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AUTHORS’ NOTE [image: ]


This is the story of A Confederacy of Dunces. At first, we planned to write a biography of John Kennedy Toole, informed by the memories of the New York publisher who championed his work. However, during our research in New Orleans, speaking to those who knew him, reading the many letters sent to him from an important publisher, we discovered only slices of information about his life—especially his personal life, which he kept from his closest friends, a source of frustration for any would-be biographer. Kenny was not a famous man when he died. Documentation that might have provided the information we needed had either been lost or destroyed, and many of his acquaintances had passed away. What we did discover were the extraordinary circumstances under which the novel was finally published and became a surprise best seller and Pulitzer Prize winner. As for the rest, we used what our research did reveal, filling in these gaps as John Kennedy Toole himself might have if he were telling the story.
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He was humming to himself as he drove back to the hardware store. It was a perfect day, a cool, crisp sixty degrees, sun shining, a light breeze tousling the trees. He had never before felt so free. He turned on the radio and began singing along, “Suddenly someone is there at the turnstile, the girl with the kaleidoscope eyes.” The music lifted him. “Lucy in the sky with diamonds.” It’s 1969. John and Yoko had been married six days before. His voice reached for the high notes, and he laughed to himself, wondering why he’d waited so long. He was leaving on a journey, but first, he had to conclude his business at the hardware store.

A faded old building, its entrance belied the articles inside. When he opened the door, a bell rang, signaling the clerk. The bell reminded him of Christmas, and his mother playing yuletide carols on the piano. The clerk, a nondescript older man with a mustache and tired blue eyes, asked him what he was after this time. “I’ve decided I do need a garden hose after all, it doesn’t have to be long,” he said. A few minutes later he was back in his blue Chevy Chevelle, driving faster than usual. Today wasn’t a usual day. It was more like the day before graduation. He thought how fitting that bell had been.

Next stop, food. He pulled over at a roadside café and perused the menu. He wanted one of everything. That’s why you should never go to the grocery store on an empty stomach. He wasn’t one to overindulge—well, perhaps that wasn’t true. The extra thirty pounds were a reminder of his weakness for fried food. He wasn’t a glutton. He was hearty. He enjoyed a good meal and a strong drink. You can take the man out of New Orleans, but you can’t take… Where was it that he’d heard that dumb cliché?

The waitress was sweet, not much older than his students at the university. She was comely and attentive, trying hard to please the stranger with the enigmatic smile. He sure was happy about something. She could tell by the way he kept humming to himself. He was different than most of the folks who came to the café, just something about him. He ate then ordered dessert. He left her a generous tip. He wanted her to remember him.

Walking back to the car, dozens of images rolled through his mind. So much to do to get ready. He’d already surprised his friends and worried his family taking off like this, leaving everyone wondering where the hell he was going. With each day that passed, he knew they must be growing more concerned, especially his mother. She’d be frightened by now for her only child. For once he simply didn’t care. It’s not that he was callous. This was the most important decision he’d ever make, and it had to be done right. There could be no worrying about loved ones now, or he’d ruin the whole thing. The guy who grew up being told he was “gifted,” the one who excelled at everything, who could captivate a room with his wit and humor, who was his mother’s joy, his friends’ salvation, that guy was no longer. Someone else, someone no one had ever met before, was stepping up.

He couldn’t help grinning. He remembered when he first submitted the manuscript. It was seven months after President Kennedy was assassinated. That was over now. He’d found his spirit again, and it wasn’t in the pages of his novel, it was in this trip, this act of courage and selflessness that would give his life meaning. He realized there’d be some recrimination, but what great journey wasn’t without peril? He’d already braved the worst of this odyssey, displaying his soul on the pages of a manuscript, only to be played with and then discarded by the literary gods, who were no less fickle than the gods of ancient Greece.

His fate had rested on the whim of a renowned editor. His offering was rejected. He was bowing down no more. It had become a game, where losers won and winners bought garden hoses from old men who’d probably never heard of Catch-22, and who couldn’t know that standing right there in their hardware store was another kind of storyteller, one they would read about one day in all the newspapers and magazines.

He’d been on the road for over two months now. He hadn’t intended to be gone so long, but he hadn’t intended any of this, really. He had pushed himself to excellence his entire life and for what? A mother who wouldn’t leave him alone for one goddamn minute? The woman meant well. Yes, he said to himself, keep telling yourself that, but she didn’t mean well, she never meant well, she was living her life through him and he was sick of it.

