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_Briefing_ 
 

Spine & Spirits  
 
 
 
I am awash in books and it’s getting me into trouble. 

I should say, though, that it’s because of a good 
thing. In March I started working part-time as a 
reference librarian at a public library. This job is 
something I’ve strived toward since beginning 
library school in the fall of 2011, though I didn’t 
really think of it at the time. I went to library school 
not because it was a lifelong dream or even because 
I wanted to (in fact, I had no desire whatsoever to go 
to grad school after college), but because I got a job 
as a live-in graduate assistant that required it. Once I 
saw the job as a possibility, helped greatly by a good 
college friend who already worked there, I looked at 
the school’s graduate programs to see what options I 
had. Social work? Too intense (and hard). An MBA? 
Too many numbers (and hard [for an English major 
at least] though it would have been quite useful in 
retrospect). Library science? Wait, there’s such a 
thing as library science? Through all those years in 
high school and college checking out movies and 
music and the occasional book, I never once 
considered that the people behind the counter had 
made a career of it. Nor did I consider, until that 
moment when working at a library became a thing 
that existed in my brain, that it would be an 
unbelievably perfect field for me. 

Cut to: montage of two and a half years of grad 
classes, library-related internships, part-part-time 
jobs, and volunteer gigs; interstitial periods of 
sweatpants and Netflix unemployment and not-so-
library-related jobs; and enough corporatese HR 
rejection emails to fill a movie montage, I sit here 
today as—prepare the confetti—a librarian. And I 
can confirm to my past self that librarianship is 
indeed a great fit for me, a job that marries my 
strengths and interests beneath the umbrella of a well 
intentioned if endangered mission. 

It’s not always fun. Working with the public in 
any capacity is bound to be mercurial, but being at 
the reference desk has taught me thus far that 
whenever things get rough, there’s always another 
patron. (True story: one afternoon at the reference 
desk an old guy acidly inveighed against me and the 
library for not carrying more books about whittling 
and proudly declared that he voted to reduce the 
library’s budget. Ten minutes later, a sweet old lady 
asked for images of a “whimsical walrus” for her 
granddaughter’s bedroom wallpaper.)  

Being a librarian has also made me book-drunk. 
I don’t think it’s coincidental that I started reading 
for fun again mere months before I decided to go to 
library school. And now, when it’s my job to work 
with books (along with other important things, of 
course, but they aren’t, to me, quite as alluring), I 
can’t get enough of them. Every time I enter the 
stacks with a patron to locate a book, I spot another 
one I’d like to read. I frequent book blogs, literary 
magazine sites, and bestseller lists to find new books 
for the library, but also because I’m a junkie for 
them: Just one more author interview! What are the 
hot summer reads? Oooooh, a giveaway! 

Until recently I could amble through a used 
bookstore and not find anything I liked enough to 
buy; but now, if I pass through its doors, I’m toast. 
(Having a paycheck shouldn’t feel like a mixed 
blessing, but it was much easier to exert self-control 
over purchases when I had no money to spend.) 

All of this is to say that I have books on the 
brain, and so naturally thought that this chapter of 
the Simba Life should too. This theme aligns well 
with two core elements of the Simba Life creed: 
search and discovery. A great part of the library’s 
allure, both as a patron and an employee, is 
wandering the stacks to see what becomes 
illuminated. Whether you are searching for a specific 
book or waiting for serendipity to strike, that 
treasure is out there. And when you discover it, open 
it up, and with wonder and curiosity begin, there are 
few things sweeter. 

 
Just Dewey it,  
Chad Comello  

Editor 
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_ Essay_ 
 
 
 

Read books. 
Often. 

Mostly print. 
 

 

¶ 
 
A Rather Bookish Manifesto 

By Chad Comello 
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¶
ike most people who know anything about the man, I want to be like Theodore Roosevelt. But since I’m 
never going to be president, blaze the unchartered Amazon, or lead a cavalry charge up San Juan Hill, I’ll 

have to make do with something less exciting but no less important that Roosevelt had: a corollary.  
Defined as a proposition appended to one that already exists, this corollary was an extension of the famous 

1823 Monroe Doctrine (by President James Monroe), which urged those pesky European imperialists to stay out 
of the Western hemisphere. Roosevelt’s corollary in 1904 took that even further, warning the same European 
powers that the United States would intervene in the Caribbean and Latin America if they got the urge to 
recolonize the Old World. Stay out, it said, this is ours now. 

Why the history lesson? Because I encountered a modern (though much less political) doctrine that I’ve felt 
compelled to add my own corollary to: “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.” Michael Pollan, author of The 
Omnivore’s Dilemma and The Botany of Desire, made this plain yet meaty declaration about best food practices 
in a 2007 article called “Unhappy Meals” for The New York Times Magazine.1 (See Endnotes on p. 30). It has 
resonated with me since I read it recently. Deceptively simple, each sentence contains multitudes of implications 
about food and eating habits that Pollan explains further into his article. This Pollan Doctrine (as I’ve dubbed it) 
has inspired my own literary interpretation that can serve as the basis for what I see as best reading practices. 

Thus, the Comello Corollary: “Read books. Often. Mostly print.” Chew on it, dislike it, but don’t forget it. 
 

 

¶
 
 

Read books. 
e need to eat to live. But Pollan doesn’t just say 
Eat. He says Eat food. The difference to him is 

between “whole fresh foods” and “processed food 
products,” the latter being “edible food-like 
substances” from the supermarket that will fill your 
stomach but won’t make you healthy. Likewise, to be 
head-healthy we need to read, but not only that: we 
need to read books. We can read listicles and news 
items and celebrity profiles (and boy do we), but that 
alone is not healthy. I love to consume high-quality 
television and cinema and podcasts, but they are not 
enough either. They are, to extend the metaphor, the 
fruit and juice and pastries that make the meal tasty, 
but they are not going to keep you full. They are the 
parts of a complete breakfast, a meal that hinges on 
the oatmeal or the eggs on whole wheat bread. 

This didn’t used to be a problem. Before the 
Internet, television, film, radio, or recorded music, 
people had few of the intellectually stimulating 
activities we take for granted today. The theater was 
an option, depending on your wealth or circumstance, 

but other than that and perhaps a roving minstrel band, 
books were it. We have so many options now, so 
books are increasingly being relegated to the back of 
the queue. It must not be so. 

I’ve come to view books as arboretums. They are 
worlds within in the larger world, ecosystems shielded 
from the chaotic flea-market world of the Internet yet 
also in debate with it. Every page is a tree, its 
paragraphs and sentences the branches and vines that 
stack and intertwine to compose its part of the story. 
Our senses engage with the created world before us: 
the smell of the paper like the smell of the buds; the 
songs of the birds and the dialogue we narrate in our 
head; the characters we imagine in our head like the 
colorful trees that align and clash and have backstories 
of their own. With arboretums as with books, each of 
us see the same thing yet something altogether 
different. 

We all need to get outside and deeply breathe in 
the fresh air. Literally, we can do this by escaping to 
arboretums, but literarily we do it with books. 

L 

W 
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Often. 
 remember the beginning distinctly. I had graduated 
from college but was still working in my school’s 

admission office over the summer before I departed 
for Colombia, where I lived that fall. The week after 
commencement, with no more classes or papers or 
textbooks consuming my time, I picked up a book I 
wanted to read and read it for fun. It was The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Diaz. I liked it, 
didn’t love it, but that wasn’t the point. The point was 
dominion over what I read no longer rested with my 
professors. I was free, in the windows-down Tom 
Petty sort of way, and it felt great. 

Four years later, I’ve had what amounts to another 
college education’s worth of free reading in topics that 
fit my fancy. Except during the two-year detour to 
grad school when my reading once again became 
more regimented, I have read what I have wanted to 
read and I have read a lot. On the train, on the bus, 
during my lunch break, in bed before sleep: I almost 
always have a book with me that I can whip out when 
the moment is right.  

