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CHAPTER ONE

Eustace Bogges was a man of words who considered himself a man of deeds and so, emerging from the library, book in hand, he felt pleasantly resolute. He was a solid figure, thickset, not tall, with a vast belly and small feet invisible from his presently upright position. His features were broad and appealingly beastlike. He bore a strong resemblance to a benign hippo. Bogges set off with care; his awkward physical arrangement made forward motion a balancing act. He crossed Georgetown University’s front lawn and glanced up at the Healy Building. He imagined the taste of the gray granite, Gothic grit between tongue and teeth. A remarkable pantomime, playing out on the grand stairway of the building, caught his attention. A gleaming black poodle, which might have been mistaken at a distance for a Great Dane, stood planted across several flights of steps in three-quarters profile to Bogges. At the top of the stairs, a priest from the Jesuit community was making shooing motions with both hands. The poodle gazed up unmoved, indifference that might have been boredom. For a moment it turned eyes cracked and inflamed on Bogges and fixed him with a crimson glare. Bogges seemed to hear a voice say that even a gambler finds Hell more compelling than Las Vegas. Before he could consider this unexpected thought, the poodle turned its gaze back on the priest. The priest had stopped gesticulating. He proceeded to raise his right arm and described a cross in the air.

“In Nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti,” he intoned.

The poodle stiffened along the length of its body. Alarming muscles erupted through the black curls. The priest’s solemn look hardened. His outthrust jaw hung like a lantern from a courtyard wall. Then the dog yawned and relaxed its forequarters just as if it had shrugged its shoulders. After a longish pause it turned away, its muzzle still pointed skyward and, parading over the lawn, marched out the O Street gate. The priest caught sight of Bogges and again described a cross before disappearing inside. Bogges now also made for the gate. There was no sign of the creature outside in the cobblestone street. Bogges approached a group of students. He wondered if they’d seen the dog, wondered what kind of impression it had left on them. They were occupied taking pictures of themselves, laughing and comparing the self-portraits. They didn’t notice or pretended not to notice Bogges, who had to step off the curb to get around them. To distract himself from thoughts of the unsettling dog, he turned his mind to the present craze for auto-photographs—selfies. Why do they talk this way, he wondered, veggies, doggies, foodies, lisping baby talk, sentimental kitsch personas. These thoughts got him most of the way home. Only when Bogges glanced around before turning the key in his front door did he imagine that he’d glimpsed a black poodle tail vanishing up 29th Street at the end of the block. He locked the door after himself, slid the chain home, set his book atop the pile of unpaid bills on the mail table, and went to the bar cart. He mixed a martini in a tumbler and settled into the small green rocking club chair which fitted him like a glove. Alone in his front parlor, he looked out vaguely through the dormer window to the street. He had spent Sunday afternoon in the customary way since his divorce from Sally Benton: a double order of Smitty’s meat loaf at Martin’s Tavern a few blocks away, then a pleasant hour or two wandering the stacks of Lauinger Library a few blocks farther on from Martin’s. The stacks, to Bogges, were very much like the Elysian Fields as described in ancient times; here one was free to converse with the wisest, the most charming, the most amusing of all those who have lived. One never knew quite whom one would encounter. Today he’d stumbled on a curiosity, a shelf of Bollandist publications. The Bollandists, he learned, were a Belgian Jesuit society dedicated to the scholarly study of saints and saintliness. He’d taken down a volume at random and discovered the Bollandists also interested themselves in demonology. This made sense to Bogges: what would be the use of the one without the temptations of the other. A Father Joseph de Tonquedec, SJ had written an essay titled “Nervous and Mental Illnesses and Diabolic Possession.” He’d thumbed through a few pages and was struck by Father de Tonquedec’s observation that “Satan’s masterpiece, the great work of the master of illusion, is his present success in passing himself off as nonexistent. He has every interest in doing so.”

Now, however, Bogges didn’t feel like reading further. He’d somehow lost interest in the Devil. He began to muse about work and the workweek ahead. It seemed to him that passing oneself off as nonexistent had useful applications at the office; all the people one didn’t want to talk to would never approach. It then occurred to Bogges that many of his colleagues were already practicing a form of passing oneself off as nonexistent, not recognizing him, or others, as they met in the corridor or riding in the elevator. This led to the further thought that perhaps the office was even more like the Devil’s playground than had been apparent. His colleagues made him think longingly of the Lauinger stacks. I should have become a librarian, he told himself. Bogges’s eyes began to blink. He drowsed. Like a heavily laden barge come loose from its moorings, Bogges drifted off.