His mind drifted to his hero. He envied the poor son of a bitch. His life had a proper narrative arc. That was more than he could say for his own, which felt more like Dante’s Circle than an arc. There was no beginning or end, just concentric nothingness, his creative coffers empty, spent on his hero. He’d been his creator and mentor, his advocate and ally, and he wanted him to enjoy his rightful place in the world. His hero was a man of honor among phonies, a truth-teller, an instigator extraordinaire who knew his worth, understood his importance, and who would not rest until he was given his due regard. This trip was for all the heroes in the world whose courage was mistaken for buffoonery, and whose wisdom was stomped upon by counterfeit gatekeepers who wouldn’t know a true leader if he hit them in the face.

Feeling vindicated, he continued driving. The gas gauge was almost on empty. He pulled into a station. While the attendant filled his tank, he went to the men’s room. He was thinking about the hose again. The bathroom mirror was so filthy he could barely see his reflection. For the best, he thought. He didn’t want to see the man reflected in that mirror. It might make him change his mind. He’d already imagined throwing away the hose or leaving it in someone’s garden as a gift from an anonymous stranger, an act of kindness, for which good things would come. He didn’t want good things, he wanted recognition, and for that, he’d have to continue the journey. When he got back to the car, he opened the trunk. The hose reminded him of summer and the sweltering heat of the French Quarter. He could smell the skunk on the beer bottles and the fat from the deep-fried oysters, he could hear the strolling minstrels and the drunken laughter of tourists lost in New Orleans’s festive embrace. He felt a wave of heat despite the cool spring day, and he unbuttoned his shirt and removed his tie. The anticipation of success. He could smell it sure as he could smell those oysters. Most people would not approve, but it wasn’t any of their business. This would be his moment, and no one, not his mother, not even God himself, could diminish his excitement.

Meanwhile, in New York, midtown hummed, editors were considering manuscripts. It was spring in the publishing industry, when debut authors were usually introduced to the market. Publicists awaited word from talk show producers and magazine and newspaper book-review editors. It was all about the New York Times best-seller list.

He had thirsted for it, too, but the midtown editor would not let him partake of its magic. He had been denied, but worse, his hero had been denied. The editor had said about his story, “It isn’t really about anything and that’s something no one can do anything about.” He would persevere; prove that the editor was wrong. His hero would guide the opinions of important people. He would ascend to greatness, laughing as he accepted the Nobel on both their behalf. It would be a glorious day, much like today, with the sun shining brightly, refracting off the Manhattan skyline.

He imagined the press coverage, the television interviews. Men would emulate his genteel manner. Mothers would instruct their daughters to find a man like him. He would be the standard upon which others judged gentlemanly behavior. He’d be featured in the New Yorker, perhaps even Vogue. He’d have to decide whether he wanted to teach writing or English literature. He thought Cambridge across the river from Boston appropriate, but too far from New York. New Haven was better. Maybe Princeton. Both short commutes. He’d entertain in his Manhattan apartment, nurture aspiring writers. He’d travel.

He gunned his Chevelle. “Mrs. Robinson” was playing on the car radio. He sang along. He imagined his mother right now. She would be calling every friend and relative, begging them to tell her where he might be, convinced they were lying. He giggled, naughty boy. All the years of being the perfect son, the polite little gentleman who never cheated on a test, always did his homework, respected his elders, made his parents proud, was finally proud of himself.

He nearly missed his turnoff. The street sign was so eroded he’d have passed it for sure if he hadn’t looked up at precisely the right moment. A wink from the heavens, he thought. He parked the car. It was an isolated spot surrounded by trees. He took out a pen and opened his Big Chief notebook. He started writing where he’d last left off, the words flowing across the page. Sometimes in mid-sentence he’d stop until the rush of emotion subsided. He’d never written anything this honest before. It felt good not to worry about exposition or character or dialogue. He didn’t punctuate his thoughts. He didn’t want to hinder them with something as mundane as grammar. This was catharsis. His hand was vibrating with the energy of the words. Guilt flickered across his consciousness, but he pushed it away.

It’s 1969, the year Richard Nixon is inaugurated and on Christopher Street in New York’s West Village, one Saturday evening in June, at a bar called the Stonewall Inn, a riot breaks out. It lasts all night. It is the beginning of the gay rights movement. Much farther away, Neil Armstrong is the first human being to walk on the moon. The Jets’ upstart Joe Namath will upset the Colts’ established master, Johnny Unitas, in the Super Bowl. In August of this year, outside the town of Woodstock, New York, there are four days of rain, sex, drugs, rock and roll, and mud. Not to be outdone, the Rolling Stones give a concert in Altamont, California. The Hells Angels volunteer security. The Stones accept. Somebody dies. A popular novel, later to be a great film about the American immigrant story, The Godfather, is published. A different coming of age is characterized in Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint. Dwight Eisenhower and Jack Kerouac, who, as best we know, never had what surely would have been an interesting conversation, both die.

