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what he is because of faulty wiring, or because of microscopic amounts of chemicals which

he ate or failed to eat on that particular day.

***

What do I myself think of this particular book? I feel lousy about it, but I always feel lousy

about my books. My friend Knox Burger said one time that a certain cumbersome novel

“…read as though it had been written by Philboyd Studge.” That’s who I think I am when

I write what I am seemingly programmed to write.

***

This book is my fiftieth-birthday present to myself. I feel as though I am crossing the spine

of a roof—having ascended one slope.

I am programmed at fifty to perform childishly—to insult “The Star-Spangled Banner,”

to scrawl pictures of a Nazi flag and an asshole and a lot of other things with a felt-tipped

pen. To give an idea of the maturity of my illustrations for this book, here is my picture of

an asshole:
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O’er the ramparts we watched were so gallantly streaming?

And the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air,

Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there.

O, say does that star-spangled banner yet wave

O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave?

There were one quadrillion nations in the Universe, but the nation Dwayne Hoover and

Kilgore Trout belonged to was the only one with a national anthem which was gibberish

sprinkled with question marks.

Here is what their flag looked like:

It was the law of their nation, a law no other nation on the planet had about its flag, which

said this: “The flag shall not be dipped to any person or thing.”

Flag-dipping was a form of friendly and respectful salute, which consisted of bringing the

20



flag on a stick closer to the ground, then raising it up again.

***

The motto of Dwayne Hoover’s and Kilgore Trout’s nation was this, which meant in a

language nobody spoke anymore, Out of Many, One: “E pluribus unum.”

The undippable flag was a beauty, and the anthem and the vacant motto might not have

mattered much, if it weren’t for this: a lot of citizens were so ignored and cheated and

insulted that they thought they might be in the wrong country, or even on the wrong planet,

that some terrible mistake had been made. It might have comforted them some if their

anthem and their motto had mentioned fairness or brotherhood or hope or happiness, had

somehow welcomed them to the society and its real estate.

If they studied their paper money for clues as to what their country was all about, they

found, among a lot of other baroque trash, a picture of a truncated pyramid with a radiant

eye on top of it, like this:

Not even the President of the United States knew what that was all about. It was as
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though the country were saying to its citizens, “In nonsense is strength.”

***

A lot of the nonsense was the innocent result of playfulness on the part of the founding

fathers of the nation of Dwayne Hoover and Kilgore Trout. The founders were aristocrats,

and they wished to show off their useless education, which consisted of the study of hocus-

pocus from ancient times. They were bum poets as well.

But some of the nonsense was evil, since it concealed great crimes. For example,

teachers of children in the United States of America wrote this date on blackboards again

and again, and asked the children to memorize it with pride and joy:

The teachers told the children that this was when their continent was discovered by

human beings. Actually, millions of human beings were already living full and imaginative

lives on the continent in 1492. That was simply the year in which sea pirates began to cheat

and rob and kill them.

Here was another piece of evil nonsense which children were taught: that the sea pirates

eventually created a government which became a beacon of freedom to human beings
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The illustrations for this book were murky photographs of several white women giving

blow jobs to the same black man, who, for some reason, wore a Mexican sombrero.

At the time he met Dwayne Hoover, Trout’s most widely-distributed book was Plague

on Wheels. The publisher didn’t change the title, but he obliterated most of it and all of

Trout’s name with a lurid banner which made this promise:

A wide-open beaver was a photograph of a woman not wearing underpants, and with

her legs far apart, so that the mouth of her vagina could be seen. The expression was first

used by news photographers, who often got to see up women’s skirts at accidents and

sporting events and from underneath fire escapes and so on. They needed a code word to

yell to other newsmen and friendly policemen and firemen and so on, to let them know

what could be seen, in case they wanted to see it. The word was this: “Beaver!”

A beaver was actually a large rodent. It loved water, so it built dams. It looked like this:
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The sort of beaver which excited news photographers so much looked like this:

This was where babies came from.

***

When Dwayne was a boy, when Kilgore Trout was a boy, when I was a boy, and even

when we became middle-aged men and older, it was the duty of the police and the courts

to keep representations of such ordinary apertures from being examined and discussed by

persons not engaged in the practice of medicine. It was somehow decided that wide-open

beavers, which were ten thousand times as common as real beavers, should be the most

massively defended secret under law.
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So there was a madness about wide-open beavers. There was also a madness about a

soft, weak metal, an element, which had somehow been declared the most desirable of all

elements, which was gold.

***

And the madness about wide-open beavers was extended to underpants when Dwayne

and Trout and I were boys. Girls concealed their underpants at all costs, and boys tried to

see their underpants at all costs.

Female underpants looked like this:

One of the first things Dwayne learned in school as a little boy, in fact, was a poem he

was supposed to scream in case he saw a girl’s underpants by accident in the playground.

Other students taught it to him. This was it:

I see England,

I see France;
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innocent form of athlete’s foot.

Here is what the flag of Kilgore Trout’s native island looked like:

So Kilgore Trout had a depressing childhood, despite all of the sunshine and fresh air.

The pessimism that overwhelmed him in later life, which destroyed his three marriages,

which drove his only son, Leo, from home at the age of fourteen, very likely had its roots in

the bittersweet mulch of rotting Erns.

