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CHAPTER I

The Fog

If there is progress then there is a novel. Without progress
there is nothing. Everything exists from the beginning. I
existed in the beginning. I was a slobbering infant. Today I
saw nameless grasses—I tapped the earth with my knuckle.
It sounded hollow. It was dry as rubber. Eons of drought. No
rain for fifteen days. No rain. It has never rained. It will
never rain. Heat and no wind all day long better say hot
September. The year has progressed. Up one street down
another. It is still September. Down one street, up another.
Still September. Yesterday was the twenty second. Today is
the twenty first. Impossible. Not if it was last year. But then
it wouldn't be yesterday. A year is not as yesterday in his
eyes. Besides last year it rained in the early part of the
month. That makes a difference. It rained on the white
goldenrod. Today being misplaced as against last year
makes it seem better to have white—Such is progress. Yet if
there is to be a novel one must begin somewhere.
Words are not permanent unless the graphite be scraped up
and put in a tube or the ink lifted. Words progress into the
ground. One must begin with words if one is to write. But
what then of smell? What then of the hair on the trees or
the golden brown cherries under the black cliffs. What of the
weakness of smiles that leave dimples as much as to say:
forgive me—I am slipping, slipping, slipping into nothing at
all. Now I am not what I was when the word was forming to
say what I am. I sit so on my bicycle and look at you greyly,
dimpling because it is September and I am older than I was.
I have nothing to say this minute. I shall never have



anything to do unless there is progress, unless you write a
novel. But if you take me in your arms—why the bicycle will
fall and it will not be what it is now to smile greyly and a
dimple is so deep—you might fall in and never, never
remember to write a word to say good-bye to your cherries.
For it is September. Begin with September.
To progress from word to word is to suck a nipple. Imagine
saying: My dear, I am thirsty, will you let me have a little
milk—This to love at first sight. But who do you think I am,
says white goldenrod? Of course there is progress. Of course
there are words. But I am thirsty, one might add. Yes but I
love you and besides I have no milk. Oh yes, that is right. I
forgot that we were speaking of words. Yet you cannot deny
that to have a novel one must have milk. Not at the
beginning. Granted, but at the end at least. Yes, yes, at the
end. Progress from the mere form to the substance. Yes,
yes, in other words: milk. Milk is the answer.
But how have milk out of white goldenrod? Why, that was
what the Indians said. The bosom of the earth sprays up a
girl balancing, balancing on a bicycle. Rapidly she passes
through the first—the second eight years. Progress, you
note. But September was rainy last year and how can it ever
be dry again unless one go back to the year before that.
There are no words. It cannot be any otherwise than as this
is built the bosom of the earth shrinks back; phosphates. Yet
to have a novel—Oh catch up a dozen good smelly names
and find some reason for murder, it will do. But can you not
see, can you not taste, can you not smell, can you not hear,
can you not touch—words? It is words that must progress.
Words, white goldenrod, it is words you are made out of—
THAT is why you want what you haven't got.
Progress is to get. But how can words get.—Let them get
drunk. Bah. Words are words. Fog of words. The car runs
through it. The words take up the smell of the car. Petrol.



Face powder, arm pits, food-grease in the hair, foul breath,
clean musk. Words. Words cannot progress. There cannot be
a novel. Break the words. Words are indivisible crystals. One
cannot break them—Awu tsst grang splith gra pragh og bm
—Yes, one can break them. One can make words. Progress?
If I make a word I make myself into a word. Such is progress.
I shall make myself into a word. One big word. One big
union. Such is progress. It is a novel. I begin small and make
myself into a big splurging word: I take life and make it into
one big blurb. I begin at my childhood. I begin at the
beginning and make one big—Bah.
What difference is it whether I make the words or take the
words. It makes no difference whatever.
There cannot be a novel. There can only be pyramids,
pyramids of words, tombs. Their warm breasts heave up and
down calling for a head to progress toward them, to fly
onward, upon a word that was a pumpkin, now a fairy
chariot, and all the time the thing was rolling backward to
the time when one believed. Hans Anderson didn't believe.
He had to pretend to believe. It is a conspiracy against
childhood. It runs backward. Words are the reverse motion.
Words are the flesh of yesterday. Words roll, spin, flare up,
rumble, trickle, foam—Slowly they lose momentum. Slowly
they cease to stir. At last they break up into their letters—
Out of them jumps the worm that was—His hairy feet
tremble upon them.
Leaving the meeting room where the Mosquito
Extermination Commission had been holding an important
fall conference they walked out on to the portico of the
County Court House Annex where for a moment they
remained in the shadow cast by the moon. A fog had arisen
in which the egg-shaped white moon was fixed—so it
seemed. They walked around the side of the old-fashioned
wooden building—constructed in the style of the fine