He got out of the car and popped open the trunk. He reached for the hose. He uncoiled it, admiring its smooth texture. He inserted one end into the exhaust pipe. He took the tie he’d removed earlier out of his pocket and wrapped it around the hose, securing it to the pipe, like an ace bandage. Then he snaked the other end of the hose to an open rear window, pulled it through, and rolled the window up, shutting it tightly on the hose. He walked around to the driver’s side, got back in, closed the door, put the key in the ignition, took a long deep breath, and turned on the engine.

She was beside herself with the indignity of it all. It was 1976. How could they not recognize her boy’s brilliance, his gifts? He’d gotten those gifts straight from her. His cultural acuity, his literary genius, his theatrical talent, he was her achievement, her protégé, who she brought into this world to edify and inspire others. How dare these insipid fools question her, a woman of taste and social grace, whose boy had created a masterpiece that would cause the likes of Mark Twain to bow in admiration?

She had sent her beloved’s manuscript to eight publishers! Charles Scribner’s Sons, New Directions, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. The names swirled in her memory to the point she could no longer identify which was which or how many trips she’d made to the post office over the past three years, praying this time would be it. Proud of her steely constitution, she vowed to find her champion elsewhere, someplace where elegance and manners still mattered.

The unsuspecting benefactor was in his office at the college, correcting the pages of his current novel, when her majesty of the Deep South descended upon him. This was not a woman given to understatement. Hers was a world of entrances and exits, of perfectly calculated intentions accompanied by the determined drawl of a mother on a mission. He received her as a well-bred gentleman should, accepting her gift with polite trepidation.

He was growing sleepy. His eyelids felt heavy. He reached for the radio dial. His fingertips were tingling. He shook them, thinking they were asleep. The tingling seemed distant, as if it wasn’t happening to his own digits, digits are numbers, fingers are digits, digits numbers fingers digits, he kept repeating his little ditty, ditty digit, he giggled. The radio, oh yes, he almost forgot, listen, concentrate professor, concentrate. He thought he recognized the song. Was it Bob Dylan, James Taylor? He couldn’t tell. He hummed along. He began to see snippets of memory in slow motion, his childhood. He could hear his father’s footsteps, tentative across the bedroom floor, as if the dear man were embarrassed by the sound of his own presence. He smelled fresh gumbo, where was that scent coming from, his tummy grumbled, or was it the car’s motor? He saw Marilyn Monroe, her full mouth, he could taste her breath.

The president of the university press gripped the pen. It was 1979. His secretary had given him a letter to sign. He hesitated. If he went through with this, if he put his name on this acceptance letter, he’d be committing to something he wasn’t sure he could pull off. Did he really want to publish this book? He wasn’t alone. He’d been told it had been turned down by every major publishing house in New York. The manuscript had seemed to weigh more than the English dictionary, and all right, it was funny, he’d give the author that, but it was so—what was the word—peculiar. It would be expensive, and who the hell would buy it? He moved to sign and then stopped, still uncertain. Then he thought of that woman. Already he could tell that she’d be difficult. He imagined his staff chasing him down the hall, an interoffice lynch mob, wanting a piece of him for forcing them to endure the woman’s tirades. Still, he couldn’t dislodge from his memory some of the novel’s great lines: “It’s not your fate to be well treated, you’re an overt masochist. Nice treatment will confuse and destroy you.” The president of the university press told himself life is risk, not to mention he had his relationship with the book’s champion to consider, a famous writer and an honored name in the South. If he went back on his word now, he’d look foolish.

Still in the car, the grande dame’s son was remembering a conversation he once had with John F. Kennedy. They were speaking in hushed tones. It was a glorious meeting of minds. He leaned in and whispered something brilliant to the president. Both men giggled. He stirred slightly, coughing. School, drool, fool, he had never been a fool, his writing was always nice, did he once have lice, yes twice, no thrice, he couldn’t stop rhyming. His throat was dry and sore, sore loser, he was no sore loser, he was a winner, didn’t JFK just say that, or was it his mother, it was all muddled and funny, where was he, oh yes, his car, and it was hot inside, he had to open a window. He fumbled for the handle but his fingers didn’t feel attached to his hand. He reached for the door, he had to open the door, or maybe he could roll down a window, or did he try that already, he couldn’t get out, he felt trapped. He grabbed at the hose, yanking and pulling on it, but the fucking thing wouldn’t budge. He was pushing on the windows. His body barely moved, only his eyelids fluttered as his mind imagined he freed himself.