***

The fan letter came much too late. It wasn’t good news. It was perceived as an invasion of

privacy by Kilgore Trout. The letter from Rosewater promised that he would make Trout

famous. This is what Trout had to say about that, with only his parakeet listening: “Keep

the hell out of my body bag.”
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could be arrested for what he did on weekends. He could be fined up to three thousand

dollars and sentenced to as much as five years at hard labor in the Sexual Offenders’ Wing

of the Adult Correctional Institution at Shepherdstown.

***

So poor Harry spent a wretched Veterans’ Day weekend after that. But Dwayne spent a

worse one.

Here is what the last night of that weekend was like for Dwayne: his bad chemicals

rolled him out of bed. They made him dress as though there were some sort of emergency

with which he had to deal. This was in the wee hours. Veterans’ Day had ended at the

stroke of twelve.

Dwayne’s bad chemicals made him take a loaded thirty-eight caliber revolver from

under his pillow and stick it in his mouth. This was a tool whose only purpose was to make

holes in human beings. It looked like this:
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Dwayne shot the flamingo.

He snarled at his recollection of it afterwards. Here is what he snarled: “Dumb fucking

bird.”

***

Nobody heard the shots. All the houses in the neighborhood were too well insulated for

sound ever to get in or out. A sound wanting in or out of Dwayne’s dreamhouse, for

instance, had to go through an inch and a half of plasterboard, a polystyrene vapor barrier,

a sheet of aluminum foil, a three-inch airspace, another sheet of aluminum foil, a three-inch
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Kilgore Trout took a leak in the men’s room of the New York City movie house. There

was a sign on the wall next to the roller towel. It advertised a massage parlor called The

Sultan’s Harem. Massage parlors were something new and exciting in New York. Men

could go in there and photograph naked women, or they could paint the women’s naked

bodies with water-soluble paints. Men could be rubbed all over by a woman until their

penises squirted jism into Turkish towels.

“It’s a full life and a merry one,” said Kilgore Trout.

There was a message written in pencil on the tiles by the roller towel. This was it:

Trout plundered his pockets for a pen or pencil. He had an answer to the question. But

he had nothing to write with, not even a burnt match. So he left the question unanswered,
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and the films. There was a wire that led from the box to a plug in the wall. There was a

hole in the front of the box. That was how the pictures got out. On the side of the box was

a simple switch. It looked like this:

It intrigued Trout to know that he had only to flick the switch, and the people would

start fucking and sucking again.

“Good night, Grandfather,” said the manager pointedly.

Trout took his leave of the machine reluctantly. He said this about it to the manager: “It

fills such a need, this machine, and it’s so easy to operate.”

***

As Trout departed, he sent this telepathic message to the Creator of the Universe, serving

as His eyes and ears and conscience: “Am headed for Forty-second Street now. How
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Trout wandered out onto the sidewalk of Forty-second Street. It was a dangerous place to

be. The whole city was dangerous—because of chemicals and the uneven distribution of

wealth and so on. A lot of people were like Dwayne: they created chemicals in their own

bodies which were bad for their heads. But there were thousands upon thousands of other

people in the city who bought bad chemicals and ate them or sniffed them—or injected

them into their veins with devices which looked like this:

Sometimes they even stuffed bad chemicals up their assholes. Their assholes looked like

this:

People took such awful chances with chemicals and their bodies because they wanted

the quality of their lives to improve. They lived in ugly places where there were only ugly

92



it up their assholes.

These were country girls. They had grown up in the rural south of the nation, where their

ancestors had been used as agricultural machinery. The white farmers down there weren’t

using machines made out of meat anymore, though, because machines made out of metal

were cheaper and more reliable, and required simpler homes.

So the black machines had to get out of there, or starve to death. They came to cities

because everyplace else had signs like this on the fences and trees:

Kilgore Trout once wrote a story called “This Means You.” It was set in the Hawaiian

Islands, the place where the lucky winners of Dwayne Hoover’s contest in Midland City

were supposed to go. Every bit of land on the islands was owned by only about forty

people, and, in the story, Trout had those people decide to exercise their property rights to

the full. They put up no trespassing signs on everything.
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Rican boys gathered together in the basement of an abandoned building. They were small,

but they were numerous and volatile. They wished to become frightening, in order to

defend themselves and their friends and families, something the police wouldn’t do. They

also wanted to drive the drug peddlers out of the neighborhood, and to get enough

publicity, which was very important, to catch the attention of the Government, so that the

Government would do a better job of picking up the garbage and so on.

One of them, Jose Mendoza, was a fairly good painter. So he painted the emblem of

their new gang on the backs of the members’ jackets. This was it:
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He was elated when the clerk let him have a room key. He had passed the test. And he

adored his room. It was so new and cool and clean. It was so neutral! It was the brother

of thousands upon thousands of rooms in Holiday Inns all over the world.

Dwayne Hoover might be confused as to what his life was all about, or what he should

do with it next. But this much he has done correctly: He had delivered himself to an

irreproachable container for a human being.

It awaited anybody. It awaited Dwayne.

Around the toilet seat was a band of paper like this, which he would have to remove

before he used the toilet:

This loop of paper guaranteed Dwayne that he need have no fear that corkscrew-shaped

little animals would crawl up his asshole and eat up his wiring. That was one less worry for

Dwayne.