He found himself in an office or study—there were books on the shelves—although the plaster-of-Paris cats preening as bookends and dividers suggested the hand of an amateur or Midwestern decorator. Dusty Venetian blinds drawn against a bright sun gave the room a black-and-white early camera light. Bogges was sitting semi-recumbent in a leather recliner before a metal desk looking up at a series of diplomas from an obscure and remote university granted to one Grippin Fall, doctor of psychiatry. Behind the desk, a tiny, sharp-faced man with a Van Dyke beard whose point drew attention to a prominent Adam’s apple, wearing a soiled white dress shirt, which emphasized the personage’s decisively seedy aspect, spoke.

“These things you don’t like hearing about, Mr. Bogges, they include the French, the Arabs, the Chinese, Canadians and Mexicans, English and Irish, Germans and Africans, Indians both eastern and western; I believe you also said, Christians, Jews, Hindus, and Muslims, liberals and conservatives, writers, editors, actors, models, athletes, bankers and stockbrokers, blacks and whites—I’ve got it right so far, have I?”

“Yes, any group.”

“But everybody belongs to a group of one kind or another.”

“Yes, the problems of the world are mostly caused by other people. It’s only made worse when they group together.”

“Your objections have recently taken on a somewhat demonstrative expression.”

“Some might think so.”

“You feel you can’t control yourself ?”

“No, not at all. I could control myself if I wanted to. I don’t want to anymore.”

Dr. Fall made a little tent with his hands and held them out in front of his nose. “Why don’t we go over the incident that prompted this visit in more detail,” he suggested.

The psychiatrist drew the tent closer to his eyes, and Bogges noticed that the man’s arms were curiously foreshortened, almost dwarfish. The doctor’s beard reinforced the impression of a mannikin or homunculus. There was something counterfeit about him, this office, the whole setup. Nevertheless, he launched into his narrative for a second time. After all, he was paying for the doctor’s abbreviated hour.

“As I told you, I’m the editor of the letters page of The Washington Oracle.”

“An interesting job, I imagine.”

Bogges grunted. “I’ve begun … I mean, from time to time I contribute a letter of my own.”

“Is that why the letters all sound as though they’re written by the same person?”

“No, that’s my editing. The letters are supposed to represent the readers’ opinions, not mine.”

“Then how can you edit them?”

Dr. Fall was missing the point. Bogges had an idea he was doing this willfully and, somehow, malevolently. “You don’t understand. I’ve been writing letters under pseudonyms and publishing them as though they were from readers.”

“Does this have something to do with your dislike of groups?”

Bogges hadn’t thought of it this way. He didn’t much like writers. He supposed it was only reasonable not to like readers. “I guess, up to a point, but what I don’t like is how deadly earnest people are about their opinions. It’s not just being pompous. They’re trying to force their views on you, but what they’re really after is getting their own way.”

“Tell me, Mr. Bogges, would you say that you get annoyed when you don’t get your own way, that you don’t like it when things aren’t going just right?”

“Only a hypocrite would deny that. On the other hand, I don’t see how my getting annoyed distinguishes me from everyone else.”

“And you pride yourself on not being hypocritical.”

“No, that’s not a matter of pride.”

“But wouldn’t you agree that hypocrisy is sometimes necessary, that white lies are not particularly harmful and that they’re even useful to smooth relationships?”

Having scored this point, Dr. Fall gave a hypocritical little smirk.

Bogges drew a breath. “You smooth a bird’s ruffled feathers or a dog’s bristling fur, but people aren’t birds or dogs.”

“You are playing with words, Mr. Bogges. You do a lot of that, n’est-ce pas?”

Bogges became instantly alert. Since his first youthful visit to Paris, all his nightmares had begun with someone speaking French.

“Je suis aussi l’ambigu,” added the doctor.

“What did you say? Why are you speaking French?”