It’s 1980. As John Lennon’s new song, “(Just Like) Starting Over,” is climbing the charts, the legendary Beatle is shot and killed outside the Dakota, his landmark residence in New York. Norman Mailer’s novel The Executioner’s Song is awarded the Pulitzer Prize and Ted Turner launches CNN, the first all-news network and the beginning of a brave new television world.

The young downtown editor stared out the window of his office on West Houston Street, wondering how he was going to get out of this one. The woman he was talking with on the phone was offering him the paperback rights to a novel they were releasing in a few months, which she candidly admitted no one else wanted, and probably, he thought to himself, with good reason. She worked for a university press and anyone in New York’s trade publishing knew that university presses didn’t do fiction, let alone literature. Even as he told himself this, he admitted that New York publishing was changing, and this enterprising fellow was keen to make his mark. The literary establishment was still dominant, but there were fresh voices to be heard. Annie Hall and Marilyn French had moved the taste gauge. Still, he didn’t hold out much hope for the galley she’d promised to send. He liked the woman and so agreed to read it as a courtesy.

The same year, the midtown editor read the New York Times Book Review for that week. He wasn’t one to brag but inside he was grinning. As was often the case, one of his books was on the best-seller list. He prided himself on his instincts. Rarely did a book not achieve what he’d hoped for. And the book business itself was flourishing. He fed the upper middle class its literature, and lately, he was the conductor on the gravy train. He was a publishing figure of note, and he’d earned that respect.

The passenger in the blue Chevy Chevelle was dreaming of the alleyways of the French Quarter, trolling dimly lit clubs where the harlots hunted, and Dixieland jazz was king. He could feel the dampness of the night on his face and smell the cayenne and cumin hanging thick in the air. He popped open an ice-cold beer and lifted it to his lips. He was thirsty. He drank. His mind drifted to a dance hall, he didn’t know where exactly, with neon colors and Elvis singing “Jailhouse Rock,” and he was dancing and laughing, and he felt so free, and then his mother came storming in and took his shoes off and threw them away, and he was barefoot, then he was standing in a classroom teaching his students, and one of them was beaming, he could tell she was interested, and then his mother walked in carrying his dancing shoes, and said he could only have them if he promised never to dance again, but he wouldn’t ever dance again, his breathing grew shallow, his smile deepened, is this what bliss felt like, he wasn’t sure, he was floating now.

The young downtown editor worked for one of the most influential, independent publishing houses in New York. The owner had risked his fortune by defending novels such as Tropic of Cancer and by winning a set of legal battles in the Supreme Court, fights that effectively ended censorship in America. The owner was listening to the young editor explain why he wanted to acquire the novel.

The man in the car was letting go. His heartbeat had slowed, his blood pressure was dropping. He was flying, the colors were swirling around him like Popsicles in summer, melting, melding, he could see everything now, the glimmering surface of Lake Pontchartrain, the discarded beads of a Mardi Gras celebration peeking through a dirty puddle, his mother’s powdery skin, his father’s old slippers, he felt no pain, the colors were moving through him now, coming out his fingertips.

The downtown editor was dismayed and angry. He had put his reputation on the line for this book and the university press releasing it in hardcover wasn’t doing anything to promote it. The sales director had dropped this news on him, a week after he bought the rights. What on earth were these people thinking? Who releases a title with no mention in the catalog? There was no publicity planned, no marketing or promotion, nothing, and the initial print run was a meager two thousand copies. Why had they chosen to publish it in the first place? It was akin to having a baby and leaving it on a doorstep.

The driver was slumped over the steering wheel. His arms lay motionless at his sides. His cheeks were rosy and he was smiling. He was imagining that he was talking to his mama. He was telling her he was sorry they’d quarreled and he hoped she’d understand his reasons for this trip. He’d left the note, more of a letter really, and he didn’t think she’d mind about the grammar. As the carbon monoxide filled his lungs, he thought, perhaps just this once, she wouldn’t judge him.

