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               First and foremost, for those whose names begin with A, with alpha, with aleph.

               Then for those whose names begin with vowels, then B, and C, and down the list.

               Through every order and classification, as defined by various rules and patterns—

               Where the net lands I cannot say, but could there be any other way?8
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         WHAT ABOUT A BOOK THAT CAN BE READ ONLY WHEN travelling?

         There’s nothing exciting about a book that you can also read when travelling. There’s a right time and place for everything, and anything that claims to work everywhere can only be subpar, some kind of sham.

         A book that can be read only when travelling. It could be something like The Book You Finish in Two Minutes while Doing a Headstand.

         The full force of the book would be lost on you unless you read it while upside down. You’d be able to follow the words on the page just fine while on your feet, but what you’d get out of it wouldn’t be the same.

         The text takes advantage of the rush of blood to your head.

         As a variation on the same idea, you could create something like Revelations Best Understood in a Fit of Anger.10

         This happens in the air, between Tokyo and Seattle.

         In my lap, I have the book I just bought at the airport: Untold Tales for Those with Three Arms. I try to read it, but nothing sticks. It’s a recurring problem of mine. I don’t know if it’s the speed of the plane, but it feels like the words are struggling to hold onto the page, lagging behind and racing to catch up.

         All I see on the page is a blur of ink. What’s written there escapes me.

         I give up and my mind wanders. I find myself thinking about books that could make use of the way the words move. I can never read when I’m travelling. I’ll pack a couple of books, or maybe even buy a new one during the journey, but I can’t think of a single time that I actually got anywhere with one of them.

         I guess the ability to collect stray thoughts like these and turn them into money rather than words is what it takes to succeed in business.

         A. A. Abrams might not have made billions, but he managed to amass a substantial fortune—and it all began with the businessman seriously entertaining one such flight of fancy.

         This happens in the air, between Tokyo and Seattle.

         Abrams is a man who more or less lives on passenger planes—not that he ever has a destination in 11mind. His business is conducted in flight. When circumstances keep him on the ground, he holes up in a hotel near the airport, ready to return to the air as soon as conditions permit. He’s no flight attendant. Not a pilot, either. Just a passenger with nowhere to go.

         He stuffs his corpulent frame into an economy-class seat, then waits for the layers of fat to settle into place. Once the plane has reached cruising altitude, fuselage and flesh in proper alignment, Abrams calls an attendant and orders two bottles of wine—one white, one red. Then he slowly removes a small item from the inner pocket of his coat: a bag made of silver thread wound around a glistening stick about the size of a ballpoint pen.

         He frees the bag from the stick with his jumbo-sausage fingers. Then, with a motion that seems almost indecent, he opens the mouth of the bag—gently, like he’s stroking the hair of a doll.

         As if by magic, a tiny butterfly net appears between his hairy digits. Carefully bringing his index and middle fingers to his thumb, the Brobdingnagian giant pinches the net, making sure to hold it level.

         He gives it a graceful wave, as if he were conducting his own humming.

         Out of the corner of his eye, Abrams sizes me up in the seat beside him and squints at the book in my lap. 12Certain that my attention is now his for the taking, he launches into a nonsensical spiel in a thick American accent:

         “See this? I use this net to go around capturing fresh ideas. That’s my trade. I’ve tried it out in all kinds of places, but nowhere beats a jumbo jet. When you’re flying, all kinds of ideas pop into your head, come loose and drift around the cabin. Now, most of these so-called ideas are flotsam with no real value, but it’s still a whole lot better than trying to squeeze something useful out of a conference room full of dummies in suits. At the end of the day, ideas make the world go round. A business is a living thing, and it takes a steady influx of ideas to keep the thing alive. That’s what I’m doing on this plane. Hunting for ideas.”

         As I sit there unable to speak, Abrams takes the net between two fingers and brings it up to my face.

         “The net’s made of silver thread. Filigree. It’s got a million spells woven into it, too small to see. It’s one of a kind—handcrafted by an artisan in Afghanistan. Ideas tend to stay away from metal, but organic materials simply won’t do the trick. Believe me, I sank plenty of time and money into net after net before discovering that silver thread is the ideal material for catching ideas. Silver repels evil, as anyone can tell you. That 13means bad ideas steer clear of the net and I don’t have to worry about catching anything I don’t want. Two birds, one stone, so to speak.”

