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Patrick Somerville has written a new book, entitled

THE UNIVERSE IN MINIATURE
IN MINIATURE

In the first story of the book, which is about art students, this happens:

A week goes by and I don’t call Lucy or Dylan. I want to drift
away from them—more than anything, I want to drift away. I
sometimes imagine myself totally alone and I enjoy the feeling.
And I mean something by alone, something more than the word
holds. I mean something blank and pure and vacant, plus me.
And also moral. This blank and pure vacancy that includes me
that is also moral is so empty, it is so one, that my presence in
it makes me not exist, although I am still there, and that’s what
lifts all the weight.

I have tried to explain my religion to both Dylan and Lucy.
Neither of them get it. Dylan sometimes says it sounds
romantic, the way that it’s confusing and lonesome, and he says :
that he wishes he had a machine that could let him be me for NOVEMBER 2010
one minute so he could feel what it feels like to live with this ISBN 978-0-9825808-1-3
idea of mine. He said he would call the machine The Machine i
of Understanding Other People. I told him I thought that was
romantic. :

But I'm not that kind in the end. I'm a faker when it comes to f eatherPTOOﬁcom
suffering. I don’t want it at all. i

They talk a little more about this machine, but nothing really comes of it.j féatherproqf: .

patricksomerville.com
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holding onto the package, and examines it once free, absently
reaching for the phone again. Once the receiver’s back at his
mouth he says, “Yes, this is it. 'm holding England in my hands.”

“Only a small part of it, I'd imagine.”

“No need to debate it.”

“So you've got it, then? Good show.”

“Yes, Grayspool,” says Tom. “Good show indeed.”

*x kX

i« 1)

So it turns out, if Tom is to believe in all the genetics stuff,
which—they say—is sort of hard to refute, when it comes down to
it, science being science, Tom really does have a secret lost uncle

named Herman. Go figure. How exactly he got one and how in
particular they're related is still something of a mystery, but the
readout from the genetics report (how did they get Tom’s DNA,
by the way?) shows that he and Herman share a Y chromosome,
which means that—well, Tom’s not really sure what that means.
But maybe what it really means is that you need to buy this book
when it comes out in November. Because you will find out,
and it will be good. And it will still be called:

THE UNIVERSE IN MINIATURE
IN MINIATURE g

By Patrick Somerville
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So that story ends. Then there’s one about a biology teacher, one
about apocalypse, one about a science-fiction writer, one about
a guy who gets run over and sort of keeps walking, one about a
Blackwater-like guy who lives in the suburbs, one about some aliens
who don’t know how to fly their own spaceship, one about a hot dog
love-connection on Damen Ave, one about a 19th-century monster,
one about a businessman who loses his mind. Some others. There’s
also a serial killer called Abacus on the loose in Chicago. Oh, and
then there’s a novella about a magical empathy helmet called
THE MACHINE OF UNDERSTANDING OTHER PEOPLE.

It starts out like this:

I. THE SITUATION

The situation is not so good on the morning Tom Sanderson
receives the first telegram. The man who brings it looks to be
about ten years younger than him and has an impressive wave
of black hair cresting just above bushy, caterpillar eyebrows.
He’s handsome, sure; he’s wearing a blue suit and blue tie and
he very professionally hands over the cream-white envelope,
unsealed, perhaps even perfumed, and Tom, surprisingly awake
and still drunk from the night before, wearing only bathrobe,
suit-pants, vomit-stained undershirt, and really big bomber
hat, standing ankle-deep in a small sea of his own unread mail,
thinks to himself that yes, it makes perfect sense that I am
receiving a telegram, considering what an important figure I am
in the world. He reaches out and takes it from the stranger with
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there’s something to this Uncle Herman after all? On the
table there is a half-empty package of Bourson cheese, its foil
folded out for greater access, and beside it, a small knife. Still
chewing, continuing what he was doing before the phone rang,
Tom begins to slather more of the cheese onto the corndog’s
remaining fried nub, then a little more onto the top of the
wooden stick, so he can lick it off as something of a finish
line. In recent days he’s discovered that Borsoun cheese can
make anything—even the best things—better. He decides to
tell Grayspool.

“I'd imagine it does,” says Grayspool philosophically.

“It does,” says Tom, very seriously.

“Yes, well, I'd have to call that a separate matter we can
discuss at another time. If you don’t mind, just to leapfrog to
the matter at hand,” says Grayspool. “Your inheritance. As
you called our offices I presume you received the telegram we
sent?”

“I did,” says Tom. “I gotta tell you, Grayspool, this feels a
little like a scam to me. I mean I like you and all, so far I mean,
but...Well, for starters, I have no Uncle Herman. But on top of
that I'm sort of desolate here, maybe an easy mark? I mean I'm
sitting here at my lowest and this feels a little coincidental.
Get me?”

“I thought the telegram along with the check and the
packet of materials regarding your genome would be sufficient
proof.”