It was now the spring of 1980. The president of the university press reluctantly authorized another print run. How many was it so far, five, six? They’d already sold almost twenty thousand books. He’d been dubious when the downtown editor had told him his plans. He believed in practicality, but the perilous terrain of risk and reward was for New York publishers, not Southern universities with a board of trustees to answer to. The downtown editor had been persuasive if not downright pushy, but he had to admit, he’d done extremely well. His division had never before gotten this kind of critical attention from major newspapers and magazines. They were the talk of university presses everywhere.

The call came into the police station just after lunch. A possibly abandoned Chevy Chevelle was parked in the woods. The sheriff wanted to send someone else to check on the vehicle, but there wasn’t another officer available. He called his daughter to let her know he’d be late picking her up at school. She was a freshman at the university and he’d promised to drive down and take her to dinner that night. She was excited about her classes and he was eager to listen. He planned to leave early, avoid traffic, but not now. When he arrived at the scene, the blue Chevy Chevelle was still, the engine dead. He approached the vehicle and touched the hood. Cold. Inside, collapsed in the driver’s seat, he saw the poor guy. He was a handsome lad, cherubic, ample, and the expression on his face one of contentedness. The interior of the car was pungent, but he’d smelled much worse in his time. Next to the lifeless passenger was a copy of The Collected Works of Flannery O’Connor. His mind drifted back to his daughter. She had recently told him she was reading that author for her literature class. Also in the car, next to the body, was a Big Chief notebook, the kind he himself had when he was a kid.

He returned to the squad car and radioed the coroner. The poor bastard couldn’t have been much more than thirty years old. He was so well dressed, too, starched white shirt, pressed pants, polished shoes. He remembered the phrase “all dressed up with nowhere to go,” wondering how anything could be so bad it would make someone do such a thing. He pondered the young man’s family. Did he have a girl waiting for him somewhere, a mother or father? He couldn’t touch the body of a corpse until the coroner arrived, but it wouldn’t be against procedure to search for a wallet. He reached inside the deceased’s jacket pocket, nothing. Then his pants pocket. He felt the wallet. The name on the driver’s license was familiar. He’d heard of this guy. He searched his memory, trying to determine where he’d seen the name. His daughter. He remembered her telling him about her literature professor. Tonight, he’d have to tell his daughter that the professor who inspired her had taken his own life. Perhaps he’d leave that part out, only tell her he’d passed. No, he thought, I’ll have to tell her the truth.

The coroner arrived at the scene. A nondescript older fellow with bushy eyebrows and stooped shoulders, he opened the driver’s side door and examined the body in the car. No need to feel for a pulse, he thought. Rigor had already set in. He started filling out the mandatory forms.

The small handful of people at the funeral home didn’t speak much. The mother was too distraught to attempt conversation and the father stared into the distance, repeating it was cold outside for this time of year, and how his son would need a sweater. In the eyes of the church, the deceased had disgraced himself. Mourning was for the deserving. The parish priest was hoping this pitiful little display would end soon so he could return to serving the righteous members of his flock.

The service was quick and efficient. There were no wailing spectators, no flashing cameras, no reporters hastily scribbling notes, no music, no fanfare, just three people standing in a cemetery, as stiff as the body lying in the casket before them. The mother kept turning a small scrap of paper over and over in her hand. It was torn from a copy of the coroner’s report. She kept reading the same line over and over. Name of Deceased: John Kennedy Toole.






TWO [image: ]


He could hear the squeaking of chairs, as the glassy-eyed recruits tried to concentrate but couldn’t, their attention drifting to the balmy temperature outside the barracks, the beach, and better days. He tried to engage them, infusing humor into his recitation of past imperfect, continuous past, simple past. His students seemed distracted. Or perhaps he was the distracted one, as his novel gestated within him. He could feel it kicking.

“I am, you are, they are… ,” he continued. One of his students smiled meekly, his body language begging the instructor not to call on him. No more than twenty years old, he reminded the instructor of his father when he was young and handsome, before he turned into the stranger who flitted about his home. Corporal John Kennedy Toole felt pity for the student, who, like most of the young men stationed at Fort Buchanan in Puerto Rico, had volunteered for military service so they could feed their families. Most were from the mountains and work was scarce. These boys weren’t patriots. They were kids sitting in a sweltering room, trying to learn enough English to survive the battlefield. They were hoping it wouldn’t come to that, just as their instructor was hoping he could get this damn novel out of his head and onto paper. So, there they were, a couple dozen boys who hadn’t yet known the horrors of war, because if they had, they’d sure as the sun would set not be sitting in those desks, and the instructor knew this, knew that if he didn’t put his whole heart into teaching these kids English, they could die one day, and it would be his fault. These were his recruits. They were counting on him even if they didn’t know it.