         I glance at Abrams’s triumphant expression, then at the net in his fingers, then at his face again, buying myself the time necessary to translate what he’s just said. I tinker with his words, rearranging them while waiting patiently for the tiny dictionary in my head to tell me what they mean. Once I believe I’ve got the gist of the giant’s prolix pronouncement, I put on a smile and respond:

         “I think I understand. Maybe that’s why it’s so hard for me to read in the air.”

         Abrams furrows his brow. He brings his net-swooping to a sudden stop, looks me in the eye, then lifts his log-like arm and rests the silver net on my head.

         “Why don’t you tell me about that?”

         There’s nothing to tell. Personally, I find it impossible to read when I’m travelling. It’s just the way I’m built. I can’t concentrate. The words don’t stick. But there’s probably something behind that. And if there’s some sort of mechanism at play, maybe a special kind of book could be produced to take advantage of that.

         Abrams weighs what I’ve said in stilted English, then replies:14

         “Books… You’re saying you can’t read them?”

         “That’s what I’m saying.”

         “And not because you’re an arm short?” he asks, his glance shifting to the book in my lap.

         With the net still on my head, I look down at the book, too. Untold Tales for Those with Three Arms. I grabbed the paperback from a towering stack at the airport shop, where I learnt that the hardcover had been a bestseller, even though its true meaning is apparently lost on anyone unequipped with a tertiary arm—meaning it’s nothing but dead weight to me.

         “You don’t read books?” I ask.

         “No,” Abrams responds with a proud snort. “First of all, they don’t hold any practical value for me. I haven’t touched a book since I finished high school—not that I was an avid reader back then. I don’t have the time to invest in anything so impractical. If I ever found myself in a pinch and I absolutely needed to read a book, well, I’d hire someone to it for me. Rest assured, I’d never ask them to provide me with a summary of what they’d read. A book report by a third party has no value. As for the book itself, why should it mind who’s doing the reading? So long as it gets read—that’s all it takes for a book to do its job.”

         Perhaps deciding he’s collected enough of our 15conversation, Abrams removes the net from my head and goes on:

         “Then again, if there’s demand, that’s a different story. Here I had you pegged as a big reader, but you say travel throws you for a loop, huh? So you’re looking for a book that you can read while travelling…”

         I nod.

         “Moving around like this,” I say, “I can never keep hold of my thoughts. It’s like they fly off. I can’t keep my mind on the book. All I see is ink. Time and place slip away, and I lose track of how it’s all supposed to connect. I can’t remember what came before, and what lies ahead starts looking like it’s hidden in some kind of fog. When I’m on the train to work, I can manage, but I can’t get anywhere if I’m on the shinkansen or the ICE. It’s even worse on a plane, which makes me think it has something to do with speed. Travelling this fast, my thoughts can’t keep up. Well, maybe those loose thoughts are the very ideas you’re going around catching.”

         I point at the net that Abrams is once again absentmindedly whisking through the air.

         As we go on talking, it starts to click. Considering Abrams’s unusual objective, there really is no better hunting ground than a commercial airliner. Large 16numbers of people strapped to their seats inside a container moving at high velocity, all their formless ideas breaking free and flying around the plane.

         “So, how would one go about writing a book to be read when travelling?” Abrams asks as he leans towards me, the bulge of his belly spilling over the armrest between us.

         I cock my head in response. If such a thing could be done, wouldn’t someone have done it ages ago? But who knows, maybe the idea’s simply slipped through the cracks. After all, serious readers despise books meant for specific purposes. Books to be given as gifts, books meant for sick friends, books to be read while doing a headstand, books to be read in transit, books for businesspeople. Books that don’t even need to be read. Books that are actually best left unread. There’s something about that degree of function that sucks all the fun out of it.

         Just then, a thought tumbles out of my mouth: “It could be a translation.”

         “A translation,” Abrams parrots back. “You mean taking a bestseller from some other part of the globe and turning it into your own language?”

