little rag to my old address, where it has fallen for months 
on end into the philistine hands of my ex-landlady! You cannot imagine 
the harangue I must endure to secure the latest issue! 
 
Sirs, I am too old for these shenanigans. Note my change of venue or 



refund me for the remaining installments. I am loath to transmit such an 
ultimatum, but you have left me no choice. 
 
Mournfully,
Horace



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Indiana Tollway Speed Limit Schedule (Revised)
 
 
 

Cars  65
Night 60
Trucks 55
Drunks 35

Ambulances 90
Cops (with siren) 110

Cops (without siren) 95
Cops (holding coffee in one hand) 90

Fire trucks 85
Fire trucks (joyridden) 75

Bicycles 15
Motorcycles 65

Motorcycles (wheelies) 50
Cows (thrown by tornado) 75

Light 669,600,000
Tumbling tumbleweeds 20

Bomb-rigged buses (minimum) 50
Rumor 2,385







 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Truth About Writers
 
 
 
Ask a writer what she values most in her creative life, and she is likely 
to respond, “Time to write.” Not many of us have the luxury of writing 
full-time; we have spouses, families, day jobs. To the people closest to the 
writer, “writing time” may seem like so much self-indulgence: why should 
we get to sit around thinking all day? Normal people don’t require hour af-
ter continuous hour of solitude and silence. Normal people can be flexible.

And yet, we writers tell our friends and children, there is nothing 
more sacrosanct, more vital to our intellectual and emotional well-being, 
than writing time. But we writers have a secret.

We don’t spend much time writing.
There. It’s out. Writers, by and large, do not do a great deal of writ-

ing. We may devote a large number of hours per day to writing, yes, but 
very little of that time is spent typing the words of a poem, essay or story 
into a computer or scribbling them onto a piece of paper.

Recently, I timed myself during a typical four-hour “writing” 
session, in order to determine how many minutes I spend writing. The 
answer: 33. That’s how long it took to type four pages of narrative and 
dialogue for my novel-in-progress, much of which will eventually end up 
discarded.

Let’s assume that this was an unusually brisk day. Let’s estimate 
that, in general, I spend between 30 minutes and an hour writing, on days 
when I’m writing at all. What this means is that, even at my absolute peak 
of productivity, I am actively writing less than 5% of the time. Consider-



ing how many days of the year I don’t write at all (most weekends, all 
holidays, teaching days, sick days, days of self-doubt, hangover days, bill-
paying days), I could easily revise that figure down to 2%.

Should such a person, a person for whom writing consumes 2% 
of his life, even be called a “writer”? Given this logic, here are some of 
names by which I might more legitimately be referred:

 
eater

sleeper
bus rider

naked girl imaginer
child reprimander

internetist
cougher

 
But back to those four hours a day, during which, on those days when I do 
write, I am supposed to be writing. If I spend less than 25% of that time 
engaged in the act of writing, what do I do with the rest of it?

To answer this question, I surveilled myself during a recent writing 
session. The results are below.
 
 
8:04. Subject says goodbye to older son leaving for school.
8:05. Subject turns on laptop and sits on sofa in pajamas.
8:05-8:23. Internet.
8:23. Subject lets cat out.
8:23-9:07. Internet.
9:07. Subject lets cat in.
9:08-9:15. Really fast typing.
9:15-9:17. Subject makes toast.
9:17-9:30. Subject eats toast while rereading article in local paper about 

rural UFO cult.
9:30. Subject puts extra pair of socks on over extant pair of socks.
9:31-9:35. Deleting.
9:35-9:40. Re-creating deleted text almost verbatim from memory.
9:40-10:26. Internet, including 20 minutes spent writing, revising, and 

ultimately abandoning angry Internet message board post.



10:26-11:14. Intense self-doubt.
11:14-11:31. Subject showers, dresses (including two new pairs of socks).
11:31-11:49. Really fast typing.
11:49-12:01. Bathroom break.
12:01-12:05. Frenetic typing accompanied by quiet sinister chuckling.
12:05. Subject saves file, turns off computer, makes sandwich.
 
 
As you can see, writing makes only brief appearances in that chronology. 
Indeed, it would be easy to make a case for “non-writing time” as an alter-
native, perhaps superior, designation for what is presently called “writing 
time.”

The truth, of course, is that writers are always working. When 
you ask a writer a direct question, and he smiles and nods and then says 
“Well!” and turns and walks away without saying goodbye, he is actually 
working.

If a writer is giving you a ride to the bus station and pulls up in 
front of the supermarket and turns to you and says, “Enjoy your trip!”, she 
is actually working.

If you are a child, and your writer parent is scolding you for fail-
ing to do your homework, and then he or she suddenly stops, blinks twice, 
and tells you to go spend the rest of the afternoon playing video games and 
eating Pirate Booty, then he or she is actually working.

To allow our loved ones to know that we are working when we are 
supposed to be engaged in the responsibilities of ordinary life would mark 
us as the narcissists and social misfits we are. And so we have invented 
“writing time” as a normalizing concept, to shield ourselves from the 
critical scrutiny we deserve. Indeed, even writers who don’t write fiction 
are engaged in the larger fiction of imitating normal humans whose profes-
sional activities are organized into discrete blocks of time.
 