This is incredibly invigorating for me. There are 
so many books out there I want to read, to input into 
my byzantine repository of a brain. Sometimes the 
sheer infinities of books I could and want to read 
overwhelm me. (Bunny trail: while working at the 
library one night I’d just finished a book and tried to 
decide what to read next. Novel or biography? Classic 
or contemporary? Baldwin’s Go Tell It on the 
Mountain or Wilson’s Angel in the Architecture or 
Horwitz’s Confederates in the Attic? Ahhh! … I 
debated for way too long about it and then fifteen 
minutes before closing, my eye found Mark Harris’ 
new Five Came Back and I knew immediately I 
wanted that one. The heart wants what it wants.)  

I learned a lot from the books I read in high 
school and college, but I have gained just as much 
from what I have read on my own—especially so from 
the books I grabbed almost impulsively, because I just 
wanted to read it. No other reason. I know I will never 
be able to read all the books I want to read, but that 
doesn’t stop me from trying. 

 
 

Mostly print. 
ibliophiles will often speak of the allure of the 
book itself: the smell of the freshly opened pages, 

the comforting and colorful order of the library stacks, 
the textile pleasures of a book in hand. I find joy in 
those things too. But they alone are not why I read 
printed books, mostly from the library, almost 
exclusively. I do so because reading should be hard. 

As our smartphones get smarter and more 
intuitive, as our online reading gets lighter and more 
listicled, we need something that will challenge us. By 
reading printed books and reading them deeply, we 
challenge our brains to resist the Twitter-fueled “fear 
of missing out,” our nagging impulse to check our 
phones, our tendency to skim online articles before 
quickly clicking a link to the next one, and our 
penchant for immediate gratification. 

By reading print books, we can enjoy a better 
reading experience while also confronting the 
oppressive ubiquity of screens. This secondary effect 
should not be overlooked. I could quite easily, and 
quite accidentally, go nary a minute during an average 
day without fixing my eyes upon the radiant glow of a 

computer or phone or TV screen. Indeed I have lived 
that day many more times than I would have liked—
such is the reach of the invisible android hand upon 
the market of our attention. But at the end of such a 
digitized day, my eyes wearied by the spastic 
technicolor of the internet, I have often taken solace in 
the decidedly unilluminated grayscale of the printed 
page, where the words stay in one place, darn it, and 
don’t link anywhere else except in my imagination. 

This is not to proclaim the objective superiority of 
paper as a reading format (even though I prefer it), nor 
to condemn e-books (whose accessibility and 
convenience are in fact a great catalysts for increased 
reading). I simply mean to say that with a deficit of 
attention and a surplus of distractions, we benefit 
greatly from the challenge and joy of locking 
ourselves inside the safe and friendly confines of a 
printed book. Ultimately, reading is better than not 
reading. Read whatever and however you’d like and 
you’ll be better for it. But my recipe has nourished me 
well, and as is true with any good meal I want to share 
it with others. ¶  

I 

B 
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_Interview_ 
 

An Exchange of Words with Alena 
Graedon, author of ‘The Word Exchange’ 
 
 

Comello: First off, how has the response been to the book? Any surprising reactions 
from critics or regular readers? 
 
Graedon: I think the biggest surprise has been the seeming divisiveness of the language 
in my book. On the one hand, some readers have felt shut out when they’ve encountered 
words that they don’t know or can’t understand. That blindsided me more than it should 
have. When I remember back to the first time that I tried to read Nabokov, for instance, 
I’m sure that one of my impulses was to throw the book across the room—there were at 
least half a dozen unfamiliar words per page on average, and it made me crazy.  

But for me, anyway, something shifted. I stopped being frustrated, and started 
wanting to look up those words, to know and own them, in a deep sense. And when I 
went back to Nabokov as an adult, the experience was very different, for all sorts of 
reasons. For one thing, I’ve come to a place where I don’t mind if what I’m reading asks 
something of me, whether it’s to look up a word that I don’t know, or to be comfortable 
with ambiguity, or to imagine something I don’t want to imagine. I find reading to be a 
more transformational experience if I’m involved in it, actively participating and thinking 
and engaging.  

I guess for that reason, I also don’t mind asking something of readers. And it’s been 
very gratifying that there have been readers, on the other hand, who’ve responded to the 
book maybe especially because of the language. Not just the unusualness of some of it, 
but also because of what it’s doing. Because of course one of the messages that I was 
hoping to convey is that language is so central to our humanity, and that to lose it or not 
be able to understand it can in fact be very alienating. That before we relinquish control 
over things that are so fundamental to who we are—yielding all sorts of functionalities to 
devices and machines—we should give a lot of thought to what it might mean for us to 
give them up.  

I think that a lot of readers have responded to that message, buried in the book’s 
language, and I have found that to be unbelievably thrilling, and very humbling.  
 
That’s interesting because the challenge of the words themselves was something I 
discussed in my first reaction to The Word Exchange, how for me the joy of reading 
and learning is discovering new things that stretch my understanding. I appreciate 
when writers (or filmmakers or musicians) don’t make things easy. I think we all 
need and enjoy escapist entertainment from time to time, but not at the expense of 
richer and deeper engagement with ideas in every artistic form. 

I wonder if you’ve read anything by Nicholas Carr, who writes mostly about 
technology, culture, and the implications of a digital world. Recently on his blog he’s 
been focusing on automation and the almost sinister implications it has for human 
intelligence and creativity. (His next book, in fact, is called The Glass Cage: 
Automation and Us.) Carr recently posted about a promotional email he got from 
Apple with the headline “Create a work of art, without the work.” In your book that 
seems to encapsulate the underlying mission of Synchronic, whose (very) 
smartphone-like devices have taken over wide control of their users’ lives, including 
how they look up words they don’t know.  

Author Alena Graedon 
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This quote from the book stood out to me: “It’s comforting to believe that 
consigning small decisions to a device frees up our brains for more important things. 
But that begs the question, which things have been deemed more important? And 
what does our purportedly decluttered mind now allow us to do? Express ourselves? 
Concentrate? Think? Or have we simply carved out more time for entertainment? 
Anxiety? Dread?” 

So how do you, as someone who wants to actively engage with things, manage 
what you automate in your own life and what you let into your brain? Are there 
certain things you still rigidly refuse to let a computer or other technology do? 
  
I remember your response well! I think you were the first person to point out that reading 
The Word Exchange in some ways duplicates the experience of being one of the 
characters in the book (at least if you’re downloading the definitions of unknown words 
as you go). In other words, that form and content have the possibility of meeting, in a 
certain sense.  

I do find automation to be a slightly insidious force. While it’s easy to rationalize—I 
might tell myself, for instance, that only “mindless” tasks can be automated, nothing truly 
“authentic”—I also find that the more things I consign to my various omnipresent devices, 
the more alienated I wind up feeling. I want to remember important dates on my own, not 
find myself so cut off from the passing of time that I need a machine to remind me of 
them. I want to be able to navigate my own way through unknown cities, not depend on 
Siri to pleasantly read the directions to various destinations to me. And while it’s utterly 
convenient to have all my bills paid automatically, I’m almost a little nostalgic for a time 
when paying for things required some degree of conscious engagement. 

That said, I’m as big an automation culprit as anyone at this point. I relinquished the 
keys to my bank account more than a year ago, finally setting up automatic bill payment, 
and breathing a deep sigh of relief over the minutes and maybe hours of my life saved 
from mindless check-writing. I have a terrible sense of direction, so I depend on Siri and 
Google to get me just about everywhere. I program dozens of reminders for myself into 
my iPhone.  

But there are a lot of things that I still do analog. Write to-do lists. Keep a calendar. 
Edit drafts of things that I’m writing. I still mail lots of longhand letters, too. The truth is, 
I just think better on paper. And when I don’t automate, I also feel more aware of what’s 
happening in my life—of the passing of time—too. That’s something that I want to be 
aware of.  

I think that electronic devices have introduced the idea of a false infinity and 
limitlessness into our lives: the cloud that exists everywhere and nowhere; the digital 
reader that’s a slightly warped manifestation of a Borgesian infinite library; and with 
automation (and the relentless schedules many of us now face), the idea of an endless day, 
which of course is a total fallacy, and one that can often make us feel not only depleted 
but depraved, pitching ever more quickly toward the grave without much awareness of its 
quickened arrival.  
 