“Calmez-vous mon bon monsieur. I merely said, á façon de parler, that life is ambiguous, doubtful, contingent. You appear to want everything cut and dried. You yourself are not so straightforward as you pretend. La volonté et l’esprit, that is everything.”

“Answer my question. Why are you speaking French?” Bogges’s voice was strained.

“Ça se sent, ça ne se dit pas. I’m so sorry. I did not mean to upset you. Certain thoughts can best be expressed in the language in which they are usually thought, in their native tongue, so to speak. I always speak French when I wish to discuss life as it is really lived. Tell me, how are you feeling now? Do you have vertigo, for example?”

Bogges did feel off-balance, as though he or the chair he was sitting in was floating at a sharp angle a foot off the carpet. “No,” lied Bogges.

“Vertigo,” continued Dr. Fall smoothly, “is or can be a psychological condition manifested as a disturbance of the sensible equipment. But where does that disturbance originate, Mr. Bogges? Nowadays, we would say from a neurosis, a psychological trauma. It might interest you to note that once vertigo was associated with the Devil. Of course, we no longer believe in the Devil but, nevertheless, He had His uses. At least you knew what you were dealing with. That should appeal to you. One might say that His masterpiece, the great work of the master of illusion, is His present success in passing Himself off as nonexistent. He has every interest in doing so.”

For a moment, Dr. Fall flickered out of sight. Bogges blinked, and the psychiatrist came back into focus, somewhat larger and for some reason rather goatish. Bogges thought he detected an odor of burning hair.

Dr. Fall waved an arm, which seemed to extend itself unnaturally, and the odor dispersed. “Spirit and free will, since you object to French, those are also unfashionable. They disappeared with the Devil, not by accident. You can’t have one without the other. What would be the use?”

Again, Bogges felt himself lifted into the air. The chair tilted to the left, gave a little shake and, as though exhausted, fell with two bumps. Bogges experienced a profound lethargy. His tongue lay paralyzed.

“No, there’s no response, Mr. Bogges. It is true that free will, the spirit, is a sanctuary, but only when you act is it inaccessible. That is why indolence is so dangerous. Nevertheless, the Old Gentleman does not directly affect the spiritual faculties, only indirectly, by disturbing from outside the sensible equipment, your body,” the voice grew in volume. It seemed to roar. “The senses,” said the roar, “material objects.” Then the volume was abruptly turned down, like a radio, “and so on,” said the now barely audible voice.

The time had come to act. Bogges rocked his haunches back and forth in order to build up the necessary momentum to pitch himself out of the recliner. When a sufficiently acute angle was achieved, he tensed his thighs and rose to the upright. He went ’round the desk and grasped Dr. Fall’s goatee in both hands. He pulled, and the face came away with the beard. The remaining blankness had an inquiring expression. Bogges had questions of his own. Then he woke in his green rocking club chair in the front parlor. This is what came of reading Father Joseph de Tonquedec, SJ. What had possessed him to read such infernal nonsense? He sat thinking over his dream. He grew comfortable; a voluptuous indolence came over him. He cast about for an activity which might count as an exercise of the will, to prevent further demonic assault according to Dr. Fall’s analysis yet still allow him to remain sitting. The thought came to him that perhaps it might actually be a good idea to contribute a letter to the paper. Framing a letter, or finding a subject for a letter, or at least choosing a pseudonym for the correspondent should count as exercising the will. After a while, the name Chakravarti occurred to him; S. J. Chakravarti would do nicely, taking revenge in a mild way on the Jesuit priest who had conjured up the Devil and exorcised sleep. Bogges was confident that now that he had a name, a subject would sooner or later present itself. Meanwhile, it was time for bed.

The next morning, Bogges got himself up, bathed, dressed, breakfasted, and out the door with no more than the customary difficulties. Progress to the bus stop on M Street was satisfactory. He encountered no dogs of any kind. The bus arrived promptly; there was a vacant seat near the front. He sat down next to a hard-faced woman in a halter top and jeans that didn’t quite cover her navel. Her hair had been made up into innumerable pig or rat tails. Bogges looked away. Above, a poster exhorted him to consider that if he were not part of the solution, he must be part of the problem, solution and problem both unspecified.