If you have any questions, please write them on a postcard, slide the post-
card between the pages of a library book, and return the book the library. I 
will get to them when I’m finished writing.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dreaming: A Quick Start Guide
 
 
 
Congratulations, and thank you, for choosing to go to sleep! We are 
confident that you will derive many hours of enjoyment and rest from 
your period of repose. To make the most of your dreaming experience, we 
recommend that you first read this entire manual before closing your eyes. 
Some users, however, may want to get started right away. If so, please take 
a few moments to read the following Quick Start Guide. 
 
Before Sleep. To prepare for a night of fascinating dreams, we recommend 
that you first spend the day engaging in diverse and stimulating activities, 
such as visiting the zoo, getting a flat tire, watching a documentary about 
Uzbekistan, having sex, or polishing a firearm. These experiences will 
serve as the “raw materials” for your night of dreaming. 
 
At Bedtime. If you wish to have a fight with your spouse, this could be a 
good time to do it, particularly if it leaves you with feelings of inadequacy, 
vulnerability, humiliation, or misplaced anger. If such a fight drives you to 
the sofa, don’t worry! A change in venue can “stir up” fascinating subject 
matter for your dreams. Be sure to bring a warm blanket, albeit not one 
that is large enough to cover your feet. 
 
Insomnia. Some users may find it difficult to achieve sleep at this stage. 
If so, we recommend consuming copious quantities of alcohol, enough to 
sustain intoxication until morning. Such drinking can produce extended 



and fascinating dreams! (Note: dreams may be interrupted by periodic 
nausea.) Soporific drugs will also induce sleep, though we do not recom-
mend their use in conjunction with alcohol, unless the user wishes to 
dream for a protracted period of time. 
 
Falling Asleep. As you become increasingly drowsy, take careful note of 
your thoughts. Have your fears about getting your taxes done transformed 
themselves into worries about managing a New York Yankees farm club in 
Argentina? Have your spouse’s thighs turned into high mountain cliffs be-
tween which you are flying an explosives-laced hang glider? Is the steer-
ing wheel of your car now made of lemon curd? If so, congratulations! 
You’re dreaming! 
 
While Dreaming. Most users will want to sit back and watch their dreams 
unfold. Users of Dreaming: Deluxe Edition, however, may wish to control 
the action of their dreams. To fly, spread your arms and lift into the air. 
Watch the landscape scroll below you as you soar through the sky. Say, 
is that your sister-in-law down there? What is she doing riding that mo-
torcycle without any clothes on? Look out! She’s driven into a vat of hot 
paraffin! And the vat is actually a thimble, and you are an ant. 
 
Sleepwalking. Some users may become so enmeshed in the action of 
their dream that they will attempt to act it out in the non-dreaming world. 
Individual users should use caution. If you are prone to particularly vio-
lent or destructive dreams, you may wish to have your spouse, doctor, or 
guy on the next park bench apply restraints to your arms and legs before 
you sleep. Non-dangerous sleepwalkers should not be woken; rather they 
should be led gently back to their beds. However, if your sleepwalking 
spouse, child, or friend should breathe fire or turn into a giant crow, then it 
isn’t him or her who is dreaming: it’s you! 
 
Waking Up. If your dreams have been frightening, anxious, or embar-
rassing, you are likely to feel profound relief when you wake. If you have 
had an exciting or erotically stimulating dream, however, waking is liable 
to produce disappointment, as you realize that you did not find a wooden 
chest full of gold doubloons in your attic, win a Nobel Prize, or get it on 
with your child’s second-grade teacher. Either way, take a deep breath, get 



out of bed, and gaze out your window onto the real world. (Note: should a 
Tyrannosaurus Rex who speaks in the voice of Peter Ustinoff lumber by, 
get back in bed—you’re still asleep!) 
 
Troubleshooting Chart. Below are some common dreaming malfunc-
tions, their causes, and possible solutions.

 
NO DREAMS : USER NOT SLEEPING : GO TO SLEEP 

 

DREAMING ONLY OF BEDROOM CEILING : EYES OPEN : CLOSE EYES 
 

ALWAYS GETTING KILLED IN DREAMS : POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS 
DISORDER : SEE PSYCHOLOGIST 

 

DREAMING OF LONG LINE OF PEOPLE WAITING TO PASS THROUGH 
GIANT GATES SHROUDED IN CLOUDS AND GUARDED BY MAN IN 

ROBE WITH HUGE BOOK : USER DEAD : PRAY
 
We hope that your dreaming experience is a positive one. If so, let us 
know! Send your praise to the helpdesk (see “Contact Us,” page 74). If 
your experience is negative, take it easy. Go back to sleep, you were hav-
ing a nightmare.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

50 Earnest Responses
To A Ben & Jerry’s Bumper Sticker

 
 
 