The phrase “wood and glue” pops up periodically in the book as an incantation for 
times of adversity. Was there a time in the six years of writing the book when you 
felt things were falling apart and had to MacGyver the story back into order? 
 
The phrase “wood and glue” actually didn’t come in until near the end—final edits. But 
absolutely, there was much MacGyvering along the way. I did my very best to try to keep 
the writing process from taking as long as it eventually took. Before I began, I plotted 
heavily, did elaborate Excel spreadsheets, and tried to nail down the structure very 
carefully. And I only gave myself about 6 or 7 months to write the first draft, keeping to a 
strict schedule, finishing chapters every other week or so.  

The Glass Cage: 
Automation and Us       
by Nicholas Carr        
Norton, W.W. & Co. 
Coming September 2014 
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What that meant, of course, was that my first draft was absolutely terrible. I didn’t 
realize just how terrible it was right away. I gave it to a couple of trusted writer friends, 
and they were incredibly kind and gentle in their critiques. But in what they did and 
didn’t say, I realized that the book was a mess.  

I took maybe six months off from working on it, and then, when I looked at it again, I 
was a little shocked at its badness. I found myself gutting whole sections. Rewriting 
entire chapters. Tearing the spreadsheet into tiny pieces. The second draft of the book 
barely resembled the first. Although there were also things that I was afraid to let go, for 
better or worse: the beginning, some aspects of the structure (the 26 chapters, the 
alternating points of view, etc). I was afraid that if I tore up all the stakes, the entire thing 
would just float away.  

I got more feedback from different friends on that draft, and then I did one more big 
draft before sending it out to any agents to consider. Needless to say, I did more revising 
after signing with one of them, and yet far more after starting to work with an editor.  

It’s funny. After laboring over the book (in obscurity) for years, really taking my 
time to get things the way I wanted them to be, having realized with the first draft that 
breakneck speed didn’t work well for me, I did the most frenetic revising in the final 
months, under tremendous pressure, changing the book drastically at the eleventh hour. 
One of the tiniest changes to come out of that period was the inclusion of the phrase 
“wood and glue.” It never occurred to me before you asked just now, but I don’t think it’s 
a coincidence that this splint metaphor came in during those whirlwind months of 
mercenary final rewriting. I sort of felt like I could have used a whole-body (and whole-
psyche) splint at the time. 

 
As Anana’s journey to find Doug becomes more perilous and labyrinthine, the 
importance of “safe places” becomes more evident, whether it’s the library or 
within the secretive confines of the Diachronic Society. Where do you feel most safe 
and at peace? And is that the same place where your best ideas and writing come? 
 
There are certainly places where I feel more calm and at peace. One of them is the 
Mercantile Library on East 47th Street, where the members of the Diachronic Society 
meet. Like Anana, I spent a couple of years living in Hell’s Kitchen, one of the most 
frenetic neighborhoods in this frenetic city. I was so grateful to be introduced to the 
Mercantile Library during that time by someone who knows and understands me well. 
We’d often walk there together on weekends, braving the diamond district and Fifth 
Avenue, sometimes weaving our way through the craziness of Times Square. And 
stepping through the doors into the quiet, cool, calm of the library really felt like entering 
a holy place, whose sacred practices were reading, writing, and thinking. (It also felt a 
little like leaving the riotous bazaar of the internet to enter the relative stillness of a 
book.)  

I also draw a lot of solace from an acknowledged holy place, the Brooklyn Friends 
Meeting. To the degree that I had any sort of religious upbringing, my background is 
Quaker, which perhaps explains the complex treatment of silence in the book, as 
something that can either telegraph death or save you. (I think that as a kid attending 
Quaker meeting with my parents, I sometimes wondered if an hour of silence could 
actually bore me to death. As an adult, I feel very differently about that same quiet hour.)  

But the truth, New Age-y as it sounds, is that I actually don’t think of safe places as 
physical places, for the most part, but as habits of mind. As I mentioned earlier, I wrote 
and revised the book in lots of different places. The first draft largely in Asheville, NC, 
the second in Brooklyn, and the third sort of everywhere. During 2012, the longest period 
of time that I spent in any given place was four weeks, and I was often in places for much 
briefer periods than that—just a few days, sometimes.  

The Word Exchange    
by Alena Graedon 
Random House, 2014 
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The reason that I was able to work so steadily and with such focus during that 
peripatetic year wasn’t because of the places (though many of them were lovely), but 
because I was carrying the focus and the peace with me. I think that part of this sense of 
mobile safety derives for me from the fact that I’m a runner, like lots of other writers. I’m 
not particularly fast, but like Murakami, I love to run long distances. Not as long as the 
distances that he routinely runs. But I am happy running 18, 19, 20, even 30 miles, which 
I’ll often do even when I’m not training for something. I like running in large part not 
because it helps me actively think about what I’m writing, but because it helps me not to 
think, or to think in a way that is very indirect and subconscious. When you run for 
several hours in a row, your muscles and other systems need so much energy that less of 
it is going to your brain than normal, which makes long-distance running a lot like 
moving meditation. When I’m running is when I feel most at peace. It also helps me feel 
safe. I go running in virtually every new place that I visit, and it’s a pretty remarkable 
way to get to know and feel comfortable in a new environment.  
 
Silence is just as needed in literature as in real life, so I appreciate your approach to 
it. And the Quaker influence on the book, subconscious or otherwise, is very 
interesting: I wonder how many of us, or those in the world of The Word Exchange, 
could withstand an hour of silent contemplation before the “check your phone!” 
alert chimes in our heads. Practicing presence—that is, choosing to simply live in 
the present moment instead of trying to document it or escape it—is challenge I’ve 
set for myself that I strive daily to meet more often than not. It’s not, as you say, 
some New Age-y self-help mantra, but a simple and practical challenge that can 
transform our everyday if we let it. 

Your love of long distance running is something I’ve yet to enjoy myself, but I 
find it interesting in respect to Anana’s journey throughout the book. On her quest 
for truth she seems to always be on the move, with periods of solitude and 
contemplation between legs of the journey. At this point in your own journey, what 
are you running toward? Are you on the way from A to B, or are you focusing more 
on what’s in between? 
 
I don’t know that I’m running toward or away from anything at this point. I think that I 
felt a lot of urgency to finish this first novel for a lot of reasons. Most of them practical: 
for one, reality kept catching up with all of the “futuristic” elements. I had a feeling that 
if I didn’t hurry up, everyone would start walking around with word flu, and then I’d 
have to try to recast the thing as nonfiction.  

There were also material concerns. Unlike Anana, I don’t have any wealthy relatives, 
and when I left my lucrative nonprofit job (ha) to try to finish the book with residencies 
at a few artist colonies, I took a really big risk. I got to the point where I had to either 
finish the book very quickly, praying that someone might want to publish it, or else it 
would have taken quite a few more years, because I was almost completely out of money, 
and I would have needed to find a new job, new apartment, start over, as I’ve done a few 
times, and I know how very difficult it is to get any writing done during start-over times.  

I also really hoped that I might be able to make a go of a writing life, whatever that 
means, and I couldn’t really imagine abandoning this book after so much time and sweat 
and life, but I also knew that in order to move forward and do anything else, I needed to 
get a book out into the world. So by the end of the process, my life had narrowed down to 
this really fine point: this book, and more or less only this book.  

If anything, that’s the way in which I want my life to change now. I don’t think of 
being at A or B, and I don’t feel like I’m running anymore, but my hope is that writing 
never really forces (or enables) the same kind of solipsistic existence that I inhabited for a 
couple of years. I’m ready for my life to be much less about me and my work. I’ve been 
striving toward more of a balance lately, but I have a ways to go still. ¶ 
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_Interview_ 
 

The Unprofessional Confessions of 
Rich Dyson, author of Bearly Dad and You 
Are: A Lump’s Tale About Image
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rich Dyson is the author of Bearly 
Dad and You Are: A Lump’s Tale 
About Image, and the editor of 
AbsolutelyUnprofessional.com. 
He’s also an old friend from my 
days working at summer camp. 
We chatted about the value of the 
printed page and his newest 
venture writing for/with his kids. 
(Illustrations by Rich Dyson) 
 
 
 
Comello: Do you remember the genesis of what has now become AbsolutelyUnprofessional.com? 
 