         “Not exactly. More like translating a book to fit a specific situation. Dostoevsky for people on the move. Pushkin for entrepreneurs…”17

         Hearing myself speak, I can tell I’m a little off the mark. I try to correct course: “Whatever it is, it would have to be tailored for that purpose.”

         I can see the cogs turning behind Abrams’s large eyes.

         “So, the book would have to be written under specific conditions? Say I hire a writer, then have him more or less live on a plane—along the lines of what I’m doing now. You think what that writer puts down on paper would hold up? Could you read something like that on the go?”

         “Maybe… I’m not too sure,” I say and leave it at that. The proposition is too absurd, too strange to entertain.

         After all, if we start down that path, wouldn’t that imply that a poet on the brink of death could write lines that would lead their audience into the afterlife? Or an impoverished novelist could pen a piece that would drag its readers into destitution? On one hand, that makes some sense to me; on the other, I know it isn’t right. I can’t think it through, though. Probably because we’re flying through the air at high speed.

         “Who knows what makes authors write the things they do in the first place…” I say, playing it safe.

         “Well, that isn’t very professional, is it?” Abrams said, sitting up in his seat, apparently enraged.18

         “Once they’ve agreed to do the job, it’s the writer’s responsibility to produce a work according to the specifications provided. That’s what the contract is for. If the goal is to produce a book to be read in flight, we’ll have to make sure it is indeed suitable for airplane reading. In fact, there ought to be some stipulation that at least thirty per cent of a randomly selected sample of passengers must be able to read the whole book, cover to cover.”

         Before my eyes, Abrams’s bloated face is turning redder by the second. The image of a meatloaf smothered in tomato sauce appears in my mind, then vanishes. So this is how non-readers think. Somehow I doubt any author anywhere would be willing to sign a contract like that.

         “But even if somebody read the whole book, that’s no guarantee that they enjoyed it. If completability is your sole criterion, then the author would probably try to come up with something as short as possible… I mean, what’s going to stop them from writing a one-word book?” I ask, doing my very best to play along.

         Abrams’s response leaves me utterly dumbfounded: “Well, what’s the problem with that?”

         
             

         

         19A. A. Abrams. Born in Michigan in 1952.

         Guided by an unconventional business philosophy, Abrams built up and sold off a wide variety of companies on his way to establishing a modest empire.

         Early in his career, he made a small fortune with “Tiny Flyer Pacifiers”—a Manchu–Han imperial feast for babies. As the story goes, the idea came to him while he was on a flight, sitting a row or two away from a baby that screamed from take-off to touch-down. Each of Abrams’s pacifiers offered a smorgasbord of fingernail-sized paste dabs that would take an infant diner a full day to make their way through. (Of course, the baby wouldn’t finish the meal. Presented with this veritable feast of heavenly delights, they’d either doze off, overwhelmed and sated, or arrive at their destination before making it that far.) Needless to say, Abrams’s creation enjoyed considerable popularity among exhausted mummies and daddies taking their fussy munchkins on lengthy trips.

         This foray into the baby-food industry secured Abrams a permanent seat flying economy, but what allowed him to upgrade to business class was his sudden pivot into the world of publishing.

         His breakthrough title was To Be Read Only on an Airplane, which, after a slow start, gained incredible 20momentum by word of mouth—among the well-off passengers of luxury liners. Airport sales were actually abysmal, but after a certain book critic found a long-forgotten copy of the book in their luggage while on a cruise, the title started making its way around with explosive speed. When bookshops back on land heard about this, they started promoting it as “The Luxury Liner Essential”. And with that, the book flew off the shelves. The reviews that followed were underwhelming, but Abrams pushed back: “The book’s true value can be grasped only when read on a luxury liner.” Challenged in this way, people naturally had to find out for themselves if there was any truth to the businessman’s claim. The stunt garnered even greater publicity for the book, landing it in the hands of even more curious consumers. Readers who managed to read all the way to the book’s conclusion were few and far between, but this presumably made little difference to Abrams himself.