“If it’s not fun, why do it?” —Ben & Jerry
 
50. Because it may benefit others.
49. Because it may strengthen your character.
48. Because there may not be another way to accomplish it.
47. Because you believe passionately that it is the right thing to do.
46. Because there are other forms of pleasure aside from “fun.”
45. Because fun is empty.
44. Because it cannot be summed up on a car bumper.
43. Because it may be necessary to support your family.
42. Because it proves something.
41. Because you wonder what it is like.
40. None of your fucking business.
39. Because avoiding unpleasant experiences is for wimps.
38. Because you may be confused about what pleases you and what 

doesn’t.
37. Because fear may be your real reason for avoiding it.
36. Because you may someday regret not having done it.
35. And after fun is over?  What then?
34. Because fun is overrated.
33. Because it is proper to doubt received ideas.
32. Because opinions expressed on a moving car are illegitimate.



31. Because fun is short-lived, and life is long.
30. Because fun is unimportant, and life is short.
29. Because what seems fun now may later seem awful.
28. It depends on what the definition of “it” is.
27. Because there are not enough fun things to fill every moment of your 

life.
26. Because the last time you had fun, you hurt yourself.
25. Because the last time you had fun, you hurt others.
24. Because hedonism is a form of sociopathy.
23. Because pain is purer than fun.
22. Because this slogan is not in earnest, but an attempt to get you to buy 

something.
21. Because bumper stickers are a form of visual pollution.
20. Because cars bearing this sticker have been involved in deadly acci-

dents.
19. Because, if you read this sticker while driving, you may get into an 

accident.
18. Because ice cream makes you fat.
17. Out of respect for the lactose-intolerant.
16. Because, with your friends, you probably wouldn’t have any fun any-

way.
15. Because girls dig hard-working guys.
14. Because guys dig hard-working girls.
13. As an example for the children.
12. To be contrary.
11. To piss people off.
10. Because fun is what they want you to have, don’t you see that?
9. Because unhappiness will make your face more interesting.
8. Because the voices in your head are telling you to.
7. Because it may get Howard Dean elected.
6. Because animals don’t have “fun,” and we’re nothing more than ani-

mals, right?
5. Because your mother told me bedtime was at eight-thirty.
4. Because fun will keep you young, and youth is wasted on the young.
3. If a bumper sticker told you to jump off the Brooklyn Bridge, would 

you do it?
2. Just because.



1. Run! It’s a trap!



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Time As A River
 
 
 
If time is a river—and a lot of people will try to tell you that it is—it 
certainly isn’t the one they’re thinking of. It is not a slow, inexorable river, 
sweeping everything it touches into the sea; nor is it a fierce, destructive 
river crashing through an unpeopled wilderness. This river has no headwa-
ters and it never empties. Its waters are not potable. You would not want 
to swim in the river of time, nor would you want to fish in it. Not that you 
wouldn’t catch anything: you probably would, but you are likely to want 
to throw it back. Unfortunately, things fished from the river of time cannot 
be thrown back.

The banks of the river of time are cluttered with houses, grave-
yards, parking lots, farms, highways, hospitals, churches, and bars. Some-
times it seems like everyone in the world lives there, and in fact they do: 
not just everybody alive now, but everyone who ever lived and everyone 
who will ever live. People from the past live upstream: you can barely 
make them out, waving to you from the banks. Don’t bother waving back, 
though; they won’t notice you. People in the future live downstream. You 
may think you can see them, see their cities, their achievements, their fail-
ures. You may even think they look a little like you. When you reach the 
future, however, you will find that your eyes deceived you. Sorry.

Everyone falls in at some point. They float downstream, into the 
future, where they sink or break into pieces. If you reach in from the pres-
ent and haul out one of these people, these people from the past, you might 
be able to learn a thing or two about them, but it will probably be distorted 



or wrong. Their features will have been washed away by the flow of time. 
There are people who think that the dead should be left in the river of 
time, that we shouldn’t bother hauling them out, and these people may be 
right.

The river of time is full of garbage. That said, the river is also full 
of treasure. Sometimes it is hard to distinguish the two. Something may 
be thrown into the river as garbage and found on the bank downstream as 
treasure. Occasionally something—an idea, a piece of art, a dead person—
might get caught on a branch somewhere and refuse to be carried off. For 
as long as this thing is snagged, it will seem timeless. You might look at it 
and think it looks pretty good, and come back a week later and still think 
it looks good. But eventually the thing detaches and is gone, and you can’t 
imagine what you thought was so interesting about it.

There are people who spend their lives trying to make their way 
upstream, into the past. You may do this if you wish. If you do, know that 
your boat is unsteady, it may leak, and you may never find your way back 
to the present. You may be capsized by some object floating downstream: 
perhaps a person you loved. If you survive such an encounter, you may 
try to bring this person onto your boat. This is not recommended. If you 
do manage to reach the past, you may not be pleased by what you find. 
People will ignore you, for one thing. A house you once lived in may 
prove dingy and old. The streets of your home town will be neither as tidy 
or friendly as your recollections have indicated. The women will not be as 
beautiful, the men as handsome, as memory has promised. For this reason, 
travel upstream is discouraged.