Dyson: I had never really written before, but I started what I would call my first absolutely unpublishable novel 
just for fun, and thought how fun it was to freely write just so my wife Brooke could read some stuff and so I 
could throw some crazy ideas on paper. Over the span of about a year I did that every night. That was when I was 
in a band, too, so there was all sorts of creative stuff going on. I remember thinking this would be fun to do 
regularly some day, to share it with more people. I didn’t; after that I just stopped. Five years later, up in 
Wisconsin working at a summer camp, one winter day I started writing something else. Same thing: did it for 
about a year and then stopped. Shared it with a couple friends. Last fall, when I literally didn’t have anything else 
going on, my son Elias and I were joking around doing some stupid father/son stuff, and I just started drawing and 
writing. I kept writing and drawing just to see him laugh. He would throw ideas down, and we created the first 
Bearly Dad book together really just having fun up on the drafting table. In that moment, it was… ‘Oh, this is fun, 
what if we just shared this silliness with more people?’ And that’s when we looked into how you do that. How 
can we make this happen without making a big deal out of it?  

When I was done with Bearly Dad, we looked at it and Brooke and I were like, ‘Well, this is probably the 
most unprofessional artwork I’ve ever seen.’ The next day, she called to see if AbsolutelyUnprofessional.com was 
taken, and it wasn’t. And even the guy on the phone at GoDaddy or something was like, ‘Wow, nobody’s taken 
that? That’s incredible.’ And that was it. It was because my artwork is so unprofessional—I’m so untrained—we 
thought we should call it what it is. Set the bar low and have fun with it. 
 
So for the first book, it’s just Elias and you throwing things back and forth. After that came together and 
you wanted to share it with more people, what was the process for taking the next step? 
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The book was really just an excuse to put ridiculous ideas into a solid, tangible form. Displaying digital stuff is 
fun—putting it together and passing it around—but it feels so much more personal to be able to hand Elias a 
compilation of ideas we put together, that we laughed at while putting together. Showing him online is funny; 
handing him a book made his eyes open wide. He was like, ‘Dad, can we put some of my stories in books like this 
too?’ ‘Yeah, we can put together some Elias books.’ To him, then, it was real. It was a simple process to research 
how to do it. It was easy; everything’s accessible these days. But the main thrust of it was sharing it with others 
but also being able to hand it to my kids.  
 
For Bearly Dad, how much of what became the book was pulled directly from your life versus stuff you 
imagined? 
 
I think throughout the book there are ten different wrestling moves that happen—“rumblings” they’re called. I’d 
say about eight of those come from real life, just stuff Elias and I do. One of my favorites in the book is called 
“dead rabbit.” I’ve used that one on him for years, where I’d get him on the ground and flop over top of him and 
pretend to be dead, and he’s suffocating and can’t move and trying to wriggle to get out. Most of the moves in the 
book are like that. They’re stupid. Really just dumb stuff we’ve done, and then 
a couple ones I would probably not do in my house. But it’s fun to throw in 
there. All the names are just silly things that we laugh at. And now that the 
book is done, he actually has names for some of them that we didn’t have a 
name for. Now he’ll jump on my back and call it out. 
 
Did you have a sense putting it together that it would be greater than the 
sum of its parts, with a larger purpose you wanted to have with the book, 
or is it just a collection of silly stuff you wanted to put together? 
 
It’s really difficult for me to put my time and energy into something that 
doesn’t have some flavor of greater purpose behind it, no matter what that is. It 
doesn’t have to be overt. In fact, it can be incredibly subversive in its meaning 
and purpose. But it has to be there. So one of the ways I look at art is as an 
overflow of creation. We’re created by a creator God, so whether the art is 
silly or serious or portrays the Gospel in some way I think is irrelevant, 
because art itself displays the nature of God. So a stupid, silly book like Bearly 
Dad, even if there was no other purpose to it, is already displaying God’s 
creative nature, which is enough, you know? And I love that. That’s tucked 
into everything. 

One of the other books I’m working on now, it’s even more stupid. It’s 
even slightly morbid for a kid’s book, and I love it. But even in the stupidity 
and the morbidness, there’s a hidden purpose of responsibility. What does it 
look like for a kid to take responsibility? With Bearly Dad, one of the themes 
behind it was healthy interaction between a father and son: what does it look 
like to engage your kids in playful fun? We know that physical touch between 
parents and kids is important, so if it’s mean and rough and aggressive, that 
lasts. That impacts the kids forever. If it’s playful and gentle and intentional, 
that also lasts and impacts forever. So some of that was going into Bearly Dad 
while I was writing, just wanting to foster the family dynamic. 

Also, I love holding books. Just tonight we read two books before bed. He 
actually read the new book I just made: You Are: A Lump’s Tale About Image. The first print came in the mail 
today, so he read it and then we read another Dr. Seuss book. And there’s something about sitting there holding a 
silly book together that just fosters family time. So those two ideas were in Bearly Dad when I wrote it, knowing 
that we’d print it off and sit around as a family and laugh at the silly ideas we put together. 
 
How much research did you do with other children’s literature before writing the book? 
 

Bearly Dad:  
By Rich Dyson  

Kalos Design, 2014 

You Are: A Lump’s Tale About Image 
By Rich Dyson  

Kalos Design, 2014 
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I think just being a dad I have natural research going every day. And we have a library of kids books. We’re 
always challenging Elias to read one he has not read yet, or in a while. We have a lot of books from the 1950s and 
60s, that old-style illustration and storytelling. Those are some of my favorites. So there’s a natural element of 
research, and then there’s just tapping into what Elias enjoys reading. What do the characters look like? How does 
the story flow? But as I started doing the art and writing it out, I realized I really do write a certain way. It’s not 
smooth and it doesn’t flow poetically. It’s very jerky and almost frustrating. I realized that so much of my 
personality came out while I was writing. I didn’t want to change that, because it really is me. Even Brooke, after 
reading the newest one, she’s like, ‘Man, it really is just an overflow of your personality.’ Part of that is 
frustrating and part of that is exciting, because you want your art to be an overflow of you. 
 
How does your daughter Ada fit into all of this? Do you have her in mind for future stories, or do you want 
to focus on the father/son aspect? 
 
I focused on the father/son dynamic for Bearly Dad. For A Lump’s Tale, I actually had her in mind. Image is such 
a huge topic in our culture today, and media plays a role in that. It’s everywhere, and it’s not usually healthy if 
we’re honest and look at the serious eating disorders that exist and the amount of money we spend on clothes, to 
reshape ourselves, tattoos to change how we look permanently. I have tattoos and I pierced my ears at one point, 

so I understand wanting to modify yourself to 
look a certain way. So I think about Ada: she’s 
two and she’s innocent to the degree that she 
doesn’t think about any of that yet. She has this 
natural giddiness about her. She wants to look 
cute and pretty, and part of that is because we 
tell her that all the time, and part of it is that 
she’s naturally wired to think that way as a girl. 
Now she’s leaning into the positive side, but 
very soon she’s going to hear conversations 
about weight. She’s going to see girls dressing 
five or six years older than they ought to. So as 
I was writing this book, I wanted to preempt 
that conversation with her at a very young age, 
where image plays a role in her life. It’s an 
issue for boys as well, to be the right kind of 
masculine and all these things. But she was in 
my mind for this one, so Brooke and I could 
use a kids book to foster a conversation very 
early on with who she really is. 
 
How has Brooke been involved in the 
process of putting all these books together? 
 