“I am!” he said, loudly this time. “You are!” Then he told them to repeat it. “Again,” he said. “Again!” The recruits seemed surprised by the sudden burst of intensity but did as they were told, while the instructor willed himself to stay on task, as characters he hadn’t fully formed danced and fretted to be loosed onto a blank page.

It is November 1961. John F. Kennedy has been president for nearly a year. The Soviet Union has just conducted the largest nuclear test in history and Americans are building bomb shelters while the beatniks preach peace and love. The Orient Express makes its last journey from Paris to Bucharest as a generation of babies discover the first disposable diaper. Construction has begun on the Berlin Wall while the Professional Golfers’ Association tears down another when it eliminates the whites-only rule. It is a world struggling to adapt, caught between old-school values and the demands of an aggressive new era.

Corporal John Kennedy Toole surveyed his classroom. Tall and handsome, with a strong handshake and refined Southern manners, he was a gentleman’s gentleman, an anomaly in this place. Always perfectly groomed, smelling of clean, fresh soap and Brylcreem, Corporal Toole always strived to set a good example for his students. He felt a kinship with them. Admittedly, they were uncultured. His mother would have been appalled by their lack of manners, their disregard for all things of beauty and grace. His mind was drifting again. “Focus,” he thought. “Focus on these young men.” All he could hear was his mother’s voice, invading, always invading his thoughts like the damn mosquitos here, the size of birds. Ignatius would have stormed about the barracks complaining.

Corporal Toole suddenly began to experience gastrointestinal distress. Or wait, was that Corporal Toole or Ignatius? It was getting to the point he couldn’t tell the two apart. Sometimes he found himself in a situation in which he’d normally be cool and calm, an ordinary circumstance by any civilized person’s definition, and then Ignatius would pop out like a rotund, black-haired jack-in-the-box, spewing opinions. When he’d become excited, his large round eyes would bulge, animating his face.

Ignatius was more than a fictional character to his creator. He was the person John Kennedy Toole wanted to be.

“Sir, you alright?” asked the same young man who reminded him of his father.

“Yes, I’m afraid I got a little distracted,” the instructor said. “I’m working on something in my free time and it does vex me.”

The boy looked at his superior and smiled knowingly, even though he wasn’t certain what vex meant. A good Catholic boy whose mother had raised him to be polite, he didn’t want to disappoint her here in an army barracks where all he could think about was how much he missed everyone back home.

“Sir, what is vex?” asked another recruit sitting toward the back. This boy was different from the rest. He had a curiosity his superior officer admired, a desire to be something more than a poor kid who was only in the army because there weren’t any other options. The instructor explained vex to him. The recruit nodded, listening intently. The corporal wanted to take his class in another direction that particular morning, teach his students something of substance, not just have them conjugate verbs so they could learn military commands that washed the humanity clean out of them. This corporal didn’t believe in war, didn’t believe in upheavals or bloodshed. If he wanted war, he could go back to Audubon Street in New Orleans and listen to his mama. That was Ignatius, he was the one who thirsted for revolution, who conspired to impose geometric symmetry and moral decency upon the masses. Ignatius was itching to teach the corporal’s class that morning, but the corporal held his ground. This was his class and he wanted to introduce his students to the things his mama had taught him to appreciate: the theater, great literature, music.

The shy recruit inquired what he was working on that vexed him. The corporal couldn’t help but smile at the lad’s earnestness as he tried to form his question alternating between broken English and Spanish. Corporal Toole patiently helped him with each word, pausing to let the boy practice his pronunciation. After all, he thought, elocution is the hallmark of a refined fellow, and this instructor-cum-army-corporal was determined his recruits would leave this cultural desert more enlightened than they arrived.

“I was vexed, he was vexed, you were vexed,” the student continued.

“Excellent!” Corporal Toole said. “Please continue.”

Though he fought to stay in the moment, Corporal Toole was no match for the pontificating fatty in a hunting cap and scarf surreptitiously vying for his attention. He chuckled to himself remembering a recent evening. He was enjoying a perfectly convivial conversation with some of his colleagues at the officers’ club. They were discussing Henry Miller, whom the corporal considered one hell of a writer, someone who could infuse a coward with an adventurer’s daring. Miller validated the erotic wanderlust the corporal hungered to explore but couldn’t in an army barracks, shackled by duty and honor and fear that if he did give in he would be devoured. He remembered masturbating the night before. He pondered whether Ignatius should masturbate or if the image would be too much for the reader. He longed for a female.