Travel downstream is also discouraged. This does not stop people 
from trying, however. You can see them on the bank, busying themselves 
for their trip to the future. They cannot be bothered by the present; their 
eyes are on the river of time. When they enter the water, they are pleas-
antly surprised to discover how quickly it carries them into the future. 
They feel effective, privileged. They suddenly get the idea that existence 
is a sort of boat race, which they are winning. Eventually these people turn 
around to see if the present is paying attention, but the present is gone.

If you look long enough at your section of river, you begin to get 
the idea that it is the most important section of the entire river. You will 
believe this regardless of how much of the river you have actually seen. 
You get the idea that your section of river is moving faster than all the 



others, that its waters are more beautiful, its contents more profound or 
valuable. You may begin to think that the waters of your section of river 
are somehow blessed, that they offer great wisdom, or eternal youth, or in-
exhaustible pleasures that are not available to other people on other banks. 
It is recommended that you quit kidding yourself.

The river of time does not always look the same. If you are sharing 
a bench at the river’s edge with a beloved companion, the river may strike 
you as moving unusually quickly, and you may notice very little floating 
debris. If your companion then tells you that it isn’t working out and that 
he or she would like to start sharing benches with other people, the river 
may suddenly seem thick and sluggish and clogged with junk. This is 
normal.

It is a good idea not to live too close to the river of time, or to situ-
ate your business there. The flowing water tends to erode the river’s banks, 
and things that once seemed inviolable may quickly be undercut. These 
things may tumble into the river and be carried away by time. Entire reli-
gions, systems of thought, races of people, and species of creature have set 
up shop in what seemed like a safe area, and have later been carried away. 
Not that there was anything they could do about it. Though controlling the 
speed and direction of the river of time is a perennial obsession, it is futile.

You may want to ignore the river of time. Most people do. You 
may go days, even weeks, without even noticing it; you may completely 
forget it is there. But then one morning you will look in the mirror and 
catch a glimpse of the glittering river, reflected over your shoulder. Or you 
will be enjoying the scent of a delicious meal or bouquet of flowers, and 
suddenly you will detect a faint odor of decay, and you will realize it is 
coming from the river. At times like this, you may feel inexorably drawn 
toward the river. You may reflect on its permanence, its overwhelming 
presence, its hugeness and incomprehensibility, and you will feel power-
less in the face of it. It is not recommended that you share these thoughts 
with others. They don’t want to be reminded of the river either. Don’t 
expect to say to someone, “Boy, the river is really flowing today,” and get 
any kind of positive reaction from that person. If you absolutely insist on 
talking about the river, people will stop listening to you. If this happens, 
you may become obsessed with the river. You may even wish to end it all 
and jump in. That’s your prerogative. Understand, however, that if you 
are fished out, you will never get the smell of the river of time out of your 



clothes and hair, and people will turn away when you pass and may refuse 
to sit near you in restaurants.

In fact, let’s forget about the river of time entirely. Time is only 
time, the river is simply a river. They aren’t related at all. This is probably 
the best way of looking at it. This way, you could go down to the river on 
a sunny afternoon and gaze at it for awhile, perhaps with a lover or friend, 
and the two of you might find it pleasant, even romantic. You might even 
get the idea that time is standing still. Terrific! Hold that thought. Time is 
standing still. As you turn away and climb back up the bank, tell yourself 
that life is beautiful and will last forever, and that, as you watched the 
flowing river, nothing passed by but water.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Soundtrack...To Murder
 
 
 
The Dom wasn’t as cold as I [private investigator Elvis Cole] wanted, but 
that was okay. I filled two flute glasses, and brought them out. I put Natalie 
Merchant on the CD player, singing “One Fine Day,” and then I opened 
the big glass doors.

—Robert Crais, L.A. Requiem
 
 
Art Pepper was on the stereo and [Homicide Detective Harry] Bosch was 
on the telephone with Javis Langweiser when there was a knock on the 
door.

—Michael Connelly, A Darkness More than Night
 
 
[Criminal profiler Maggie O’Dell] unearthed her CD player, an inexpen-
sive oversize boombox. She dug into the overflowing box of CDs… Finally 
she decided on an early Jim Brickman, hoping the piano solos would 
soothe her agitated insides.

—Alex Cava, Split Second
 
 
The Monday morning sunlight spilled through [Acting Detective Superin-
tendent Alan] Banks’s kitchen window and glinted on the copper-bottomed 
pans hanging on the wall. Banks sat at his pine table with a cup of coffee, 



toast and marmalade…and Vaughn Williams’s Variations on a Theme by 
Thomas Tallis playing on the radio.

—Peter Robinson, Aftermath
 
*

 
I was sitting in my chair-and-a-half, guzzling a Snapple and gnawing on 
a Peek Frean, when the ring of the telephone interrupted the modulating 
drone of Terry Riley’s In C that warbled from my Bose Acoustimass 16s. 
It was Grimes. In a voice like Ethel Merman’s, he said, “Jack, get down to 
the station.”