She’s awesome. A big part of it is just 
encouraging me to go ahead and do it. On an 
emotional, mental, and spiritual level she does 
that. On a tangible level, I would say she is the 
overall editor of just about everything that 
happens. She reads through everything, she 
goes through a couple drafts. I’m a pretty hard 
guy to work with, so she has to make notes on 
the computer and email them back to me. If 
she tells me in person I’m emotional and I get 
offended or defensive unnecessarily, so we 
have this system worked out. The first time she 
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sends it to me, it’s ‘Hey, change this, maybe the character is a little too this’ or whatever. If I’m sitting clear-
minded I can take it. She’s always right. Always. So I’ll draw it all up and write it out and hand her a copy to flip 
through. She’ll mark that up and we’ll talk about it, and I won’t be a petulant child at that point. And she’s great 
with Adobe programs. I’m learning some of it to save her the time and energy, but she scans and crops everything 
and formats the pages and shows me the fonts. I’m pretty picky, so she’ll usually put a draft together and then I’ll 
come back and usually end up rearranging each page and changing fonts and sizes and all that. Then we let it sit 
for a week or two, then come back and make more changes. She publishes it, does all the copyright work. Pretty 
much if it’s technical she does it. She’s brilliant at all that. 

It’s a lot of fun. She and I have had a lot of time working together. We’ve been in ministry together. Even as a 
married couple we’ve spent a lot of time together, so it’s fun to do a silly project with her. It wouldn’t happen if 
she wasn’t doing it. I wouldn’t take the time to learn Adobe and all that stuff. 
 
What are you working on now? 
 
I finished the illustrations of a script I put together about two months ago. I have a mental idea of trying to put 
something out every two to three months. I probably have three or four developing story lines in the works now. I 
started one about four months ago and did about three-quarters of it before putting it down, just to put some 
distance between it. I have projects laying around all over the place. I have one kids book that will come out 
probably in another two months. It’s funny, I was describing it to Brooke and thought that this is one that if I ever 
had a chance of being picked up by a major publisher, this is the idea they would look at and say, ‘Dear God—
what were you thinking?’ So I’m excited to put that one out.  

There’s another one that’s been brewing for some time, and it clicked the other day. It’s an overflow of the 
word oikos, which is Greek for ‘extended family.’ It’s this concept of doing life together with a larger community 
than just the immediate family. I wondered if I could put something together that would help foster movement in 
living that out. I won’t say much more than that, other than it’s not a kids book. It’s not a novel. It’s a book of 
ideas that you can use either as a family or missional community to spur on movement. I got to spend a chunk of 
the afternoon today at a cafe writing out fifty percent of the first draft, just because it was so fresh. I wanted to get 
it all down while it was still there. It’s so important because it’s important to my family, and it’s important for 
living on purpose. I’m realizing that while it’s a new idea, so much of it is already in me and in what we’ve 
already done as a family. I’ve talked about it for years so putting it on paper is crazy easy. I’m excited about it. ¶ 
 
 

“Richommended” Reading 
Three books Rich Dyson thinks your kids should read 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       *[Maybe not at bedtime. -CC] 
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_Essay_ 
 

Time in the ‘House of Peace’ 
 
By Greg Clark 
 

im Croegaert wrote “House of Peace” in 1974. In 
1974, the country had been captured by Mars, the 

god of wars, declared and undeclared. The “conflict” 
in Vietnam was still on, though we had known for 
years that we would not win. Richard Nixon 
resigned, and Gerald Ford pardoned him. Chicago 
set its record for the number of murders that year at 
970.  

Sears demonstrated that the worship of mammon 
could indeed build a tower to heaven. But inflation 
was 11.3%. And the Dow Jones dropped over the 
course of the year from 880 to 577.  

How should we respond to such a world?   
Jim Croegaert wrote a song, “House of Peace.” 
He and his family were part of a house church 

named Beth Shalom (House of Peace) in Lincoln, 
Illinois. There they were reading about Anabaptist 
history and about contemporary ways people were 
trying to follow Jesus. Within two years, they moved 
to Reba Place, and Reba Place embraced Jim’s 
musical gifts, and more specifically his song, 
“House of Peace.” 

Reba Place Fellowship had been founded in 
1957 by a college professor and some recently 
graduated students. But even such a community is 
not formed by means of academics debating one 
another. Neither are the sermons or the teachings the 
most formative.  

It is music that plays the lead in Reba Place 
worship services. It is the music that is most alive, 
because it expresses the life of the community, and it 
reflects that life back.  

My wife, Heather, and I came to Reba Place in 
1990. Though over 300 people attended Reba each 
week, it still had the intimate feel of a house church. 
Jim Croegaert led an incredible music group, one 
that included Tim Lowly (who now teaches art at 
North Park University). The church has been singing 
his music for 40 years. There are community 
members who tire quickly of theology and 
theological debates, who have never read John 
Howard Yoder or John Miller or Menno Simmons, 
and these folks can sing every Jim Croegaert song, 
measure for measure.   

 

 
This singer-songwriter is the most constant and 

powerful influence on our congregational life. 
But communities are not made by a single 

musician either. Reba Place has always owned 
hymnals, but we use them for only one hymn each 
service. Our actual songbooks are made of 
mimeographed (yes, mimeographed) pages in 
tattered binders that spill over with songs, songs 
written by Reba members and our friends in other 
communities. This was an unusual house church, not 
just because of its size, but because it was capable of 
writing its own music and creating a unique musical 
tradition. Jim Croegaert’s music is the finest 
example of that, but it grew out of a community, and 
his music lives because it still resonates with the life 
of the community.  
 
Often at the close of a Reba Place gathering we sing 
“House of Peace” because it gets at part of the core 
of the community. Let’s look at the lyrics: 

The first verse: 
  
 You have brought us so very far 
 In so short a time 
 In spite of our weaknesses 
 In spite of all our crying 

 
The pronoun “you” is important here, because it 

marks the song as a prayer. We are not talking about 
God, but to God. 

The pronoun “us” is also important, because it is 
a prayer offered by the entire community. This is not 
“I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on 
the roses.” I’ve never understood why people come 
together in a stuffy building to sing about being 
alone in a garden.  

Here the sense of the verse echoes the story of 
the Israelites in the desert, but it is also reflects the 
journey of a house church. Of every house church. 
Small groups of Christians try to follow Jesus, and, 
whatever they have figured out, they are still 
developing the character, skills, and faith to make it 
real. Crying happens. It’s not something to be proud 
of, but neither is it a deal-breaker.  

Why not? Let’s look at the chorus: 

J 
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 You are worthy of everything 
 Every word of praise 
 Every song that we’ll ever sing 
 Fountain of all grace 
 Our High Priest 
 Make us a house of peace 
 

The Father of Jesus is God only if he is worthy. 
What makes a god worthy of all praise? Here we are 
in contested theological waters. Some would say 
“power.” Some church hymns say “power.” What 
many people want from their god is power. And 
people who have power are people who are godlike. 
Nixon, General Westmoreland, and the President of 
Sears were doing pretty well on that metric. Crying, 
on the other hand, is a sign of weakness that might 
well be a deal-breaker. 

In our song, the worth of God flows from being 
the fountain of all grace. What we get from 
worshiping this God is to be, collectively, a 
reflection of that grace. What was happening in 1974 
that was full of grace? The newspapers don’t tell us; 
the historians don’t tell us. But there were small 
Christian communities throughout the world, 
including in Lincoln, Illinois, and in Evanston, 
Illinois, that knew that God was the fountain of all 
grace. And when people reflect on that God, they are 
a house of peace. They extend grace to one another, 
in spite of the crying, because of the crying, and 
through the crying. To say that God is worthy of 
everything is to understand the grace that makes it 
safe to cry in part because our cry is not the last 
word.  

Second verse: 
  
 Like the sun on a mountain top 
 A city on a hill 
 Like a river that never stops 
 Let our love reveal… 
 

These are words of Jesus, and so we sing them, 
but many people will find them odd. If we identify 
the gospel with “faith and not works” and if we tie 
that view with Jesus’ words to “pray in your closet 
so no one sees,” we might not know what to do with 
the teaching that says “people don’t light a candle to 
hide it.” 

Indeed, the “city on a hill” language has been 
appropriated by John Winthrop, Ronald Reagan, and 
George W. Bush to claim that our nation-state is 
uniquely blessed by God, and that blessing takes 
palpable form in our power and our freedom. This is 

not contested theological ground. It is heresy. It 
claims that God’s people are this nation-state rather 
than either Israel or the church.  