***
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There was a sign hanging on the inside doorknob, which Dwayne now hung on the outside

doorknob. It looked like this:

Dwayne pulled open his floor-to-ceiling draperies for a moment. He saw the sign which

announced the presence of the Inn to weary travelers on the Interstate. Here is what it

looked like:
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“Right,” said Trout. He had forgotten that the main thing they were doing was moving

seventy-eight thousand pounds of olives to Tulsa, Oklahoma.

The driver talked about politics some.

Trout couldn’t tell one politician from another one. They were all formlessly enthusiastic

chimpanzees to him. He wrote a story one time about an optimistic chimpanzee who

became President of the United States. He called it “Hail to the Chief.”

The chimpanzee wore a little blue blazer with brass buttons, and with the seal of the

President of the United States sewed to the breast pocket. It looked like this:

Everywhere he went, bands would play “Hail to the Chief.” The chimpanzee loved it.
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He would bounce up and down.

They stopped at a diner. Here is what the sign in front of the diner said:

So they ate.

Trout spotted an idiot who was eating, too. The idiot was a white male adult—in the

care of a white female nurse. The idiot couldn’t talk much, and he had a lot of trouble

feeding himself. The nurse put a bib around his neck.

But he certainly had a wonderful appetite. Trout watched him shovel waffles and pork

sausage into his mouth, watched him guzzle orange juice and milk. Trout marveled at what

a big animal the idiot was. The idiot’s happiness was fascinating, too, as he stoked himself

with calories which would get him through yet another day.

Trout said this to himself: “Stoking up for another day.”

***
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Trout wondered what a child who was just learning to read would make of a message

like that. The child would suppose that the message was terrifically important, since

somebody had gone to the trouble of writing it in letters so big.

And then, pretending to be a child by the roadside, he read the message on the side of

another truck. This was it:
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Dwayne thought the park should be. Now they had put the Mildred Barry Memorial

Center for the Arts there instead. It was beautiful.

Dwayne fiddled with his lapel for a moment, felt a badge pinned there. He unpinned it,

having no recollection of what it said. It was a boost for the Arts Festival, which would

begin that evening. All over town people were wearing badges like Dwayne’s. Here is

what the badges said:

Sugar Creek flooded now and then. Dwayne remembered about that. In a land so flat,

flooding was a queerly pretty thing for water to do. Sugar Creek brimmed over silently,

formed a vast mirror in which children might safely play.

The mirror showed the citizens the shape of the valley they lived in, demonstrated that

they were hill people who inhabited slopes rising one inch for every mile that separated
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And then he saw the most unbelievable thing of all: His sales manager, Harry LeSabre,

came toward him leeringly, wearing a lettuce-green leotard, straw sandals, a grass skirt,

and a pink T-shirt which looked like this:

Harry and his wife had spent all weekend arguing about whether or not Dwayne

suspected that Harry was a transvestite. They concluded that Dwayne had no reason to

suspect it. Harry never talked about women’s clothes to Dwayne. He had never entered a

transvestite beauty contest or done what a lot of transvestites in Midland City did, which

was join a big transvestite club over in Cincinnati. He never went into the city’s transvestite

bar, which was Ye Old Rathskeller, in the basement of the Fairchild Hotel. He had never

exchanged Polaroid pictures with any other transvestites, had never subscribed to a
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Kilgore Trout was far away, but he was steadily closing the distance between himself and

Dwayne. He was still in the truck named Pyramid. It was crossing a bridge named in

honor of the poet Walt Whitman. The bridge was veiled in smoke. The truck was about to

become a part of Philadelphia now. A sign at the foot of the bridge said this:

As a younger man, Trout would have sneered at the sign about brotherhood—posted

on the rim of a bomb crater, as anyone could see. But his head no longer sheltered ideas of

how things could be and should be on the planet, as opposed to how they really were.

There was only one way for the Earth to be, he thought: the way it was.

Everything was necessary. He saw an old white woman fishing through a garbage can.

That was necessary. He saw a bathtub toy, a little rubber duck, lying on its side on the

grating over a storm sewer. It had to be there.

And so on.
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Trout had forgotten the driver’s name.

Trout had a mental defect which I, too, used to suffer from. He couldn’t remember what

different people in his life looked like—unless their bodies or faces were strikingly unusual.

When he lived on Cape Cod, for instance, the only person he could greet warmly and

by name was Alfy Bearse, who was a one-armed albino. “Hot enough for you, Alfy?” he

would say. “Where you been keeping yourself, Alfy?” he’d say. “You’re a sight for sore

eyes, Alfy,” he’d say.

And so on.

***

Now that Trout lived in Cohoes, the only person he called by name was a red-headed

Cockney midget, Durling Heath. He worked in a shoe repair shop. Heath had an

executive-type nameplate on his workbench, in case anybody wished to address him by

name. The nameplate looked like this:

Trout would drop into the shop from time to time, and say such things as, “Who’s gonna
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Before Dwayne entered his inner office, he read one of many comical signs which

Francine had put up on the wall in order to amuse people, to remind them of what they so

easily forgot: that people didn’t have to be serious all the time.

Here was the text of the sign Dwayne read:

YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE CRAZY

TO WORK HERE, BUT IT SURE HELPS!