I got, and quick. Grimes was in the conference room, tapping his 
fingers on the woodgrain formica in the 15/8 rhythm of Led Zeppelin’s 
“The Ocean.” “Give it to me,” I said.

“A whole wind ensemble. Cut down in the middle of Schubert’s 
Octet in F.”

“Fill me in on the way.”
In the car, Grimes jammed a Foghat 8-track into the player. “Who’s 

the perp?” I asked.
“A man in black, with an automatic. Witnesses thought he did it 

just to watch them die.”
I already had an idea, and it sure as hell wasn’t Li’l Bow Wow.
When we got to the concert hall, the boys from forensic were al-

ready there. Boys and a girl, that is: Medical Examiner Janet Jackson. She 
looked up from the bloodied remains of a shattered bassoon. “If it isn’t 
Rogers and Hammerstein,” she said.

“What can you tell us, JJ?”
Her voice mingled with the Jim Brickman trickling from the PA. 

It didn’t do much for my agitated insides. “Eight shots, every one right 
between the eyes.”

My eyeballs danced over the carnage from behind my Ray-Bans. 
“Any leads?”

“Only this.”
“A bottle of Dom,” I marveled.
“Not quite cold enough.”
“Prints?”
“Nah,” she said, “he’s got an alibi. Better check with the lab.”



On the way there, I nearly got sick thinking about the dead musi-
cians. I violently switched off the radio, breaking the knob. “This is no 
time for Vaughn Williams,” I said. “Or Thomas Tallis, for that matter.”

“Take it easy,” said Grimes. “Don’t let the sound of your own 
wheels drive you crazy.”

“You’re right.” I replaced the knob and switched on the radio. The 
Byrds were playing. It made me feel a whole lot better.

At the lab, we asked if they had a match on the prints. “You bet,” 
they said. “But look.” I opened the file.

“Hildegaard von Bingen?” Grimes asked. “She’s been dead for 
centuries.”

“Then what was she doing at Lollapalooza?”
We hopped in the Saturn and Grimes popped some Art Pepper into 

the Blaupunkt. Naturally Javis Langweiser called. “No time to chat,” I 
said, hanging up. We arrived at the fairgrounds, but the place was deserted.

“Look,” said Grimes. “The old man down the road.”
We hopped out and grilled him. He talked like Dylan, but his body 

language was pure Otto Klemperer. He said, “Sure, I remember. Lady 
about yea high, looked about 900 years old? She said she was waiting on a 
friend.”

“And I bet I know where,” I said.
We found her under the boardwalk. She had Yo-Yo Ma in a half-

Nelson and she waved a glinting copper-bottomed pan in the air over his 
head.

“Let the cellist go, Hildy,” said Grimes, whipping out his Smith & 
Wesson .45 Schofield. It gleamed like an Eminem CD.

“How’d you find me?”
“You might have got away with it,” I said. “But you forgot one 

thing.”
Suddenly there was a knock at the door. It was Keith Jarrett. He 

said, “You forgot to shoot the piano player.”
Von Bingen dropped the pan and Ma scrambled out of the way. Jar-

rett walked up and grabbed her by the hair. “And you’re no dead composer 
either,” he said, and pulled. We all gasped at the face that was revealed.

“Natalie Merchant!” everybody said together.
“It would’ve been one fine day for sure, if not for you gumshoes.”
“Instead,” I said, “all you’ll be singing is ‘Jailhouse Rock’.”



We took her downtown. She begged for us to turn down the Aphex 
Twin, but we just pumped up the volume. Later that night Grimes and I 
ruminated over a Dixie cup of Chivas, a sack of Funyuns, and the original 
cast recording of Hair.

“How’d you know it wasn’t Johnny Cash?” Grimes asked me.
I grinned and put on some Charlie Parker. “A little bird told me,” I 

said.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Winter
 
 
 
The first sign of winter comes early, on November 1st. That’s when the 
city switches to alternate-side parking, in deference to the coming days of 
snow and the necessity of clearing the roads. The preceding six months of 
freewheeling parking promiscuity grind to a halt. We pull up to the curb 
and sit, engine still running, in panicked contemplation of the regulations. 
Is it that you can or can’t park on the even side on even days and the odd 
side on odd days? And do you go by the day when you’re parking, or the 
parking day to come? And what is today, anyway? Was yesterday the first, 
or is it today? No, today’s the third, because Dave’s daughter’s birthday 
was the second, and that was her party the children went to yesterday. But 
maybe they had the party a day early, to keep it on the weekend, and her 
actual birthday is today, which means it’s the second. In the end, we park 
where there’s a space, and pay the ticket when it arrives.

Throughout November, the days grow irregular—inexplicable 
school holidays, travel plans, arrangements with family and friends. The 
power and gas bill comes, and it’s twice the previous month’s; the thermo-
stat goes down, the upstairs rooms are closed, and the lights are dimmed. 
Mornings I build a fire in the stove; all day it is maintained, with pokes 
and prods and rearrangements, and the damper is opened and closed as I 
hunt in vain for perfect efficiency. It’s dark early, and we nervously await 
the first big storm; Netflix come, and Netflix go, and moisturizer is applied 
to our hands at regular intervals. Lists are made. Lists of gifts: what people 
want, and what we’re willing to buy them. Lists of things to buy to make 



our holiday meals, and lists of whom to invite to eat them. Lists of people 
to get Christmas cards, and inside the cards, lists of good wishes, and lists 
of the people to whom they’re directed. The coat pegs are heavy with 
coats and sweaters and hats and scarves, comically bulging three feet from 
the wall; our fall jackets are under there somewhere, too deeply buried to 
recover. We’ll find them when spring comes.

Winter is a bureaucracy. We created it so that life could go on as 
usual when nature shut down. Human beings used to shut down with it. 
We hunkered in smoky huts and caves, eating root vegetables and cured 
meats. These days we don’t succumb. We can’t. Our lifestyle demands 
that we battle winter with furnace and plow, carve a path through it to the 
office, the market, the church, the school. And day after day, we win. We 
push back the enemy. We conquer each morning anew and get on with our 
busy lives.

Until the day the big one comes. Then, the roads are two feet 
deep, and the ice drags maple boughs and power lines to the ground, and 
the world shuts down. Everything is closed, cancelled, silent, and we 
accept defeat. The children stare out the windows in astonishment. We 
get dressed, haul the toboggan out of the cellar, and set out to enjoy our 
surrender. But deep down I know that in the cold and the dark, under the 
heavy snow, death lies. This is what the bureaucracy of winter was created 
to elude. We’ll elude it for another year, safe in civilization, rocketing in 
delight down the hill as, all around us, frigid nature waits for our moment 
to pass.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Video Game Hints, Tricks, And Cheats
 
 
 
Andromeda Function: As you explore the Ghost Craft, beware of the red 
canister. It is filled not with oxygen, but with Pepsi. 
 
Boondoggle: Maneuver Jonny Chompers through the portal on the left 
side of the screen. Before he emerges from the right, push up on the con-
trol lever. Jonny will emerge bright green, and will vomit all the Power 
Dots he’s eaten! 
 
Castle Of Destiny: In the Chamber of Doom, allow the Ogre of Antawan 
to eat you whole. While your feet are still visible in his jaws, cast a Spell 
of Sleep Enemy. A coupon for a free roast beef sandwich from Arby’s will 
emerge from the coin slot! 
 
Christian Soldier: Don’t waste your Power Pamphlets on the punk 
rocker. Instead, slip them into the Hasidic Jew’s pocket! His beard will 
disappear, and he’ll change into colorful clothes. 
 
Crow V. Squirrel: Cawing at Schoolchildren will make them drop their 
sandwiches, but Squirrel may steal them. Instead, try eating the School-
children directly. Squirrel scampers at half speed when singed, so use 
those Cigarette Butts before they stop smoking. To earn extra Shiny Ob-
jects, try to lure Squirrel into the path of an oncoming car. 
 



D.C. Death March: Never use your flamethrower against the senator with 
the sunglasses. He’s a booby-trapped robot! Instead, deploy your Lobby-
ing Force to corner him, then rush past, into the Capitol! 
 
Gunrunners: When you approach the Cordoba Cartel, the guy with the 
mustache is a narc. Shoot him for a secret bonus. 
 
Librarian: Don’t let the Crazy People reach the How-To section, or 
they’ll make Molotov Cocktails! Instead, direct them to Self-Help. Old 
Ladies sent to the rest room will be trapped until the end of the wave. The 
Child carrying the laptop computer is actually a dwarf—don’t put him in 
the Children’s Section. Panting Man should also be kept away from chil-
dren. 
 
Lollipop Sal: While the game is in lick mode, make Sal run her bicycle 
into a tree. Do you see a small pink object lying in the grass? It’s Sal’s 
tongue! 
 
Major League Bowling: When the Lane Selection Screen appears, ma-
neuver your bowler to the far right. You will see a door at the edge of the 
screen. Hit the bowl button, and the door will open. Behind it is a bar. 
Drink as long as you wish. Now return to the lanes. Your bowler will fall 
down each time you approach the ball return! 
 
Pizza Pete: When the Japanese Tourists come into the restaurant, do not 
put sushi on their pizza. Instead, serve them a blob of uncooked dough. 
They will give Pete a huge tip. 
 
Playground Hoops: Play until you “roll over” the score. Your gold jew-
elry has turned platinum! 
 
Revege Of Wandering Feargus: The Ring of Insouciance is invisible, 
but you will know you have it when you hear a voice whisper, “Meat is 
murder!” Once you have found it, press the hop and fling buttons simulta-
neously, and a mild shock will be delivered through the joystick. 
 
Sammy Standup: Hit the pun button until the audience begins to throw 



rotten fruit. Now find the apple with the dentures in it, and pick it up. 
Sammy’s teeth will grow, and he’ll score double for every joke! 
 
Shake ‘n’ Bake: Use the griddle scraper sparingly. If you can accumu-
late six inches of grease by level nineteen, the grill will catch fire, and the 
words “Eat Me” will appear in the flames. 
 