The image of the “city on a hill” tells us that the 
mission of the church is not to take over the world. It 
is to be who we are … to “Let our love reveal….” If 
we do that, then the world will take notice. The sun 
does not try to be noticed, but it is noticed because 
of what it is. The city on a hill isn’t on the hill to 
attract attention, but it does because of where it is. 
The “river that never stops” is not the river of 
political or physical power; it is love that has no 
limits. If the church is really the church, the world 
will notice, not because we have power, and not 
because we have a great advertising campaign, but 
because the reality of love is good news for a world 
caught in its own machinations of power. Our 
mission is to be a house of peace. 

Verse 3: 
  
 In the cold of the winter’s night 
 In the summer’s day 
 In the changes we often fight 
 Let us learn to say… 
 

Seasons change, and this verse is about changes. 
But I’m struck by how seasons repeat, and how little 
has changed.  

It is 2014, forty years since “House of Peace” 
was written. It is true that the Sears Tower is no 
longer the highest building, and it is no longer 
“Sears.” But we still fight undeclared wars; we call 
them “military engagements.” Chicago leads the 
nation in murders. Income inequality is higher than 
it has ever been. The powerful still receive pardons 
and bailouts, and the laws are applied and enforced 
unevenly on the rich and the poor. How are we to 
respond to a world such as this?   

Let us create communities of people who write 
music.  

Let us become communities who sing together, 
lest we lose hope.  

Let us be a people filled by grace.  
Then we will be like the sun on a mountain top. 

Then from us will flow rivers that never stop. 
  
 Our high priest, 
 Make us a house of peace. 
 
 
Originally delivered as a speech at Hymn Fest, 2014, 
at North Park University.
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_Fiction_ 

 
The Voice Of Eight 

By Tim Whitney 
 

here was once a man who had everything. He 
had the largest of houses, the most beautiful of 

wives, all the power but never abused it. He lived 
atop a hill that overlooked the canopy of a lush rain 
forest. His life was not extravagant by any means, 
but his life was the work of his father.  

His father was a cruel man (the cruelest of them). 
He abused people into submission with hands that 
swung like concrete on a chain. His voice alone 
trembled the bones of his people when he spoke. His 
father’s compassion and acceptance were so low that 
upon the birth of all his children his scowl emanated 
disappointment that stopped the babies from crying. 
This was the case for all ten of his father’s children, 
except this man. He was the fourth son, eighth in 
line, and the one to go unnoticed. 

When he was born, Eight came out the womb 
with the look of his father: scowling with grimace. 

For nine months he had been floating, hearing the 
racing heart beat of his mother.  

Growing.  
Determined to break the man.  
The father was still disappointed. Eight was 

supposed to walk out of his mother with a choir of 
angels singing and a cherubim leading the way.  

The normal nature of his birth was the last thing 
normal to ever happen to Eight, or that is what his 
mother told him, for this boy was born mute. That is 
also what the mother told him. His father’s voice 
was so strong there was no room for another voice in 
that house. This was a realization the son had early 
on and decided to keep it.  

His face was a constant. A null-variable in the 
equation of how emotions are processed.  

When his father died, the son’s lack of voice 
allowed him to inherit all his father’s riches. The 

T 
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first seven children murdered one another in pursuit 
to be the inheritor of the estate. It turns out standing 
on the sidelines can be quite the peaceful treaty. 
Why didn’t Nine and Ten kill their brother? His 
silence was loud and spoke sternly, as Cicero would 
declare.  

Eight was quite the odd case. Since he never 
spoke, his mother did all his speaking, most of his 
feeling, and all his expression. At the point he 
learned there was no room for his voice in the house. 
He learned his mother needed a new voice.  

But this was all fleeting as time is known to be. 
Eight’s mother died and his voice was lost. He 
couldn’t grieve his mother, because only his mother 
could grieve for him. His wife could not grieve for 
him, because his wife was in love with his mother. 
His kids were in grief not for losing their 
grandmother, but more so for the loss of their father. 
The strength of his silence offered no support to the 
family.   

In his despair, Eight hired a tenant of his vacant 
emotions: a poet. Upon arrival, the poet asked him 
what the problem was. Eight, being a mute, stared 
into the poet’s eyes and the poet said, “Ah, I 
understand” and wrote a poem. The poem did not 
express the man’s emotions.  

Eight kept the poet on his property as inspiration 
and hired a composer. The composer came to the 
house and composed a heart-wrenching ode that 
brought the poet to tears and left the wife writhing in 
the distress of unknown feelings. But the man’s face 
was stern and his heart was unmoved. The composer 
could not express the emotion the man was feeling.  

Eight went on to hire the whole town: a 
bricklayer to build the highest of walls, an athlete to 
achieve victory. No matter the person hired Eight 
was not capable of finding his mother’s emotional 
response.  

He was empty and broken. The town encircled 
him and he was surrounded by ten thousand eyes: 
five thousand full-time employees in pursuit of his 
happiness. Eight looked into the eyes of every man, 
woman, and child but didn’t see his mother.  

In desperation, Eight hired a top scientist and 
engineer to develop a replica of his mother. His 
children spent hours with the scientist, reminiscing 
about their grandmother and recalling her 
mannerisms and speech so that their father would 
come to life again. Eight’s wife made sure the facial 
expressions were exact and the gestures were not 
sweeping and overdone, but warm and kind.  

After one year, the model-mother was finally 
ready to be unveiled. Eight paced his marble floors, 

wearing them down as the steps of the old train 
station. The mother was cloaked in the center of his 
compound. As the sheet slid off, Eight was 
heartbroken. She was perfect. Everything was exact. 
From the way her fingernails were painted to the 
way her wrinkles formed a natural sundial. She was 
captured in time. He was delighted, but his mother 
wasn’t crying.  

Why wasn’t she crying] 
If his mother were alive, she would be crying 

tears of joy for him. 
Eight ordered his mother away and destroyed. 

His wife and children began to weep, heart-broken at 
the second death of their husband/grandmother/ 
father. In her broken state, Eight’s wife piled the 
pieces of her heart and did something she had never 
done: she yelled at a man who had never yelled at 
her, who had never said a bad thing about anyone. 
Once she started to yell, the wife could not contain 
herself. She unleashed upon the man, everything 
from sweet “I love you”s to bitter “I loathe you”s. 

As the vault of her heart conjured the most 
justified of storms, Eight’s wife looked over her 
husband’s broad chest and into his eyes. No longer 
were they cloudy and distant. They were glossed 
with tears. She wanted to embrace him and his 
glossy eyes, but she knew this would not help. So 
she kept yelling. And yelling. And yelling. Her 
catharsis was his pain.  

Eight stood there, bone shaking, barraged by his 
wife. He felt like a child again, being yelled at by his 
father. But now, none of his siblings were standing 
in front of him. His mother’s heart was not racing. 
And his silence offered no defense. When his wife 
stepped closer, the man’s feet were firm. He realized 
even in her yelling his wife was beautiful. 

She continued to yell and yell and yell. Firm in 
his boots, Eight stood on the edge of the life he 
knew, the life his father developed for him. 

Eight’s wife stopped yelling, removed her hands 
from her hips, partially closed her hand, and pointed 
at his chest. It was a small gesture, one with minimal 
contact, but still his body collapsed and wrinkled 
under the force of her finger. Eight stepped off the 
edge of his life, and fell into his tears. The forest 
canopy started to dance as the bellows of the man 
swept through the mountain canyons. The silence 
was broken.  

Expressionists searched for reality, lost in the 
chaos of purity and theory. No longer could their art 
forms express what Eight had just expressed. And so 
his birth goal was accomplished. He had destroyed 
his father’s reign. ¶ 
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_Film _  
 

Pulling all the punches 
‘Cutie and the Boxer’ By Alyssa Vincent 

 
 

’ve cohabitated with my boyfriend for almost four 
years, and sometimes I think it’s the most 

interesting and boring thing I’ve done with my life 
so far. As a result, it’s impossible for me to say no to 
watching documentaries that focus on relationships. 
Combine that with my need to routinely cleanse my 
palate after constantly watching the less-than-
illustrious seasons of Grey’s Anatomy (seasons 2-5, 
obviously), and I was more than receptive to my 
boyfriend’s suggestion that we watch Cutie and the 
Boxer on Netflix a few months ago. 