“Kenny, what are you doing!” his mother shouted, opening the door to his room. A shrewd, ample woman, when she spoke, she trilled her r’s like a second-rate Katharine Hepburn. He hastily zipped up his pants, wondering if she could see the beads of sweat dotting his forehead or the sticky substance on his palms.

“I heard you moaning and I thought you had that vexing sore throat again,” she said. “Shall I make you some tea with honey?”

“What vexes you, sir?” the young recruit repeated, enunciating each syllable.

The corporal cleared his throat in an attempt to clear his thoughts. “I wrote a novel,” he said. “Actually a novella.” They leaned forward, wanting to hear more. Ignatius puffed with pride. His creator was about to unleash his brilliance for these students to experience.

“Yes,” he continued. “It’s about a young boy who does a horrible thing for what he believes with his whole heart is the right reason.”

“Wait a minute,” Ignatius growled. “You’re supposed to be talking about me! These impressionable souls require my genius and inspiration!” Ignatius complained at his creator, flailing his flannel-covered arms, desperate to be acknowledged.

The corporal ignored him, knowing he’d pay later when he needed his creation to come alive on paper again. He told himself that soon he would expose the world to Ignatius. Just not yet.

The corporal chided himself for not being able to light on a single thought for more than a blink. His memory once again returned to that evening at the officers’ club. He heard himself speaking to his fellow instructors and was surprised with what came out his mouth. “Henry Miller is the death of Fortuna herself and a scourge upon us all!” He then emitted a robust belch. A fleck of discomfort appeared on some of his colleagues’ faces before they all burst out laughing, thinking John was mimicking someone from down South again. They awaited his next bit, grateful for the laughter he provided in a place that felt strangely like purgatory.

As the weeks turned into months and Pat Boone chased Rick Nelson on the Hit Parade, The Beverly Hillbillies made fun of America’s growing nouveau riche, and the first Walmart opened its doors, John Kennedy Toole yearned for the comforts of home. Despite his mother driving him batshit crazy, he had to admit he did miss her cooking and the way in which she encouraged him when he felt directionless. He also missed the tiny puffs of talcum powder, delicate little punctuation marks that announced her arrival and departure from a room. Some women left lipstick prints on their coffee cups. Thelma marked her territory with rose-scented talc.

The monotony at Fort Buchanan was both a blessing and a curse. Since he’d been promoted to sergeant and given private sleeping quarters, he had a place to work on Ignatius and the cast of characters who would fuel his hero’s misadventures. Sergeant Toole could lose himself in his writing, subjugate his homesickness into the more profound calling of authoring a work that would define his legacy, get him out of dire financial straits, and provide the accolades of which he was deserving. He sounded like his mother again.

The sergeant grew up worried about money. Mother preferred appearances over the benefits of a sound, realistic budget and his father was fading, his drive and desires crushed, with little remaining of what was once a good and decent man. The sergeant often wondered about his father’s inner life, if beneath the innocuous chatter there was a strong human being in remission who still had dreams. The sergeant’s mother reminded her son in letter after letter that his parents were near destitute and beseeched him to rescue them from the specter of poverty. Just once he’d like a day to go by that he didn’t have to worry about them and then feel guilty for being angry. It was debilitating. He wished he could shut the noise off in his head but there was so much of it between his mother, Ignatius, his students’ attempts at English. He could feel a dark mood rising within him. It had been worsening since Marilyn’s suicide. He remembered how sweetly she sang “Happy Birthday” to President Kennedy and how he wished it had been him she was serenading. She was the angel to whom he whispered his deepest secrets from afar, hoping his affection might somehow breeze through her window on one of those claustrophobic Puerto Rican nights. How could she do that to him, be so selfish as to take her own life and deprive the world, okay, he didn’t care about the world right now, how could she deprive him of her beauty, her grace, the vulnerability that awakened the hero inside of him.

He was spiraling again. He wasn’t losing his mind. He was there, just burdened by forces beyond his control and so he did what he always did to wrest that control back. He took out a fresh sheet of paper from the sheaf on the windowsill. He carefully inserted the paper into his buddy’s typewriter, which thank God he was letting him borrow. He hadn’t told anyone about his clandestine evenings spent with the typewriter, not even his parents. The words flowing out of him were private, he wanted it just for himself, just for a while. He pushed the lever on the typewriter to the left, delighting in the clicking of the carriage. Then he escaped into the New Orleans he didn’t tell his mama about, the one that breathed life into characters that were alien anywhere else in the world. As memories of his city danced in his head, he transformed them into whole living people existing in a universe of his making, where mothers were imperfect, cops wore yellow tights as punishment for picking up grampaws, and the ghost of Boethius grinned as an unlikely champion spewed soliloquies, imposing himself on the unprepared who were better for it but just didn’t know it yet. The sergeant’s fingers flew across the typewriter keys and if anyone had walked past his room and his window had been open, they would have heard John Kennedy Toole whistling to himself.