Sheetrocker: If the Painters come before you’ve filled all your Holes, use 
your Putty Knife to spackle their eyes shut. Remember, do not spackle 
over the Electrical Outlet, or your Sander will be worthless on level 2. 
 
Star Skirmish: When you reach the Mothership, deposit ten dollars in 
quarters into the machine. Nude dancers will emerge from the Star De-
stroyers! 
 
Spitter: Play the game normally. After ten minutes, Spitter will pass a 
blue fire hydrant. Lean heavily against the game console, and make Spit-
ter spit on the hydrant. The programmer’s initials will be burned into your 
forehead. 
 
Wiggles: To begin at level 25, reset the game while holding down the 
kick button. To begin at level 50, rock the machine gently back and forth. 
To begin at level 100, insert your finger into the coin slot until you feel a 
small round button. Press it. When the authorities arrive, tell them “The 
pig’s in the meadow, and wax burns.” There is no level 250. Don’t even 
bother trying to get there. 
 
Zozo: In two-player mode, intentionally throw all your pies into the 
crowd. A riot will ensue, and the spectators will tear Balloons and Zozo 
limb from limb!



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An Unused Epilogue To The Light of Falling Stars
 
 
 
The man had the whitest hair she had ever seen. He was looking out the 
window at their plane, at the hopelessly gray day. He was taller than she 
by more than a foot, in his sixties, handsome, and he wore a gray herring-
bone suit. Five minutes passed before he noticed her beside him, and then 
he turned, smiling.

“Hello,” the man said.
“I was looking at your hair,” she said. She took pride in her blunt-

ness. “No offense. It’s striking.”
He raised his eyebrows. They too were white. “Thank you.”
“I mean you see a lot of people with sort of white hair, but not 

white white.”
“It’s been that way for many years.”
“I like it.”
He stuck out his hand. “Hamish Bogen.”
“Megan Hellenbeck. What is that, German?”
“Bogen is German.” He smiled. “My father was from Munich. 

Hamish is Dutch. My mother’s father.”
“Bogen,” she said. “What does that mean? Does it mean any-

thing?”
“It means ‘curve.’”
“Curve,” she said.
“Do you know what Hellenbeck means?” he asked her.
“No. Do you?”



“Something like ‘bright bowl.’ Though that doesn’t sound like 
something you’d want for a name.”

“Why not?” she said. Bright bowl! It sounded simple and optimis-
tic. So many possibilities for a bright bowl. “I kind of like it, actually.”

“You’re in luck!” he said. “It’s yours!” He laughed, then she did 
too, and then they fell silent. They watched another plane approach the ter-
minal. A man with a flag guided it home. It irritated Megan; she thought, 
there has to be a better way. They could paint lines on the concrete with 
magnetic paint or something, and guide the plane by computer. Like those 
robots they have in hospitals.

“So,” Hamish said, “you are a student?”
“People always assume people my age are students.”
He nodded. “But you are?”
“One more year. I’m going back today. Montana State Marshall.”
Hamish stretched beside her. His clothes made a sound pulling 

across his skin, like bare feet on a carpet, and for some reason this filled 
her with longing. For what? she thought. What am I missing? “I often 
wish I’d gone to college,” he was saying. “I love to learn. I’d imagine I’ve 
passed up a great deal.”

“I’ll be honest with you,” Megan said. She looked at her watch. 
Ten more minutes. “I don’t like listening to people air their regrets. I per-
sonally don’t have any. You could go to college if you wanted. People do 
what they want.”

He laughed. “One can’t always.”
“I can.” But she sounded too sure of herself. She added, “So far, 

anyway.”
“You have someone special in Marshall?” he asked.
“Boyfriend.”
“Will you marry him?”
She looked at him. He was smiling. “That’s an awfully personal 

question.” She turned back to the window. Outside, they were loading 
metal crates onto the plane. “Yes,” she said, “sure I will.”

“How can you be so sure?”
“I just am.” She shifted in her seat. “His name is Lars.”
“When I was your age,” he said. “When somebody says that, it’s 

time to stop listening, right?”
Megan shrugged.



“When I was your age I was already married.” He rubbed the 
fingers of one hand with the fingers of the other. “I’d never been outside 
Montana. I didn’t know anything. My parents had a ranch. I met a girl and 
married her, and brought her to live there.”

“Bad move?” Megan said, interested now.
“Maybe, maybe not. A lot of problems. My mother didn’t like her. 

We didn’t make enough money. I drank and scared my children. I left. I 
moved to Marshall and straightened out, and eventually I remarried and 
left Montana for good.”

“Sorry.”
“I’m not lecturing you, you know. Kids are smarter these days.”
She turned to face him. “Why are you going back to Marshall 

today?”
“A while ago my wife died. I got to thinking about Trixie, my first 

wife. I loved her all along.”
There was a silence. Then, “I don’t buy that,” she said.
“All right.”
“If you loved her you would have stayed.”
He didn’t say anything for a few moments. Then he said, quietly, 

“Well, I was weak.”
She had been thinking of her jilted college girlfriends, the way they 

cried when the boyfriends dumped them. Those boys never loved them. 
But she supposed she shouldn’t have said that to Hamish. It probably 
wasn’t the same thing. She didn’t know if he loved his wife or not.