Cutie and the Boxer focuses on Japanese artists 
Ushio and Noriko Shinohara, their 40-year-marriage, 
and their individual art careers. While it’s 
fascinating to hear about Ushio’s career as a boxing 
painter (he literally punches bare canvases with 
paint-covered gloves) and sculptor, and Noriko’s 
less-prolific but no less meaningful artistry, their 
fraught, bitter, and at times loving marriage is 
clearly their shared masterpiece. 

Their story begins in 1972 with 19-year-old 
Noriko leaving Tokyo for New York City to study 
art. Shortly thereafter, she meets 41-year-old Ushio 
in his SoHo studio. It’s something at first sight, but 
the morning after they first sleep together, Ushio 
asks for rent money from Noriko. To quote the 
Patron Saint of Ladies, Liz Lemon: Shut it down, 
dealbreaker.2 However, Noriko is charmed for the 
moment by him. When she becomes pregnant six 
months later, she buries her artistic ambitions to 
raise her son and support Ushio and his work. This 
works well for Ushio, who is an alcoholic by this 
point, but Noriko’s choice meant that her family cut 
her off financially, starting a lifetime of financial 
woes for her new family.  

The film looks at Ushio and Noriko in their 80s 
and 60s, respectively, but splices in home video 
footage of their early relationship. It’s as painful to 
watch as you can imagine it would be to see a fun-
loving, terribly drunk artist embarrass his wife at 
parties while she tends to their child. The flashbacks 
are often followed by present-day scenes of Noriko 
assisting a now-sober Ushio with his art-making and 
offering honest, harsh critiques of his work. She 

confirms to the camera what we’re all thinking: that 
she’s always taken care of him and can never stop. 
Noriko is obviously troubled by this, as she takes 
pains to describe to the audience and Ushio how her 
art died when she met him, and how much she needs 
that creative energy back. Ushio, on the other hand, 
sums up his feelings in one devastating statement: 
“the average one has to support the genius.” It 
shouldn’t be surprising to hear in a film that has 
each person exchanging barbs, but it was his matter-
of-fact tone that got to me. After 40 years, he 
wouldn’t change a thing about their life—except 
perhaps be more successful in his own right.   

As a WASP in a relationship, I perversely 
enjoyed watching Noriko and Ushiro candidly mock 
one another and fight on-camera—they do put the 
“fun” in “dysfunctional”—but Cutie and the Boxer 
takes its most interesting turn when it focuses on 
Noriko’s “Cutie and Bullie” masterpiece, a semi-
autobiographical telling of Noriko’s (Cutie) 
relationship with Ushio (Bullie). Her cartoonish 
drawing style is simple yet arresting, and its graphic 
nature serves as a buffer against the sadness of 
depictions that have Bullie running away from Cutie 
and their newborn baby, crying for his freedom.  
Near the end of the documentary, we learn that 
Noriko and Ushio will have a joint show at a New 
York City art gallery.3 Ushio assumes that his work 
will be favored, but as Noriko fills the gallery walls 
with her cartoonish mural, it’s clear that her work is 
the star of the show. While I want to think that the 
film ends this way to say “Ha! Finally, Noriko 
wins!”, I don’t believe that’s the takeaway. Rather, I 
think Cutie and the Boxer demonstrates just how 
difficult all relationships in life are. Relating to 
another person as they grow and change over the 
years can be downright unbearable, but the ebbs and 
flows of Noriko and Ushio’s marriage and separate 
careers show that relating to our personal passions 
can be frustrating, rewarding, and impossible all in 
the course of one lifetime. 

It’s not the lightest fare for a Saturday night, but 
Cutie and the Boxer is far more enriching than 
rewatching the season six finale of Grey’s Anatomy.      

I 
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_Television_  
 

Kindness is magic 
‘Derek’ By Natalie Pohorski 

 
 

ost people are well aware that Netflix has 
started distributing and producing their own 

original content, including the popular House of 
Cards and Orange is the New Black. But there’s 
another Netflix/Channel 4 series that I can’t believe 
no one is talking about: Ricky Gervais’ Derek. 

The first thing I want to stress is that this show 
is 75 percent hilarity and 25 percent the most sincere, 
poignant moments that sneak up on you when you 
least expect. It’s brilliant. Derek has a way of 
slapping you in the face with some of the hardest 
topics ever discussed on television, like the meaning 
of success and failure, abandonment by your family, 
rejection by society, the relationships you choose 
and the ones that choose you, the circle of life and 
death in a nursing home, the value of a life, 
Heaven… the list goes on.  

Derek (Gervais) works at the Broad Hill Nursing 
Home where a documentary crew has just started 
filming the daily happenings. Unlike his friends—
the caretaker Dougie (Karl Pilkington) and the 
continually drunk Kev—Derek is always going 
above and beyond his job description. This is truly 
his favorite place to be. Derek is very close with, and 
a little sweet on, the manager, Hannah, who spends 
75 hours a week taking care of the residents. Derek 
is adored by his co-workers and the Broad Hill 
residents. Derek is also autistic.  

From the first episode, it will take you on an 
emotional rollercoaster. One minute Kev is drawing 
words like “twat” on the backs of crabs at the beach, 
and the next minute the home is dealing with the 
passing of another resident. When Derek’s favorite 
resident passes away, we share a raw and 
heartbreaking moment with Derek and his thoughts. 
He explains the sadness that comes with the death of 

a resident, how happy he is to be alive, and in tears 
he quotes his recently deceased friend in an effort to 
comfort himself: “And she said, ‘Kindness is magic, 
Derek. It’s more important to be kind than clever or 
good-looking.’ I’m not clever or good-looking, but 
I’m kind.” 

Derek brings out the best in everyone in the 
home, especially Dougie and Kev. Sometimes he 
needs to remind them about what is important in life. 
Other times they get the chance to do something for 
Derek in return, like in a scene from season 1 when 
Dougie tells off a government inspector who 
questions Derek’s mental capacities and suggests 
that he be tested for autism.4 

While Derek often steals the scene, the residents 
have some sweet, genuine moments that the 
documentary crew steals here and there. In one 
particular scene, Gerald, the husband of one of the 
older residents suffering from Alzheimer’s, is 
interviewed by the documentary crew: “No, she 
doesn’t always know me, but I look forward to 
seeing her every day. She’s still the same person. 
And every day I introduce myself and we get to 
know each other all over again. I’m lucky. Who else 
gets to fall in love 365 times a year?” 

The second season was released on Netflix on 
May 30. Having just finished season 2, I have to say 
I didn’t feel as close to the characters as I did in the 
first season. I think the dramedy scale was tipped 
towards comedy and I think we have lost something 
from the first series.  

Even still, a bad episode of Derek is still 
superior to a good episode of most TV series today. 
It will quite honestly change the way you look at 
your life and the people that surround you. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

M 
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_Books_  
 

Words™ 
‘The Word Exchange’ By Chad Comello 

 
 

t started with Daniel Okrent’s Last Call: The Rise 
and Fall of Prohibition. Words like calumny, 

bugbear, abstemious, and postprandial popped out as 
I read that great history of Prohibition a few years 
ago, and I wanted to remember them, so I wrote 
them down. I’ve done that with my reading ever 
since, including with The Word Exchange, the new 
novel from Alena Graedon.  

Fitting for a novel about dictionaries and 
language, Graedon was dropping cool words all over 
the place. I was racking up words I wanted to look 
up later and try to remember for future reference. 
But then something weird happened. 

The Word Exchange is about the near-future, 
when the printed word and the things that house it 
(libraries, bookstores, magazines) have become 
obsolete due to the Meme, an iPhone-esque device 
that anticipates its user’s needs and intuitively 
delivers information. The Meme has become so 
thoroughly integrated into everyday life that users no 
longer need to remember word definitions; the 
Meme knows them and can retrieve them 
immediately. Because everyone is so dependent on 
their Meme for almost everything, including basic 
word definitions, they trust implicitly whatever the 
Meme tells them. 