He got off near the office, in front of Marina’s Italian Restaurant. Jesus, the Guatemalan busboy, was sweeping the sidewalk. His face had a look of the utmost seriousness, squat features and eyes like clay dinner plates were a model for a totem. To aid concentration, Jesus was making gargling and clicking noises from somewhere in his throat. While he’d been walking north to the border, he’d fallen in with a patrol of Mexican soldiers. They’d kept him company for a few days, and Jesus had been glad of their companionship. When their ways parted, the soldiers had robbed him. Jesus had been grateful they’d left him his clothing and his sandals. But then the soldiers had fought over the contents of his purse, and one had been killed. At first the soldiers were going to kill Jesus too, but in the end they took pity on him and only cut out his tongue.

“Hello, Jesus,” said Bogges.

Jesus stopped sweeping and rested on his broom. He gargled and clicked solemnly, nodded his head once, and went back to work. Bogges admired Jesus’s concentration on the task at hand, and then for some reason he thought again about that puzzling exhortation from the poster on the bus: If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem. What could this have to do with Jesus, or Bogges for that matter? It was the dictum of a professional busybody, a kind of terrorist, he at once decided. People really should just mind their own business he told himself. Bogges watched Jesus for a moment more, then hurried off to work, a stout, preoccupied figure pitching and listing on stubby pins, eager to assume the voice of that worthy oriental gentlemen S. J. Chakravarti and put his thoughts on paper.


CHAPTER TWO

Sir, as life long citizen for twenty years just now, I am telling you with too much sorrow that people are not minding their business. Drivers are not knowing my destination. Bankers are not knowing my check. Supermarkets are not selling food of first freshness and tastiness. Waiters are telling me their names and I am not wanting to know. Strangers are ringing up on telephone and calling me S.J. I am telling all strangers, to you I am not S.J., I am Mr. Chakravarti!

Why is this, I am asking? I am answering: people are not minding their business. People are saying how I am not thinking how women are thinking, or people not speaking English or people not sleeping with opposite sex or so very many things I am not wanting to think about. I am saying nothing and they are saying I am making statement. In this country not making statement is statement and I am wondering what is remaining when people are not keeping quiet when they are not talking. When I am not talking I am saying nothing and when I am not thinking I am not having thoughts. As American citizen this is my right. So, I am saying: whatever you are wanting I am not giving. Also, I am saying to fellow citizens please to shut up and mind your own business.

Respectfully,

S.J. Chakravarti

Bogges pulled the sheet from his typewriter, the last to remain at the paper. The Hermes 3000 reminded him of a ’55 Chevy, gracefully squat, streamlined and bulky at the same time, much like himself. Its pale green enamel was soothing. Its mechanical pounding helped concentrate the mind. He’d had to fight to keep it when the computer people had come to wire the office. He’d taken to locking his door at night so that no one could steal his machine away in the dark. The cleaning staff didn’t mind: one less office to look after. Bogges took the trash out every evening.

He was pleased with his morning’s work. The tone was right, the sentiments unimpeachable. He thought he’d enjoy Chakravarti’s prose one more time before turning to the pile of readers’ letters on his desk. He was just getting to these, the customary mix—belaboring the obvious, crankish hobby-horses, illiterate laments, obscene threats—when a voice at the door interrupted him.

“What ho, Eustace. Tell me what’s it all about. What’s new, what’s happening, what’s, er, what?”

Lance Morrow-Graves, to whom the voice belonged, was Bogges’s boss, the assistant managing editor in charge of odds and ends, Letters, Religion, Science, Obituaries, the sections the executive editor and the publisher didn’t care about. Morrow-Graves always spoke this way. He was Canadian and secretly felt that he was an imitation American. Bogges thought he had got that part right. The imitation Englishman, however, did not come off so successfully.

“Are you busy, Eustace?” came the voice again.

“Mind your own business,” said Bogges sharply.

“I say, I was only asking if I might come in. If it’s inconvenient, I’ll come back later.”

Bogges decided he’d gone too far. “Come in, Lance. That wasn’t directed at you. I was thinking about the letter I was just reading. The writer seems to think the world would be a better place if people would simply mind their own business. He makes some interesting points. It’s not the sort of letter we usually get. Here, take a seat over there.”