Occasionally, he would take a break and indulge his predilection for literature. He favored Flannery O’Connor. He was reading “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.” As the children are being murdered while the grandmother rambles on about Jesus, he could feel his loins warm inside his clean cotton underwear, army issue. How he loved that woman. Flannery O’Connor. He played with her name on his tongue. She didn’t give a damn about literary convention. She took the short story somewhere that was equal parts menacing and fabulous. John also felt a connection to her because they were both raised Catholic. John, how he referred to himself when he felt more like the man than the boy, fantasized about the conversation that he and Flannery might have one day about faith.

Great artists were created not born, and New Orleans created John Kennedy Toole just as Flannery O’Connor was created by her strict Catholic upbringing, her frail health engulfed by religious zealotry, and the purity of her genius that made the sergeant’s cock hard and his resolve deepen. He got up and washed his hands. On the dresser was another letter from home. Reluctantly, he tore open the envelope.

He was only twenty-five years old yet felt decades older than his years. Perhaps it was the product of having students to whom he was obligated to play the role of authority figure. It didn’t leave much room for the fancies of youth. He was the parent at home, too, taking care of Mom and Dad. He’d had to declare them as dependents and ask the army to distribute his wages and give them a subsidy. By the time it had all been finalized he was on edge. His moods, the peaks and valleys, were not a matter he discussed. He was creative, after all, and weren’t such people prone to intensity? I’m sure, he said to himself, that Evelyn Waugh wasn’t always jovial. “The womb is the darkest place on earth, and yet look at the tiny miracle that emerges from it,” he told himself. “Of course, I’m going to have dark moods. It is both the privilege and the burden of every great writer. We are nothing if not for the toils of our enlightenment,” the sergeant whispered to his adopted brethren. Then he remembered a saying he’d heard somewhere, though he couldn’t be certain where. “It’s always darkest before the dawn.” Dawn, what a lovely name.

Yes, the letter. He began to read. His mother’s words went straight through him. His father had shingles. He could feel his own skin itch. He had read about this insidious reiteration of chicken pox. For a moment, he tried to remember if he’d ever had chicken pox. He shuddered. He wished he could do more for his father. He loved the man, though he could never understand how someone who’d known the realities of war, built a respectable name for himself, and genuinely cared about others could become a footnote in his own life. He had always been a burden and a disappointment. It made Kenny sad.

By late November 1962, Sergeant John Kennedy Toole was desperate to go home for a visit. He needed money for airfare and for the first time in as long as he could remember, he asked his parents for help. His mother immediately sent him what she could, and between her contribution plus what he was able to squeak out of his paycheck, he purchased the tickets. The morning of the flight he had doubts. The sergeant’s parents were a challenge and watching his father deteriorate ate at him. He thought of his mother’s pink rouge and how it made her appear permanently flushed with excitement. He considered the elaborate hats she always wore that looked as if they might take flight if startled, and he laughed, piquing the curiosity of other passengers as they made their way to their seats. He smiled as he fastened his seat belt. He was eager to tell her about the novel he was laboring over. He had given one of his fellow instructors at the base an excerpt to read. The man had praised the writing and allowed how engrossed he’d been in the characters.

The sergeant’s first attempt at a novel hadn’t garnered such accolades. In fact, his mother never even knew about The Neon Bible. He’d written it for a literary contest when he was fifteen years old. He practiced the characters’ dialogue aloud in his room at night, hoping nobody would hear him. Aunt Mae and the preacher were the hardest to do quietly. Kenny thought surely he’d win the contest or at least receive an honorable mention. All he got was a form letter thanking him for his submission.

Perhaps when he got home, he thought to himself, he’d reread it.



The barracks were nearly empty. The majority of recruits had gone home for Christmas. Most of the instructors had also vacated the base, some venturing to nearby islands, others returning home to their families. Sitting in the mess hall engrossed in conversation were one of the sergeant’s students and the instructor to whom he’d given the first chapter of his manuscript. The student was telling the instructor how the sergeant had been distracted for weeks, that he lost some ring he got in college, and kept asking everyone if they’d seen it.
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