There was a picture of a crazy person to go with the text. This was it:

Francine wore a button on her bosom which showed a creature in a healthier, more
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Their descendants continued to run the farm until the Great Depression, when the

Midland County Merchants Bank foreclosed on the mortgage. And then Dwayne’s

stepfather was hit by an automobile driven by a white man who had bought the farm. In an

out-of-court settlement for his injuries, Dwayne’s stepfather was given what he called

contemptuously “…a God damn Nigger farm.”

Dwayne remembered the first trip the family took to see it. His father ripped a Nigger

sign off the Nigger mailbox, and he threw it into a ditch. Here is what it said:
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the planet wasn’t even as thick as the skin of an apple. Beyond that lay an all-but-perfect

vacuum.

An apple was a popular fruit which looked like this:

The driver was a big eater. He pulled into a MacDonald’s Hamburger establishment.

There were many different chains of hamburger establishments in the country.

MacDonald’s was one. Burger Chef was another. Dwayne Hoover, as has already been

said, owned franchises for several Burger Chefs.

***

A hamburger was made out of an animal which looked like this:
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The animal was killed and ground up into little bits, then shaped into patties and fried,

and put between two pieces of bread. The finished product looked like this:

And Trout, who had so little money left, ordered a cup of coffee. He asked an old, old

man on a stool next to him at the table if he had worked in the coal mines.

The old man said this: “From the time I was ten till I was sixty-two.”

“You glad to be out of ’em?” said Trout.
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***

It was an amazing coincidence that the truck driver had read a book by Kilgore Trout.

Trout had never met a reader before, and his response now was interesting: He did not

admit that he was the father of the book.

***

The driver pointed out that all the mailboxes in the area had the same last name painted on

them.

“There’s another one,” he said, indicating a mailbox which looked like this:

The truck was passing through the area where Dwayne Hoover’s stepparents had come

from. They had trekked from West Virginia to Midland City during the First World War, to

make big money at the Keedsler Automobile Company, which was manufacturing
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President of the United States who was shot to death. Presidents of the country were often

shot to death. The assassins were confused by some of the same bad chemicals which

troubled Dwayne.

***

Dwayne certainly wasn’t alone, as far as having bad chemicals inside of him was

concerned. He had plenty of company throughout all history. In his own lifetime, for

instance, the people in a country called Germany were so full of bad chemicals for a while

that they actually built factories whose only purpose was to kill people by the millions. The

people were delivered by railroad trains.

When the Germans were full of bad chemicals, their flag looked like this:

Here is what their flag looked like after they got well again:
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gas-conversion unit installer named Don Breedlove in the parking lot outside the Bannister

Memorial Fieldhouse at the County Fairgrounds after the Regional High School Basketball

Playoffs. She never reported it to the police. She never reported it to anybody, since her

father was dying at the time.

There was enough trouble already.

***

The Bannister Memorial Fieldhouse was named in honor of George Hickman Bannister, a

seventeen-year-old boy who was killed while playing high school football in 1924. George

Hickman Bannister had the largest tombstone in Calvary Cemetery, a sixty-two-foot

obelisk with a marble football on top.

The marble football looked like this:

Football was a war game. Two opposing teams fought over the ball while wearing

armor made out of leather and cloth and plastic.
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was where some of the most violent crashing and grinding was going on.

They said, too, that ice ages would continue to occur. Mile-thick glaciers would,

geologically speaking, continue to go down and up like window blinds.

***

Dwayne Hoover, incidentally, had an unusually large penis, and didn’t even know it. The

few women he had had anything to do with weren’t sufficiently experienced to know

whether he was average or not. The world average was five and seven-eighths inches long,

and one and one-half inches in diameter when engorged with blood. Dwayne’s was seven

inches long and two and one-eighth inches in diameter when engorged with blood.

Dwayne’s son Bunny had a penis that was exactly average.

Kilgore Trout had a penis seven inches long, but only one and one-quarter inches in

diameter. This was an inch:

Harry LeSabre, Dwayne’s sales manager, had a penis five inches long and two and one-

eighth inches in diameter.
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Breedlove, the white gas-conversion unit installer who had raped Patty Keene in the

parking lot of the Bannister Memorial Fieldhouse.

This was a man with a wife and three kids.

***

Francine had a sign on the wall over her desk, which had been given to her as a joke at the

automobile agency’s Christmas party at the new Holiday Inn the year before.

It spelled out the truth of her situation. This was it:

Gloria said she didn’t want to man the nerve center. “I don’t want to man anything,” she

said.

***
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But Gloria took over Francine’s desk anyway. “I don’t have nerve enough to commit

suicide,” she said, “so I might as well do anything anybody says—in the service of

mankind.”

***

Dwayne and Francine headed for Shepherdstown in separate cars, so as not to call

attention to their love affair. Dwayne was in a demonstrator again. Francine was in her own

red GTO. GTO stood for Gran Turismo Omologato. She had a sticker on her bumper

which said this:

It was certainly loyal of her to put that sticker on her car. She was always doing loyal

things like that, always rooting for her man, always rooting for Dwayne.