         Abrams had hoped to catch lightning in a bottle twice; but his next effort, To Be Read Only on a Luxury Liner, was too on-the-nose and languished in obscurity for some time. The failure didn’t deter Abrams, who continued to produce one flop after another: To Be Read Only on a Commuter Train, To Be Read Only on the Uphill Walk to School, etc. Some time later, the German 21translation of To Be Read Only when Riding a Motorcycle—Abrams’s most uninspired title to date—was found to be ideal reading for passengers flying across the Pacific and climbed its way onto the bestseller list. In this way, the To Be Read Only… series found new life—as a sort of game in which people tried to determine where it was that certain editions of certain translations of certain titles in the series were in fact best read.

         Abrams was famous primarily for his eccentric character and spent his later years almost entirely in flight. He adopted the silver butterfly net as his personal trademark, an image that can be found on every product manufactured by his various companies. Meanwhile, Abrams’s own image appeared multiple times on the cover of industry magazines. In these photos, Abrams is almost always reclining in a first-class seat, a miniature net peeking out of his breast pocket like a silk handkerchief.

         Abrams continued to pursue a wide array of projects, publicly insisting that each idea was one he’d captured in the cabin of a plane.

         In one interview, Abrams was asked: “Using that butterfly net of yours to get conversations going with fellow flyers was a real stroke of brilliance. Where did you come up with that?”22

         His response couldn’t have been any clearer: “No, you haven’t been listening. This net can truly capture ideas.”

         “You mean objects get caught in it?”

         (Well, of course they do. There’s nothing strange about a net that catches things.)

         “It was nineteen seventy-four. I was on a flight to Switzerland when I noticed that a butterfly had flown into the hat I was using to fan myself…”

         “There was a butterfly on the plane?”

         “No, no, you haven’t been listening,” Abrams replied indignantly. “I’m talking about ideas. This butterfly slipped right through my hat… Undeniable evidence that it wasn’t of this world. At the same time, I could see it, so it had to be real. I knew I had to catch it.”

         Perhaps not wanting to agitate Abrams further, the interviewer quickly changed tack. While many businesspeople who enjoy enduring success harbour patently absurd beliefs to explain their great fortune, these are ultimately anecdotal and hardly likely to capture the interest of a serious, business-minded readership.

         That being so, I’ll pick up where that interview left off. During the remainder of our Seattle-bound flight, Abrams continued his tale, lowering his voice to a 23confidential whisper. Apparently practised at sharing the story with any party willing to hear him out, he spoke with all the colour and charm of a seasoned raconteur.

         As he told it, the butterfly that flew through his hat was visible only to him. There he was, waving his hat at what appeared to be nothing at all, much to the dismay of the passengers seated around him. He was mere moments away from being escorted to the sickbay, but avoided this fate by asking for some sugar water. Warily, the flight attendant brought Abrams a cup of water with a couple of sugar cubes in it, and soon after the imaginary butterfly that had until then eluded capture fluttered over to alight on the glass. Abrams covered the glass with his hat, at which point the butterfly must have gone to sleep.

         It was nothing short of a miracle, Abrams told me, that he was able to transport the sleeping specimen to the Montreux Palace Hotel, where he had it examined by a lepidopterist who happened to be staying there.

         “This is an imaginary butterfly,” the lepidopterist said as soon as he laid eyes on the insect resting on the rim of the glass. Abrams, who’d suspected as much all along, said nothing.24

         “A new species, and an imaginary one at that. The female.”

         In what had to have been an attempt to disguise his incredible excitement, the lepidopterist started muttering something, not that Abrams caught a single word of it. He watched as the man quickly reached out to take the butterfly between his fingers.

         To Abrams, this seemed as natural as the lepidopterist’s ability to see the imaginary butterfly in the first place.

         The butterfly’s abdomen was striped in four bands of colour: blue, red, purple and black, in descending order. Her wings were gridded with black lines, the squares filled in with white, red, blue, green, yellow, orange and purple, arranged in a playful pattern.

         This pattern was visible only when the butterfly’s wings were closed. Or in brief flashes when she was in flight.

         “She’s the perfect picture of a harlequin.”

         With obvious satisfaction, the lepidopterist paused as he stroked his chin, then announced: “Arlequinus arlequinus.”

         He smiled at Abrams, who stood there with a puzzled look on his face.

         “Her Latin binomial.”25

         “… And that’s where I got the name,” the man said as he held out his massive hand to shake mine. “A. A. Abrams, at your service.”26
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