Bogges gestured toward a stack of books and journals on a hard wooden chair set too close to the floor for Morrow-Graves’s six feet plus. Morrow-Graves eyed the proffered seat with ambivalence, decided against. He pushed his back into the door frame. Now that he’d been given permission to enter, he had apparently changed his mind. He put his thumbs into the little front slits of his tweed vest and looked up at the ceiling as though searching for something.

“What do you know about God, Eustace?”

Bogges involuntarily looked up at the ceiling. “He’s not there.”

Morrow-Graves tore his gaze away from the ceiling and looked down at Bogges. He made a fizzing noise. “Oh, very good, very good indeed. I was looking at the ceiling and I asked you what you know about God and you said he’s not there, meaning not that he’s not there at all but that he’s not there on the ceiling.” Morrow-Graves smiled indulgently. “Seriously now,” he said, “what do you know about the Old Fellow. Answer carefully. There’s a reason for this, ah, interrogation.”

“I know that if God is omnipotent, he does not need to exist to save us.”

“No, I suppose not. But, of course, we know that He exists. Didn’t someone say that if you can imagine Him, He exists?”

“Up to a point,” said Bogges.

Morrow-Graves was evidently thinking about Anselm and the ontological proof. Bogges wondered if he should clarify the matter for him, enlighten his ignorance, beat him over the head with his superior learning. He thought he might.

“Anselm,” said Bogges, “who lived into the early twelfth century, said that God was the being than whom none greater can exist. But if the being than whom none greater can exist existed only in the intellect, he would not be the greatest, because you could add reality to the conception. Anselm argued that it followed from this that God necessarily had, or has, real existence.”

“Yes, that’s just what I was saying.” Morrow-Graves looked pleased with himself. “Eustace, I’ve noticed that you have grown a little stale of late. The letters page is not as lively as it’s been in the past.”

“Our readers are not as lively, or maybe the lively ones don’t write letters anymore,” said Bogges.

“No, no, Eustace, you see, you are tired. The readers who write us are the committed ones, the most engaged. It follows that they are lively. I want a page that reflects that.”

“Short of supplying the letters myself, I don’t see how you can obtain a livelier page. Anyway, it doesn’t necessarily follow that those readers are lively, if by lively you mean bright, thoughtful, full of spirit. By and large they have an ax to grind and the energy to lick an envelope and affix a stamp.”

Morrow-Graves looked troubled. “No, no, of course we can’t have you writing the letters, it would ruin the whole point of the page.” He walked over to the pile of letters on Bogges’s desk and idly read the one from the top.

“Now consider this one, Eustace, this Chakravarti fellow, his English is deplorable, of course, you’ll have to clean it up for him, but he makes some good points. Why, just the other day, at my bank, I had to show eight pieces of identification before I could cash a check. I’d dealt with the teller for years, too. But it was as if I had walked in for the first time. Now here’s a letter worth publishing, and here it is sitting on your desk.”

“It just came in this morning.”

“Eustace, Eustace, the mail is delivered at two o’clock. Admit it, you’ve had enough of letters. You want something new.” Again Morrow-Graves smiled indulgently.

Bogges searched for a way out of the trap he’d set for himself. “This was delivered by messenger,” he said quickly. “See, there’s no envelope.”

“Let’s not quibble, Eustace, especially since I have a plum assignment for you. I want you to edit Religion for me.”

You mean elaborate, said Bogges, wiseacreing to himself. Out loud, he said, “I don’t know anything about religion.”

“Of course you do. Why, you know all about this, er, Anselm character from, when was it, the Crusades.”

Bogges cursed himself for showing off. A miniature black poodle suddenly appeared perched on Morrow-Graves’s shoulder. The dog extended a pink tongue and licked Morrow-Graves’s ear. The hallucination vanished, and Bogges’s pulse raced. His face became purple.

“Are you alright, Eustace?”

“This has come as a shock, Lance. I’m happy here at Letters.”

Morrow-Graves smiled an understanding smile while maintaining a look of concern. The effect was lugubrious. “Life is movement,” he pronounced. “Yes, life is movement. So it follows, doesn’t it, that the more you move, the more you live?”

“Yes, Lance, that follows.”

Morrow-Graves was encouraged. “Eustace, it will do you and the section a power of good to make this move. It’s a good idea. You do believe in the power of good ideas, don’t you?”