And Dwayne tried to reciprocate in little ways. For instance, he had been reading

articles and books on sexual intercourse recently. There was a sexual revolution going on in

the country, and women were demanding that men pay more attention to women’s

pleasure during sexual intercourse, and not just think of themselves. The key to their
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real rattlesnake looked like this:

The Creator of the Universe had put a rattle on its tail. The Creator had also given it

front teeth which were hypodermic syringes filled with deadly poison.

***

Sometimes I wonder about the Creator of the Universe.

***

Another animal invented by the Creator of the Universe was a Mexican beetle which could

make a blank-cartridge gun out of its rear end. It could detonate its own farts and knock

over other bugs with shock waves.
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“I will,” said Dwayne. This was a bad mistake.

***

Kilgore Trout, hitchhiking westward, ever westward, had meanwhile become a passenger

in a Ford Galaxie. The man at the controls of the Galaxie was a traveling salesman for a

device which engulfed the rear ends of trucks at loading docks. It was a telescoping tunnel

of rubberized canvas, and it looked like this in action:

The idea of the gadget was to allow people in a building to load or unload trucks

without losing cold air in the summertime or hot air in the wintertime to the out-of-doors.

The man in control of the Galaxie also sold large spools for wire and cable and rope.

He also sold fire extinguishers. He was a manufacturer’s representative, he explained. He

was his own boss, in that he represented products whose manufacturers couldn’t afford

salesmen of their own.
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dumb play on words, so that Trout was asking simultaneously what it was like to drive the

car and what it was like to steer something like the Milky Way, which was one hundred

thousand light-years in diameter and ten thousand light-years thick. It revolved once every

two hundred million years. It contained about one hundred billion stars.

And then Trout saw that a simple fire extinguisher in the Galaxie had this brand name:

As far as Trout knew, this word meant higher in a dead language. It was also a thing a

fictitious mountain climber in a famous poem kept yelling as he disappeared into a blizzard

up above. And it was also the trade name for wood shavings which were used to protect

fragile objects inside packages.

“Why would anybody name a fire extinguisher Excelsior?” Trout asked the driver.

The driver shrugged. “Somebody must have liked the sound of it,” he said.

***
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Trout looked out at the countryside, which was smeared by high velocity. He saw this sign:

So he was getting really close to Dwayne Hoover. And, as though the Creator of the

Universe or some other supernatural power were preparing him for the meeting, Trout felt

the urge to thumb through his own book, Now It Can Be Told. This was the book which

would soon turn Dwayne into a homicidal maniac.

The premise of the book was this: Life was an experiment by the Creator of the

Universe, Who wanted to test a new sort of creature He was thinking of introducing into

the Universe. It was a creature with the ability to make up its own mind. All the other

creatures were fully-programmed robots.

The book was in the form of a long letter from The Creator of the Universe to the

experimental creature. The Creator congratulated the creature and apologized for all the
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***

Here is what The Man’s tombstone on the virgin planet looked like at the end of the book

by Kilgore Trout:
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The Opera House used to be the home of the Midland City Symphony Orchestra,

which was an amateur group of music enthusiasts. But they became homeless in 1927,

when the Opera House became a motion picture house, The Bannister. The orchestra

remained homeless, too, until the Mildred Barry Memorial Center for the Arts went up.

And The Bannister was the city’s leading movie house for many years, until it was

engulfed by the high crime district, which was moving north all the time. So it wasn’t a

theater anymore, even though there were still busts of Shakespeare and Mozart and so on

gazing down from niches in the walls inside.

The stage was still in there, too, but it was crowded with dinette sets now. The Empire

Furniture Company had taken over the premises now. It was gangster-controlled.
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The Galaxie in which Kilgore Trout was a passenger was on the Interstate now, close to

Midland City. It was creeping. It was trapped in rush hour traffic from Barrytron and

Western Electric and Prairie Mutual. Trout looked up from his reading, saw a billboard

which said this:

So Sacred Miracle Cave had become a part of the past.

***

As an old, old man, Trout would be asked by Dr. Thor Lembrig, the Secretary-General of

the United Nations, if he feared the future. He would give this reply:

“Mr. Secretary-General, it is the past which scares the bejesus out of me.”

***
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Dwayne Hoover was only four miles away. He was sitting alone on a zebra-skin banquette

in the cocktail lounge of the new Holiday Inn. It was dark in there, and quiet, too. The

glare and uproar of rush hour traffic on the Interstate was blocked out by thick drapes of

crimson velvet. On each table was a hurricane lamp with a candle inside, although the air

was still.

On each table was a bowl of dry-roasted peanuts, too, and a sign which allowed the

staff to refuse service to anyone who was inharmonious with the mood of the lounge. Here

is what it said:

Bunny Hoover was controlling the piano. He had not looked up when his father came in.

Neither had his father glanced in his direction. They had not exchanged greetings for many

years.

Bunny went on playing his white man’s blues. They were slow and tinkling, with

capricious silences here and there. Bunny’s blues had some of the qualities of a music box,

a tired music box. They tinkled, stopped, then reluctantly, torpidly, they managed a few
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The dairy at the prison provided milk and cream and butter and cheese and ice cream

not only for the prison and the County Hospital. It sold its products to the outside world,

too. Its trademark didn’t mention prison. This was it:
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where I spent the night before. I wore them in the darkness now. They looked like this:

The lenses were silvered, were mirrors to anyone looking my way. Anyone wanting to

know what my eyes were like was confronted with his or her own twin reflections. Where

other people in the cocktail lounge had eyes, I had two holes into another universe. I had

leaks.

There was a book of matches on my table, next to my Pall Mall cigarettes.

Here is the message on the book of matches, which I read an hour and a half later, while

Dwayne was beating the daylights out of Francine Pefko:

“It’s easy to make $100 a week in your spare time by showing comfortable, latest style

Mason shoes to your friends. EVERYBODY goes for Mason shoes with their many

special comfort features! We’ll send FREE moneymaking kit so you can run your business

from home. We’ll even tell you how you can earn shoes FREE OF COST as a bonus for

taking profitable orders!”

And so on.
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The tractor was pulling two trailers instead of one. Here was the message the owners of

the rig saw fit to shriek at human beings wherever it went:

Trout’s image in the leak was as shocking as he had hoped it would be. He had not

washed up after his drubbing by The Pluto Gang, so there was caked blood on one

earlobe, and more under his left nostril. There was dog shit on a shoulder of his coat. He

had collapsed into dog shit on the handball court under the Queensboro Bridge after the

robbery.

By an unbelievable coincidence, that shit came from the wretched greyhound belonging

to a girl I knew.

***

The girl with the greyhound was an assistant lighting director for a musical comedy about

American history, and she kept her poor greyhound, who was named Lancer, in a one-

room apartment fourteen feet wide and twenty-six feet long, and six flights of stairs above

street level. His entire life was devoted to unloading his excrement at the proper time and

place. There were two proper places to put it: in the gutter outside the door seventy-two

steps below, with the traffic whizzing by, or in a roasting pan his mistress kept in front of
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“What they got you in for?”

“They say I killed my baby.”

And so on.

This man, who was white, had all the medals Harold Newcomb Wilbur had, plus the

highest decoration for heroism which an American soldier could receive, which looked like

this:

He had now also committed the lowest crime which an American could commit, which

was to kill his own child. Her name was Cynthia Anne, and she certainly didn’t live very

long before she was made dead again. She got killed for crying and crying. She wouldn’t
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And I had Wayne Hoobler, the black ex-convict, stand bleakly among the garbage cans

outside the back door of the Inn, and examine the currency which had been given to him at

the prison gate that morning. He had nothing else to do.

He studied the pyramid with the blazing eye on top. He wished he had more information

about the pyramid and the eye. There was so much to learn!

Wayne didn’t even know the Earth revolved around the Sun. He thought the Sun

revolved around the Earth, because it certainly looked that way.

A truck sizzled by on the Interstate, seemed to cry out in pain to Wayne, because he

read the message on the side of it phonetically. The message told Wayne that the truck was

in agony, as it hauled things from here to there. This was the message, and Wayne said it

out loud:

Here was what was going to happen to Wayne in about four days—because I wanted it

to happen to him: He would be picked up and questioned by policemen, because he was

behaving suspiciously outside the back gate of Barrytron, Ltd., which was involved in

super-secret weapons work. They thought at first that he might be pretending to be stupid
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and ignorant, that he might, in fact, be a cunning spy for the Communists.

A check of his fingerprints and his wonderful dental work proved that he was who he

said he was. But there was still something else he had to explain: What was he doing with a

membership card in the Playboy Club of America, made out in the name of Paulo di

Capistrano? He had found it in a garbage can in back of the new Holiday Inn. And so on.

***

And it was time now for me to have Rabo Karabekian, the minimalist painter, and Beatrice

Keedsler, the novelist, say and do some more stuff for the sake of this book. I did not

want to spook them by staring at them as I worked their controls, so I pretended to be

absorbed in drawing pictures on my tabletop with a damp fingertip.

I drew the Earthling symbol for nothingness, which was this:

I drew the Earthling symbol for everything, which was this:
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Dwayne Hoover and Wayne Hoobler knew the first one, but not the second one. And

now I drew a symbol in vanishing mist which was bitterly familiar to Dwayne but not to

Wayne. This was it:

And now I drew a symbol whose meaning Dwayne had known for a few years in

school, a meaning which had since eluded him. The symbol would have looked like the end

of a table in a prison dining hall to Wayne. It represented the ratio of the circumference of a

circle to its diameter. This ratio could also be expressed as a number, and even as Dwayne

and Wayne and Karabekian and Beatrice Keedsler and all the rest of us went about our

business, Earthling scientists were monotonously radioing that number into outer space.

The idea was to show other inhabited planets, in case they were listening, how intelligent

we were. We had tortured circles until they coughed up this symbol of their secret lives:

And I made an invisible duplicate on my Formica tabletop of a painting by Rabo

Karabekian, entitled The Temptation of Saint Anthony. My duplicate was a miniature of

the real thing, and mine was not in color, but I had captured the picture’s form and the

spirit, too. This is what I drew.

247







This book is made up, of course, but the story I had Bonnie tell actually happened in real

life—in the death house of a penitentiary in Arkansas.

As for Dwayne Hoover’s dog Sparky, who couldn’t wag his tail: Sparky is modeled

after a dog my brother owns who has to fight all the time, because he can’t wag his tail.

There really is such a dog.

***

Rabo Karabekian asked Bonnie MacMahon to tell him something about the teen-age girl

on the cover of the program for the Festival of the Arts. This was the only internationally

famous human being in Midland City. She was Mary Alice Miller, the Women’s Two

Hundred Meter Breast Stroke Champion of the World. She was only fifteen, said Bonnie.

Mary Alice was also the Queen of the Festival of the Arts. The cover of the program

showed her in a white bathing suit, with her Olympic Gold Medal hanging around her neck.

The medal looked like this:
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***

Listen: Kilgore Trout climbed out of the trough and onto the asphalt desert which was the

parking lot. It was his plan to enter the lobby of the Inn on wet bare feet, to leave

footprints on the carpet—like this:

It was Trout’s fantasy that somebody would be outraged by the footprints. This would

give him the opportunity to reply grandly, “What is it that offends you so? I am simply using

man’s first printing press. You are reading a bold and universal headline which says, ‘I am

here, I am here, I am here.’”
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***

But Trout was no walking printing press. His feet left no marks on the carpet, because they

were sheathed in plastic and the plastic was dry. Here was the structure of the plastic

molecule:

The molecule went on and on and on, repeating itself forever to form a sheet both tough

and poreless.

This molecule was the monster Dwayne’s twin stepbrothers, Lyle and Kyle, had
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attacked with their automatic shotguns. This was the same stuff which was fucking up

Sacred Miracle Cave.

***

The man who told me how to diagram a segment of a molecule of plastic was Professor

Walter H. Stockmayer of Dartmouth College. He is a distinguished physical chemist, and

an amusing and useful friend of mine. I did not make him up. I would like to be Professor

Walter H. Stockmayer. He is a brilliant pianist. He skis like a dream.

And when he sketched a plausible molecule, he indicated points where it would go on

and on just as I have indicated them—with an abbreviation which means sameness without

end.

The proper ending for any story about people it seems to me, since life is now a

polymer in which the Earth is wrapped so tightly, should be that same abbreviation, which I

now write large because I feel like it, which is this one:
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before.

“Over at Shepherdstown, though,” he went on, “the white people got smart quick. They

didn’t want Niggers in their town, so they put up signs on the main roads at the city limits

and in the railroad yard.” Dwayne’s stepfather described the signs, which looked like this:

“One night—” Dwayne’s stepfather said, “a Nigger family got off a boxcar in

Shepherdstown. Maybe they didn’t see the sign. Maybe they couldn’t read it. Maybe they

couldn’t believe it.” Dwayne’s stepfather was out of work when he told the story so

gleefully. The Great Depression had just begun. He and Dwayne were on a weekly

expedition in the family car, hauling garbage and trash out into the country, where they

dumped it all in Sugar Creek.

“Anyway, they moved into an empty shack that night,” Dwayne’s stepfather went on.
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had created him. He was embarrassed. It was hard for him to know how to respond,

particularly since his responses were going to be anything I said they were.

I went easy on him, didn’t wave, didn’t stare. I kept my glasses on. I wrote again on my

tabletop, scrawled the symbols for the interrelationship between matter and energy as it

was understood in my day:

It was a flawed equation, as far as I was concerned. There should have been an “A” in

there somewhere for Awareness—without which the “E” and the “M” and the “c,” which

was a mathematical constant; could not exist.

***

All of us were stuck to the surface of a ball, incidentally. The planet was ball-shaped.

Nobody knew why we didn’t fall off, even though everybody pretended to kind of

understand it.

The really smart people understood that one of the best ways to get rich was to own a

part of the surface people had to stick to.
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The emblem consisted of a Greek goddess on an ornate chaise longue. She held a

flagstaff from which a long pennant streamed. Here is what the pennant said:

The motto of the old Robo-Magic washing machine cleverly confused two separate

ideas people had about Monday. One idea was that women traditionally did their laundry

on Monday. Monday was simply washday, and not an especially depressing day on that

account.

People who had horrible jobs during the week used to call Monday “Blue Monday”

sometimes, though, because they hated to return to work after a day of rest. When Fred T.

Barry made up the Robo-Magic motto as a young man, he pretended that Monday was

called “Blue Monday” because doing the laundry disgusted and exhausted women.

The Robo-Magic was going to cheer them up.

***

It wasn’t true, incidentally, that most women did their laundry on Monday at the time the
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22

And I sat there in the cocktail lounge of the new Holiday Inn, watching Dwayne Hoover

stare into the bosom of the shirt of Kilgore Trout. I was wearing a bracelet which looked

like this:

WO1 stood for Warrant Officer First Class, which was the rank of Jon Sparks.

The bracelet had cost me two dollars and a half. It was a way of expressing my pity for

the hundreds of Americans who had been taken prisoner during the war in Viet Nam. Such

bracelets were becoming popular. Each one bore the name of an actual prisoner of war, his

rank, and the date of his capture.

Wearers of the bracelets weren’t supposed to take them off until the prisoners came

home or were reported dead or missing.

I wondered how I might fit my bracelet into my story, and hit on the good idea of

dropping it somewhere for Wayne Hoobler to find.
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Kilgore Trout probably couldn’t have made his trip from New York City in the time I

allotted, but it’s too late to bugger around with that. Let it stand, let it stand!