“I’m sorry, Mister Bogen.” She thought, curve.
“It’s all right.”
“So you’re going to see her?”
He nodded. “I’m going to see her.”
Some flight attendants were chatting with a pilot near the entrance 

ramp. Flirting. They all laughed.
“How old are you, Mister Bogen?”
“Hamish, please. Seventy-four.”
“I thought younger.”
He laughed. “And you’re…”
“Twenty.”
“I thought older.”
“Ha!”



They called first class. Hamish didn’t get up. He said to her, “I 
always fly coach.” As if he could have done otherwise, if he wanted.

“I’ve never flown first class,” she said.
He turned to her and offered his hand. She didn’t know, for a mo-

ment, what to do with it. Did he want to be helped up? She extended her 
hand, slowly.

He shook it. “I hope you do marry,” he said. “I’m sure you will.”
“Well,” she said, “I hope things go well for you in Marshall.”
She stood up. “They’ll call me next. I’m in the back.”
“Of course,” he said.
“Thanks for the chat.” It didn’t seem enough to end the conversa-

tion with, but she didn’t know what else to say. She wondered what it 
would be like to be this man, to be near the end of life and want to bring it 
full circle. She felt a little sorry for him, and then caught herself. She was 
acting her age.

“Of course,” he said again.
“Well,” she said.
A woman’s voice crackled over the PA.
“Go, go,” he said, “get in your seat.”
She went. Now it would only be her and Lars, he was the next 

person she would speak to. She would step into the air-conditioned termi-
nal of the Marshall airport and open her arms for him. She thought, walk-
ing down the ramp, that this had been her last summer at home, without 
him, the last summer alone. She hitched her bag up higher on her shoulder. 
Then the attendants greeted her and she stepped onto the plane.
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Notes
 
 
 
“Introduction” was written in 2002 for a reading in Missoula, Montana. 
 
“Norman Groombridge-Moat’s Introduction” was written in 2003 for a 
reading at Three Lives Books in New York City.  Webster Yaunce played 
the role of Groombridge-Moat. 
 
“Place Names of Central County” was originally published in The Book-
press, 2002. 
 
“A Funeral With No ‘E’” was the product of a classroom limiting exercise 
inspired by Georges Perec.  It was written in 2005. 
 
“Horace Crutch Oberman Remembered” originally appeared in The Book-
press in 2001. 
 
“Letter From Montana” appeared in Cutbank 59, in 2003. 
 
“Song Of My Cell-Phone” was published in LitRag, 2001. 
 
“New Sentences For The Testing Of Typewriters” was published in 2006 
in Literary Imagination. 
 
“The Cat Text” was written for the LitLab blog, which was later destroyed 



by a computer crash.  The story appeared in 2007. 
 
“Squirrel” appeared in Identity Theory in 2004. 
 
“Iraq As Metaphor” was written for Granta 84, and came out in 2003. 
 
“After Melissa” was originally published as the catalog text for an exhibi-
tion of large-format photographs by Lisa Roy Sachs in 2008.  Melissa is 
the title of one of the photographs. 
 
“Illusions” appeared in LitRag in 2005. 
 
“Substitution Chart” was first published in Lamination Colony, then repub-
lished in Harper’s Magazine, in 2003. 
 
“Pattern” was written in 2010 for the guerilla ‘zine Perineum.  It was 
printed on stickers and posted at various locations around New York City. 
 
“Drinking Poem” was written for the book In Their Cups: Poems About 
Drinking Places, Drinks, and Drinkers, published in 2010. 
 
“Our Movie” is from 2001; somebody published it but I don’t remember 
who. 
 
“20-Minute Pieces” was requested by Dave Daley for McSweeney’s and 
was printed there in 2002. 
 
“Three Critiques Of J. Robert Lennon” was a specious performance piece 
that served as the introduction to a reading I gave in Seattle in 2003.  The 
performers were Mary Park-Stolder, A. J. Rathbun, and Chris Lorraine. 
 
“Darts ‘n’ Laurels” appeared in McSweeney’s in 2001. 
 
“Idea” appeared in McSweeney’s in 2000. 
 
“The Letters of Horace Crutch Oberman” was published in LitRag in 
2001.



 
“The Truth About Writers” was originally published on the Los Angeles 
Times web site in 2009. 
 
“Time As A River” was written for The Bookpress in 2001. 
 
“Winter” was read on the radio show Weekend America in 2005. 
 
“Video Game Hints, Tricks, And Cheats” was first published on the Mc-
Sweeney’s web site in 2002. 
 
“An Unused Epilogue To The Light Of Falling Stars” was originally sup-
posed to be the ending of my first novel, in 1997, but was cut from the 
final drafts. 
 
The cover image is heavily altered, but was originally taken from a screen-
grab of the Ms. Pac-Man hack “Ms. Pac Attack.”
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