“No more than I do in the other kind.” This slipped out before Bogges could stop it.

Morrow-Graves’s llama-like face lit up. “Ha, ha, you’ve made another joke. I asked if you believed in the power of good ideas, and you said no more than in the other kind, meaning bad ideas. But seriously, I suppose bad ideas have power too. Why, look at Communism. That was a bad idea, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, Lance, it was.”

“Although,” Morrow-Graves said thoughtfully, “the Chinese seem fond of it.”

“Probably only the ones who are running things,” said Bogges.

“Hmm, I see what you mean. Not as much fun for those who have to take orders. Still, someone has to give orders.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because, well, where would we be?”

“I’d still be editing Letters, for one.”

“But you are editing Letters.”

Bogges was about to remind him bitterly that Letters had just been taken away from him. Then he recollected that it was a characteristic of Morrow-Graves to lose track, that one idea always supplanted another to the point where the first ceased to exist. Madmen, so Bogges had read, were noted for their ability to hold two opposing ideas in their heads at the same time. Morrow-Graves, by this definition, must be eminently sane; the opportunity would be seized.

“As you say,” said Bogges, his turn to smile benignly, “I am the Letters editor. In fact, I have a stack of them to get through. You don’t mind, do you?”

“No, of course not. Far be it from me to interfere with a man’s job. Keep up the good work. We’ll talk again later.” Morrow-Graves put his thumbs back into his vest and, humming to himself, left with head bent as if deep in thought.

When Bogges was alone, he attacked the pile of unread letters. His reading held no surprises. There were numerous irritable complaints from residents of the better sections of Washington: dead trees, unfilled potholes, uncollected garbage, unsolved crimes, insolent, unresponsive police, traffic wardens, firemen, licensing clerks, sundry city employees. It was the paper’s policy never to print these letters, under the principle that conditions were worse in the largely Black sections of town. That those citizens seldom wrote in complaint reinforced management’s conviction that the policy was sound: benign neglect and equal treatment, the best of both worlds.

A letter from the Nigerian ambassador would see print. He complained that a recent news story about corruption in Lagos was racist. “Our form of government follows a different cultural model,” wrote His Excellency. Also to be published was an indignant note from the chargé d’affaires at the French Embassy. He denied that the routine arrest of gypsies in Paris was prompted by racial stereotyping. “After all,” he protested, “they commit most of the crimes.”

Bogges mechanically excised the Nigerian’s paen to the current president-for-life and an analysis of the Napoleonic Code from the Frenchman. He eyed the letters remaining to be read with distaste, sighed, and went back to work. He had disposed of most of these by noon, had found three others he could run, not on racial subjects, and, having filled his page, took his work, including Chakravarti’s letter, down the hall to the copy editor. Robinson, whether this was his first name, his last name, his only name, an alias, was one of the paper’s mysteries. He was an old hippie radical, ill-mannered and pointedly unkempt. But he approved of Bogges’s refusal to give up his typewritter— “got to fuck with the System, Man”—and would scan Bogges’s edited letters into the layout program as though the revolution depended on it. Robinson also helped Bogges cover his tracks by erasing letters emailed to the paper as they arrived. No one had noticed how few letters came to the paper as a result of this practice likely because no one cared about readers’ letters. Duty done, Bogges left for lunch.

While he stood at the restaurant bar waiting for his dozen Belons and carafe of white he eyed the crowd, hoping no one he knew would be there to interrupt his meal by talking to him. It seemed that the coast was clear. He tackled the wine and shellfish, when they came, with some degree of security. Bogges liked to think about what he was eating when he was eating. This was minding the business at hand. The brininess of the oysters and the odor of ocean that rose from their fluid married nicely to the tang of the white. The carafe was barely below the halfway mark when he squeezed lemon over the last oyster. It was a rule that these things must come out even. Bogges weighed the relative merits of another dozen, which might entail ordering more wine, or a half dozen, which would require an increase in drinking velocity. He had settled on the half dozen when a hand gripped his drinking arm. The hand belonged to Jonah Thomas, a fellow editor, an eager and earnest young man in charge of Life and Styles. He liked to be called JT. Bogges had made it a point never to do this even before the younger man had involved himself with Sally Benton, Bogges’s former wife.