Let’s see, let’s see. Oh, yes—I have to explain a jacket Trout will see at the hospital. It

will look like this from the back:

Here is the explanation: There used to be only one Nigger high school in Midland City,

and it was an all-Nigger high school still. It was named after Crispus Attucks, a black man

who was shot by British troops in Boston in 1770. There was an oil painting of this event in

the main corridor of the school. Several white people were stopping bullets, too. Crispus

Attucks himself had a hole in his forehead which looked like the front door of a birdhouse.

But the black people didn’t call the school Crispus Attucks High School anymore.

They called it Innocent Bystander High.

296



And when another Nigger high school was built after the Second World War, it was

named after George Washington Carver, a black man who was born into slavery, but who

became a famous chemist anyway. He discovered many remarkable new uses for peanuts.

But the black people wouldn’t call that school by its proper name, either. On the day it

opened, there were already young black people wearing jackets which looked like this

from the back:

I have to explain, too, see, why so many black people in Midland City were able to

imitate birds from various parts of what used to be the British Empire. The thing was, see,

that Fred T. Barry and his mother and father were almost the only people in Midland City

who could afford to hire Niggers to do the Nigger work during the Great Depression.

They took over the old Keedsler Mansion, where Beatrice Keedsler, the novelist, had
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“He also programmed robots to write books and magazines and newspapers for you,

and television and radio shows, and stage shows, and films. They wrote songs for you. The

Creator of the Universe had them invent hundreds of religions, so you would have plenty to

choose among. He had them kill each other by the millions, for this purpose only: that you

be amazed. They have committed every possible atrocity and every possible kindness

unfeelingly, automatically, inevitably, to get a reaction from Y-O-U.”

This last word was set in extra-large type and had a line all to itself, so it looked like this:

“Every time you went into the library,” said the book, “the Creator of the Universe held

His breath. With such a higgledy-piggledy cultural smorgasbord before you, what would

you, with your free will, choose?”

“Your parents were fighting machines and self-pitying machines,” said the book. “Your

mother was programmed to bawl out your father for being a defective moneymaking

machine, and your father was programmed to bawl her out for being a defective

housekeeping machine. They were programmed to bawl each other out for being defective

loving machines.

“Then your father was programmed to stomp out of the house and slam the door. This
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They bought a gravel pit together, out on Route 23A, but then the Maritimo Brothers

Construction Company offered them twice what they had paid for it. So they accepted the

offer and divided up the profits, and the friendship petered out somehow. They still

exchanged Christmas cards.

Dwayne’s most recent Christmas card to Newbolt Simmons looked like this:

Newbolt Simmons’ most recent Christmas card to Dwayne looked like this:
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to the concrete trough by the Interstate, and he spat Kilgore Trout’s fingertip into Sugar

Creek.

***

Kilgore Trout did not choose to lie down in Martha. He settled into a leather bucket seat

behind Eddie Key. Key asked him what was the matter with him, and Trout held up his

right hand, partly shrouded in a bloody handkerchief, which looked like this:

“A slip of the lip can sink a ship!” yelled Dwayne.

***

“Remember Pearl Harbor!” yelled Dwayne. Most of what he had done during the past

three-quarters of an hour had been hideously unjust. But he had spared Wayne Hoobler, at

least. Wayne was back among the used cars again, unscathed. He was picking up a
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had just spit Kilgore Trout’s fingertip into Sugar Creek. Don and Dwayne knew each other

quite well, since Dwayne had once sold Breedlove a new Pontiac Ventura, which Don

said was a lemon. A lemon was an automobile which didn’t run right, and which nobody

was able to repair.

Dwayne actually lost money on the transaction, making adjustments and replacing parts

in an attempt to mollify Breedlove. But Breedlove was inconsolable, and he finally painted

this sign in bright yellow on his trunk lid and on both doors:

Here was what was really wrong with the car, incidentally. The child of a neighbor of

Breedlove had put maple sugar in the gas tank of the Ventura. Maple sugar was a kind of

candy made from the blood of trees.

So Dwayne Hoover now extended his right hand to Breedlove, and Breedlove without
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Dwayne wasn’t going to open any health club. He wasn’t going to open anything ever

again. The people he had injured so unjustly would sue him so vengefully that he would be

rendered destitute. He would become one more withered balloon of an old man on

Midland City’s Skid Row, which was the neighborhood of the once fashionable Fairchild

Hotel. He would be by no means the only drifter of whom it could be truthfully said, “See

him? Can you believe it? He doesn’t have a doodley-squat now, but he used to be

fabulously well-to-do.”

And so on.

Kilgore Trout now peeled strips and patches of plastic from his burning shins and feet in

the ambulance. He had to use his uninjured left hand.

331



I might have shaken his hand, but his right hand was injured, so our hands remained

dangling at our sides.

“Bon voyage,” I said. I disappeared.

***

I somersaulted lazily and pleasantly through the void, which is my hiding place when I

dematerialize. Trout’s cries to me faded as the distance between us increased.

His voice was my father’s voice. I heard my father—and I saw my mother in the void.

My mother stayed far, far away, because she had left me a legacy of suicide.

A small hand mirror floated by. It was a leak with a mother-of-pearl handle and frame. I

captured it easily, held it up to my own right eye, which looked like this:
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Here was what Kilgore Trout cried out to me in my father’s voice: “Make me young,

make me young, make me young!”
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