But something foul is afoot with Synchronic, the 
company that manufactures the Meme. For one, it 
has started buying words and creating new ones for 
their online marketplace called the Word Exchange. 
By creating their own repository from which the 
Memes pull their data, Synchronic’s users become 
locked in to the company’s proprietary language, 
which continues to expand with new user-created 
words that mysteriously (or not so mysteriously) 
begin taking the place of known words. In other 
words, Synchronic’s Meme isn’t freely delivering 
word definitions from the public domain; it’s selling 
an inferior product when its users could get better 
stuff for free. But in the Meme’s seamless digital 

ecosystem, quicker is easier than better. 
Synchronic’s newest device, the Nautilus, takes 

the next logical step: it’s an electro-biological 
headpiece that integrates with the user’s brain on the 
cellular level, allowing for direct and instantaneous 
communication with the Internet. It would also 
further meld Synchronic’s manufactured language 
with its user’s own speech patterns. But that 
becomes a problem: a new epidemic, dubbed “word 
flu,” starts infecting Meme and Nautilus users’ 
speech with artificially manufactured words and 
wreaking havoc on their bodies. 

And this is where the weird began for me. I had 
written down about a dozen cool words I wanted to 
remember, like amanuensis, ouroboros, ken, and 
variegated. Then I ran into a new word I was about 
to write down when I recognized that it wasn’t real. 
It was a Synchronic™ word, so to speak—a word 
created and sold by this secretive company that had 
snuck into the vocabulary of someone infected with 
the word flu. Until this moment, I had been an 
outside observer of the novel’s narrative, watching 
the characters navigate the shadowy goings-on in 
this vaguely dystopian near-future. But then I 
suddenly had a linguistic object lesson that made the 
novel much more present and prescient. 

As a word-themed dystopian thriller, The Word 
Exchange is right up my (dark) alley. Graedon has a 
knack for description, though I ironically was most 
put off by the technical side of her writing style, e.g. 
an over-reliance on the—em dash. Incredibly 
pedantic, I know, but such is the life of an armchair 
grammarian. Perhaps this and other choices were 
conscious and character-driven; if so, very well then. 
By the look of her Facebook page, Graedon has 
taken on a kind of skeptical techno-prophetess role 
to promote the book and guide the discussion around 
its highly relevant and pressing themes.5 She can 
certainly count me as a supporter in that regard. 
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_Poetry_  
 

Two poems By Heather Clark 
 
 
 
To a sparrow nearly drowned 
 
O trembling tuft of drenched feathers, 
your drinkturnedtodip in 
the kiddie pool nigh to finished 
what little there is of you, 
 
bones hollow straws poking through 
flattened down, tiny heart tapping 
fast as summer rain, frail legs 
failing as you try and try to stand. 
 
That August day’s long past 
since you sunned and dried, 
drank sugar water from a dropper, 
flew to find your fellows. 
 
Blessed be the hand 
that fetched you, disheveled, 
from the sky-blue plastic deep and 
brought you, bedraggled, to my need! 
 
Now you flit, diminutive, ‘midst 
the flock on my front deck, 
dusty-cloaked little crier, 
drab-clad witness. Heaven sees. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Humble Pie 
 
Compared to prolific 
poets with Pacific 
sized bodies of work, 
 
I’m a toddler spashing 
around in a mud puddle, 
finding it just ducky 
 
to serve up a mushy 
word pie now and then. 
I’m not sure how it all works 
 
but the water 
seems to come 
from the same source 
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_Poetry_  
 

Two poems By Barak Ben-Amots 
 
The Ant Does Not Want Anything to 
do with this Existential Crisis. 
  
Neither does my boot. 
However, I have cruelly involved 
them both. I tied a balloon 
to the shoe string. 
  
The ant crawled onto the leather 
toe just before take off. I almost 
brushed it off- 
thought better of it. 
That ant will see things no other ant has. 
  
The balloon narrowly avoids 
a telephone wire. 
Fuck that telephone wire. 
I suddenly wish I was that ant. 
  
The balloon has cleared the rooftops now 
and I am the ant. I am riding 
on God’s Boot tied to Nietzche’s balloon 
through a purple sky. 
  
I wave at Dr. Frankl, 
who has commandeered an umbrella 
and secured his waist 
to the J of the handle. 
He waves back at me, the ant, 
like a drunken uncle. His polka 
dotted steed is whipped away in wind, 
 
I am left 
searching the ground for 
meaning or a trampoline. 
I do not understand the sky. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

She Moves Like Grafitti 
 
A space you never realized was empty is filled-  
not comfortably though. She doesn’t seem  
to quite fit at first. Precarious. 
You’re not sure if you like her  
there, you can’t remember  
what it looked like before.  
 
Soon she is perfect for that space, her arms  
always extending, and her colors  
which fade and collage, pouring  
from her hair and her hips.  
As she remains she expands to belonging. 
Layered and unfocused  
in her design.  
 
You later won’t see  
what she once was to you-  
Awkward portrait, dripping paint  
over silent white space, the way  
you learned her nervous outline- 
it will be hidden beneath layers of flowers  
and aliens, fights and crafted dances.  
Only a spot of light blue  
on her (your?) stomach reminds you how it began.  
 
One day a stencil duck appears  
on her shoulder (your shoulder), and it stays there  
undisturbed  
for ages. You grow to think that duck is  
the entirety of her- to love it as her- 
you can’t latch onto anything else.  
 
But the duck gets covered up too,  
by some brilliant insight  
in bubble letters. And you’re furious,  
because it was everything. And she doesn’t care  
at all, because it was just a small piece.  
 
And then she is painted away,  
hidden behind a patch of off-white. And now  
the space feels empty. 

 



The Simba Life No. 2, Summer 2014 

	  

	   28 

_Language_  
 

Character study 
Things I learned from ‘Shady Characters’  
By Chad Comello 
 
 

Keith Houston’s 2013 book Shady Characters: The Secret Life of Punctuation, Symbols, and 
Other Typographical Marks is like catnip for word nerds. It’s rife with historical trivia about 
the more uncommon punctuation marks that have littered language history, including the 
pilcrow (¶), dagger (†), and interrobang (]). It also provides background on the symbols we 
seen all the time, like the hash sign (#) or the ampersand (@). Intrigued? Of course you are! 
Learn more at shadycharacters.co.uk and read on for some notes I took while reading the book. 
Caution: extreme geekery ahead. 

 
 
— Boustrophedon (adj. & adv.): from left to right and right to left 
in alternating lines (from Greek “as an ox turns in plowing”) 
— Komma, kolon, and periodos were initially dots denoting short, 
medium, and long pauses  
— The pilcrow (¶) started as a C (from the Roman capitulum, 
meaning “chapters”) that was filled in with a vertical line by 
medieval scribes 
— The word pilcrow originated as the Greek paragraphos, which 
became pelagraphe, which became pelagreffe, whose Middle 
English pylcrafte turned into pilcrow. 
— Alternative names for the interrobang (]): exclamaquest [my 
favorite], interrapoint, exclarogative 
— lb (for “pound”) came from the Roman libra, meaning scales or 
balances 
— oz (for “ounce”) came from medieval Italian onza, meaning 
twelfth of a Roman pound 
— lb with tilde above it (which was used to show a contraction), 
when written in haste, looked like the hash sign (#); combined with 
Latin pondo it became the “pound sign” 
— The ampersand (@) started as Pompeian graffiti, later becoming 
part of the alphabet: “X, Y, Z, and per se (by itself) and” – i.e. 
“ampersand” 
— The dagger (†), called obelos (Greek for “roasting spit”) was originally a straight line that marked superfluous 
lines in a text 
— The asterisk (*) (from Greek asteriskos for “little star”) was used for marking genuine lines in Bible translation 
as opposed to added or mistranslated one 
— The em dash (—) was used to censor names or curses, so “dash” became its own epithet 
— Exclamation points on early typewriters were made with a period and apostrophe  
— There were such things as the commash ,— and semicolash :— but they have faded from use 
— Double hyphen (--) instead of em dash was standard on typewriters; practice proliferated with spread of comics 
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The Simba Life Quarterly is a digital culture magazine released four times per year. It’s produced and edited by 

Chad Comello, who runs the blog thesimbalife.wordpress.com upon which this magazine is based.  
 

SLQ No. 2 was released on June 19, 2014 for free distribution. 
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