“Let go of my arm,” said Bogges.

“Come off it. You can drink with the other, can’t you?”

“What business is it of yours?”

“Take the arm. I don’t want it. I was just being friendly.”

This was a lie. While regaining possession of his arm, Bogges managed to jab his elbow into Thomas’s waist. Thomas winced.

“There’s no cause to get belligerent. I’ve got good news for you. Sally and I are getting married. You won’t have to pay alimony anymore. That should make you happy. You don’t like spending money on other people, right? It’s the Scot in you, isn’t it?”

“Irish,” said Bogges. “I’m of Irish descent. Not that it matters.”

“Ulster,” said Thomas. “It’s the Calvinist strain. I can spot it every time.”

Having scored this point, Thomas smirked. This made his regular features look even more childish. Bogges thought he’d retaliate. He assumed his Samuel Johnson voice. The sound of his merriment, he said to himself in anticipation, is like the call of trumpets and the beating of drums, to drown out the cries of the wounded and the dying.

“How good of God,” said Bogges sententiously, “to arrange this marriage.”

He waited to deliver the punch line so that Thomas would be truly caught off guard. When the smirk began to metamorphose into something resembling a smile, Bogges resumed. “Yes, how good of God to arrange things so that two people should be miserable instead of four.”

Thomas’s expression hardened. “What did Sally ever see in you?”

“I expect she wanted to experience a real man; of course, it was too much for her. It must have been a great relief to have stumbled across you.”

Thomas stiffened. His shoulders hunched. A hand clenched. Bogges, who felt that his bulk served equally to enlarge or oppress a company, hoped that Thomas would strike out. He waited inside his substantial mass. Thomas seemed undecided. While he was thinking about his next move, Bogges filled his glass and drank. He gave a sigh of satisfaction, which Thomas echoed by an exhalation of breath. When Bogges looked at Thomas again, Thomas had mastered whatever impulses he had to overcome.

“Tell me,” said Thomas with feigned interest, “what does it feel like to be an asshole without a friend in the world?”

Bogges was benign. He patted his belly, turned his hippo countenance on Thomas. “I lead a rich interior life.”

“Only you would think that your miles of gut are a substitute for living.”

“You’re wrong, Thomas. My bellyful of gut is merely the outward sign of lengthy ruminations. If you could read my entrails, you would follow the twists and turns of the human soul. My gut, my capacious gut, my Gargantuan gut, so big and yet so small, so digressive and yet so compact, this gut of mine finds a place for everything in the sublunary sphere and beyond the golden sun. Animal, vegetable and mineral, I have swallowed the world and, thanks to this great gut, I have digested. Inside the workings of my gut are to be found war and peace, crime and punishment, sense and sensibility. My honest gut tells me what has been, what is, what will be. I look out from the fortress of my gut and I see across all the vastness of space and time. My thirsting, hungering, insatiable gut is the microcosm where all things come to be, perish, are reborn. The miracle of my gut is a living picture of apprehension, an image of creation. It receives the staff of life midway through its journey of nourishment and makes it my own. You chew, you swallow, you’re done with it. Your pathetic form takes over unconsciously. But I, in this magnificent body, follow every movement, every secretion. When food and drink first pass my lips, it is as though I read a passage from the Great Author. I swallow, and the belly acids begin their work of digestion; it is like the breaking down of a thought into its constituent parts. Already I have the pleasant sense that meaning, in the form of protein, vitamins, and minerals no less than in subject and object, has come to fill my being. But this is only the beginning; the belly is the superficial organ. Genesis, true absorption occurs in the intestine, the sacred gut. This gut of meaning contracts and propels onward. It squeezes necessity from the crude stuff of experience. The intestinal secretions, with the aid of forthright bile and subtle pancreatic juices flowing through innumerable projections, alter the food into useful elements for proper distribution by blood and lymph. Is this not like the imagination? Just so, when I reflect, consider, ponder the innumerable sensations of existence, I grasp some new notion and place it in my memory like a new layer of muscle, new cells which, in their turn, will reach out and grasp and combine. My gut grows like the mind learning. The mind seizes on the phenomenal and abstracts the spiritual. My gut grasps the material and extracts the essential. My gut is the logos.”
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