residences of sixty years ago and coming to the car he said:
Go around that side as I will have to get in here by the
wheel. The seat was wet with dew and cold—after the
exceptionally hot day. They sat on it nevertheless. The wind-
shield was opaque with the water in minute droplets on it—
through which the moon shone with its inadequate light.
That is, our eyes being used to the sun the moon's light is
inadequate for us to see by. But certain bats and owls find it
even too strong, preferring the starlight. The stars also were
out.
Turning into the exit of the parking space he stopped the car
and began to wipe the wind-shield with his hand. Take this
rag said the other, with one hand already in his trowser
pocket. So the glass was wiped on both sides, the top and
the bottom pane and the cloth—which looked a good deal
like a handkerchief—was returned to the owner—who put it
back where it came from not seeming to mind that it was
wet and dirty. But of course the man is a mechanic in a
certain sense and doesn't care.
On the highway they began to encounter the fog. It seemed
in the rush of the car to come and meet them. It came
suddenly, with a rush and in a moment nothing could be
seen but the white billows of water crossed in front by the
flares of the headlights. And so it went all the way home,
sometimes clearer, sometimes so thick he had to stop,
nearly—ending in his own bed-room with his wife's head on
the pillow in the perfectly clear electric light. The light shone
brightest on the corner of her right eye, which was nearest
it, also on the prominences of her face.
Her right arm was under her head. She had been reading.
The magazine Vanity Fair, which he had bought thinking of
her, lay open on the coverlet. He looked at her and she at
him. He smiled and she, from long practice, began to read
him, progressing rapidly until she said: You can't fool me.



He became very angry but understood at once that she had
penetrated his mystery, that she saw he was stealing in
order to write words. She smiled again knowingly. He
became furious.



CHAPTER II

I'm new, said she, I don't think you'll find my card here.
You're new; how interesting. Can you read the letters on that
chart? Open your mouth. Breathe. Do you have headaches?
No. Ah, yes, you are new. I'm new, said the oval moon at the
bottom of the mist funnel, brightening and paling. I don't
think you'll find my card there. Open your mouth—Breathe—
A crater big enough to hold the land from New York to
Philadelphia. New! I'm new, said the quartz crystal on the
parlor table—like glass—Mr. Tiffany bought a cart load of
them. Like water or white rock candy—I'm new, said the
mist rising from the duck pond, rising, curling, turning under
the moon—Unknown grasses asleep in the level mists,
pieces of the fog. Last night it was an ocean. Tonight trees.
Already it is yesterday. Turned into the wrong street seeking
to pass the power house from which the hum,
hmmmmmmmmmmmmm—sprang. Electricity has been
discovered for ever. I'm new, says the great dynamo. I am
progress. I make a word. Listen! UMMMMMMMMMMMM—
Ummmmmmmmmm—Turned into the wrong street at three
A.M. lost in the fog, listening, searching—Waaaa! said the
baby. I'm new. A boy! A what? Boy. Shit, said the father of
two other sons. Listen here. This is no place to talk that way.
What a word to use. I'm new, said the sudden word.
The fog lay in deep masses on the roads at three A.M. Into
the wrong street turned the car seeking the high pitched
singing tone of the dynamos endlessly spinning in the high
banquet hall, filling the house and the room where the bed
of pain stood with progress. Ow, ow! Oh help me somebody!
said she. UMMMMMM sang the dynamo in the next street,
UMMMM. With a terrible scream she drowned out its sound.



He went to the window to see if his car was still there, pulled
the curtain aside, green—Yes it was still there under the
light where it would not be so likely to be struck by other
cars coming in the fog. There it was as still as if it were
asleep. Still as could be. Not a wheel moved. No sound
came from the engine. It stood there under the purple arc-
light, partly hidden by a pole which cast a shadow toward
him in the masses of floating vapor. He could see the
redtail-light still burning brightly with the electricity that
came from the battery under the floor boards. No one had
stolen the spare tire. It was very late.—Well, said he,
dropping the shade and thinking that maybe when he was
busy someone might easily come up from the meadows and
take the spare tire—Well, I suppose I had better see how
things have progressed.
And so he backed out into the main street and turned up
another block. And there he saw. The great doors were open
to full view of the world. A great amphitheatre of mist
lighted from the interior of the power house. In rows sat the
great black machines saying vrummmmmmmmmmmmm.
Stately in the great hall they sat and generated electricity to
light the cellar stairs with. To warm the pad on Mrs.
Voorman's belly. To cook supper by and iron Abie's pyjamas.
Here was democracy. Here is progress—here is the
substance of words—UMMMMM: that is to say meat or linen
or belly ache.—Three A.M. To be exact twenty-eight minutes
past three.
And all this was yesterday—Yesterday and there at her
window I saw her, the lady of my dreams her long and
sallow face, held heavily near the glass, overlooking the
street where the decayed-meat wagon passes and the ice-
cream cart rumbles with its great power and the
complicated affairs of the town twitter toward the open
sewer in the meadows by the Button Factory. Orange peel,
tomato peel floating in a whitish, soapy flow—Her face