“Packet?” says Tom, stopping himself before going in for
the last Bourson lick. “Check? What packet with what check?
What’s a genome again?” He is moving toward his pile of mail
now, still eating the cheese, phone tucked under his chin. “I'm
not sure...”
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you run into stories like that—why shouldn’t it happen to him?

There’s a big question of why Dick doesn’t go by Rich or
Richard or Richy. You'd think he would. But all that does not
matter.

Tom Sanderson, despite the veneer of aristocratic, disheveled
confidence, something he’s always had about him and now really
only keeps when he’s within his apartment, feels self-conscious
too; it’s about the stains on his V-neck and having said anything
about the accent to this man because it’s true, now that he
thinks about it, this handsome messenger in the blue suit has
no accent at all, actually, just a weird eye-contact thing. So this
is awkward. Tom frowns meaningfully and turns his attention
back to the envelope. It occurs to him that he could open and
read the message as a way of making the messenger go away,
but he also realizes he can just sort of drift backwards with a
creepy goodbye-smile on his face and nod a little and mumble
a thank-you as he closes the door in the guy’s face. And this
is what he does, and it works: after the latch clicks Tom finds
himself again alone in his foyer, just like before, only now he is
holding a telegram.

Tom is pretty far down a downward spiral at the moment,
which he knows full well, but he also isn’t quite sure where the
bottom of the spiral is or whether it even has a bottom, which he
sometimes finds sort of funny, say early in the evenings, when
he’s sipping his first scotch, but later on, into the night, when
he sits alone in his too-big condo, absolutely fucking toasted,
usually watching DVR'd reality television but sometimes
puttering around in order to waste time and avoid going to
bed, where he will probably lie drunk and awake for hours,
he catches glimpses of a whole new landscape of life’s secret
horrors, grotesque sights, really, things that make all previous
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Couldn’t everyone see? But no, they couldn’t, and so many
people sent away their money to false charities, signed up for
magazines they didn’t want, lost what was theirs because they
soneeded and so wanted to be special. Special. That was it. When
it came down to it, this was the desire that could make virtually
anyone believe in anything, wasn’t it? To be told that there is
no one else in the whole world quite like you. Uniqueness.
People want that for whatever reason. Maybe true, maybe not,
but it took a certain kind of permission to get there. Jesus.
Jesus. People are goddamned morons.

But as he dries off, he looks at himself in the mirror, a middle-
aged and washed up sot, Tom Sanderson, formerly Tommy, child,
and he knows he is exactly the same, there’s no getting around,
and it makes him sad, staring at himself, but sad in a very simple
way, not sad in the newer, complicated ways—sad that he sees
how he wants to be special, too, and how he is just the same as
everyone.

* K *k

Sometime around midnight, Tom is massively intoxicated and
eating a huge corndog when his phone rings and the lawyer, a
Mr. Cedric Grayspool, is there at the other end, stumbling and
bumbling over his words in what sounds like a very upper-crust
top-tier I-have-a-castle-and-you-are-a-shithead English basso.
“Yes, yes, hello. Mr. Sanderson? Is this a Mr. Tom Sanderson? I
say, can you turn down that music please, sir? Hello?” Grayspool
is presumably referring to the Electric Light Orchestra Tom’s got
rocking on his Krell in the living room; Tom mutters an apology
as he jogs past the couch and kills all the noise. Impressed with
himself for not falling down either to or fro, Tom returns to the
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That is impressive. Not so much now, as the entire American
economy is dead. He’s still pretty rich, mind you, but being
pretty rich doesn’t feel quite like it used to.

Could that help him, though? The old Sanderson savvy?
One of Tom’s deepest and oldest drives has always been to find
ways to make the bad into the good, somehow, that’s how he
made the money, he’s sure of it, and he feels he could maybe
turn this whole situation into a positive situation if he acts as
a kind of Jacque Cousteau of depression, heading into deeper
and colder waters with some kind of little robot friend as he
looks for all the weird translucent albino creature-emotions
with glowlights on their foreheads and spiky orange teeth and
whatnot, which he guesses would represent different kinds
of self-hatred. He is 41 years old and, since last month, twice-
divorced. That’s not that bad. It’s not good, but not that bad.
For fifteen years he was a corporate lawyer at a massive Chicago
firm, never made partner, probably due to his ridiculous social
life, and lost his job two weeks ago. That’s pretty bad. And
finally, sometimes at night he dresses up in his best suits and
goes out to dinner alone at fancy restaurants, where he gets a
good head start on drinking and looks at his watch as though
he’s waiting for someone who’s stood him up. So there’s that.
And it’s inexplicable, because it wasn’t always this way, Tom
has many likable qualities, he has a good smile, he’s intelligent,
he can sometimes laugh at himself, but he doesn’t have a single
friend. Not one friend. How did that happen? Somewhere along
the way, he supposes. In any case, he knows no one who would
send him an amazingly weird telegram.

Because it is weird. Here. He removes the thin sheet of
yellowish paper from the envelope and reads the message’s
brief lines:



