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The Well of English, Defiled

by


J. Weintraub

As soon as Ezra Peckinpah heard his doorbell ring, he jumped from his bed, and without even thinking to cover his pajamas with a dressing gown, he rushed into the foyer of his building.


“Good morning,” said the mailman, and then he flinched, for without a word of explanation, Ezra had grabbed for the large jiffy bag still held in his hands. “Hey,” cried the mailman as Ezra wrenched the package free. “Whachya think you’re doing? I’m a government employee!”

“And I’m Mr. Peckinpah!” shouted Ezra, retreating to his apartment, leaving the remainder of his mail protruding from the slot and the postman with a look of astonishment on his face.

Striding hurriedly across his living room, he tore open the package and, trailing shreds of brown paper and tufts of lint behind him, entered the kitchen. There he shoved aside a clutter of dishes and removed his five copies of the February discourse from the remnants of the bag, dropping them onto the countertop. After lifting the first copy from the stack, he flipped through its pages, and when he reached his column, his hands began to tremble and his heart to beat as loudly as if it were ticking off the seconds to his own doom.

In the past, Peckinpah had inspected his complimentary author’s copies in a far more leisurely manner. Before slitting open the package with his gold-inlaid, monogrammed letter opener, he would first twirl it around and around in his hands, like a child prolonging the pleasure of unwrapping gifts on Christmas morning. He would then remove one of the issues and leaf through it casually, allowing his fingers to linger over the deckle edges, the heavy, cream-colored stock and the deep cut of the letterpress, the ink so rich it seemingly could never fade. After consulting the table of contents to see what other luminaries had joined him in the issue, he would finally turn to his own contribution, where, before savoring the pleasure of reading his opinions in print, he would admire his name etched in fourteen-point Perpetua beneath the title of his column, “Language & Style.”

But Ezra Peckinpah no longer took such delight in browsing through his complimentary copies. Overwhelmed by a familiar sense of dread, he folded back the cover of the February discourse and pressed the issue flat against the Formica countertop, unconcerned that it was being soiled by the residue of the previous night’s dinner. Leaning on his forearms, he bent over his column so that not an extraneous comma, not a flyspeck, could elude his vigilance.

He would read aloud, his eyes and ears conspiring to capture the slightest irregularity in the sound or form of any word, in the shape of any phrase or sentence. He began: “Hopefully, . .”

He stopped.


He drew even closer, and although the lines on the page began to blur and shimmer before his eyes as if he were reading underwater, he could not be mistaken. The first word of the first sentence was hopefully.


He slid the issue from the counter, letting it fall to the floor, and removed a second discourse from the pile. Once more his sensibilities were assaulted by the word hopefully beneath his byline, and again it appeared defiling the third, fourth, and fifth of his author’s copies. Having never used hopefully as a sentence modifier in his life—having once condemned the usage in print as a “vulgar abomination, an odious nuisance”—he now knew for sure that his work was being corrupted, and one-by-one he tore four of the offending issues in half, flinging the fragments into the air. As the pages fluttered about his head like the wings of a flock of frightened pigeons, he muttered underneath his breath over and over again, “Vandalism. Malicious, vicious, treacherous vandalism . . . “


As Peckinpah slipped on his rubbers to brave the February slush, he wondered if Sidney Hyatt, his managing editor, might not have a hand in all of this. Opposed to Ezra from the start, Hyatt had once declared at an editorial board meeting, according to one of Ezra’s sources, that “discourse needs a language columnist like I need a hole in my head” and that “purists like this Peckinpah are all unregenerate kvetches.” Fortunately for Peckinpah, the editorial board had disagreed, and shortly thereafter, Ezra’s language column was instituted as part of discourse’s newly announced program “to aid in the rejuvenation of the traditional ethical, social, and cultural values of the nation.”


PECKINPAH was, of course, delighted with the appointment. Ever since he had left his position as lecturer in composition and rhetoric at New Zion College of Central Indiana, he had been trying to support himself as a freelance man-of-letters, supplementing a small inheritance with reader’s fees, a handful of ghost-writing commissions, periodic book reviews for Sunday supplements, and, in recent years, a series of notoriously crotchety essays on the degeneration of the English language for The American Mercury and The Saturday Evening Post. “Language & Style” would be his first regular column, and although discourse did not pay especially well, there was great prestige attached to being one of its contributors. Founded in the late fifties to elucidate the motives and ideals of the Jewish intellectual, discourse had since extended its reach to embrace far wider political and cultural concerns. From a small academic review, it had grown, year-by-year, in influence and circulation until, by the time Peckinpah joined the staff, it had earned its place on the shelves somewhere between The Public Interest and The National Review. Never having voted in his life, Ezra was nevertheless proud to be associated with a publication regularly read political commentators, frequently quoted by CEOs, and increasingly cited in The Congressional Record, and a few months after the appearance of his first column—a blistering attack on the copyediting of The New York Review of Books—he was overjoyed to find himself designated by Time magazine as “the unofficial lexicographer of the New Right.”


His joy, however, was short-lived, for the following month he received a disturbing communication from his editor. “This is one of many,” read Mr. Hyatt’s note. “Any response?”

Attached with a paperclip to the note was a handwritten letter from “An Astonished Subscriber.” Replete with sarcasm and barely concealing a malevolent glee, the letter was written to inform Peckinpah’s editor that his language critic was not only a “captious stuffed shirt” but “incompetent to boot.” “Far be it for one such as I to criticize,” wrote the Subscriber, “but is it not wondrous that such an unyielding perfectionist as Mr. Peckinpah is incapable of distinguishing property between lay and laid?”


“What!” exclaimed Peckinpah. “But of course I can!” and he immediately turned to the column in question, a diatribe against the language of student protest, entitled “The Blasted Left and Its Latest Blunder Bust.” When he reached the sentence “These uninspired bumpkins then lay their aggressively illiterate placards down onto the asphalt,” he dropped the issue to his lap.


“I’m not responsible for that!” he declared, and since he had not retained a copy of the typescript, he resorted to his final handwritten draft for proof. There, as expected, the protestors laid their placards down before the Presidential motorcade in full compliance with the rules of grammar. Then it wasn’t my error, he thought, unless in typing the final draft . . . and he quickly scribbled a note to his editor, ordering him to “Return my manuscript to me at once!”


Before the arrival of his typescript—which Ezra assumed Mr. Hyatt was deliberately delaying until his columnist’s anger first abated—he received the next issue of discourse in the mail. This time he inspected his column as scrupulously as if he were proofing galleys for press, and when he encountered the sentence “The data, which linguists throughout the world have since gathered, is now in our hands,” he felt as if an unseen intruder had suddenly grabbed him by the nape of the neck.


Having recently ridiculed a Nobel Laureate for using data in the singular, he had no need to refer to his drafts for assurance that the fault had not been his. The editorial office was to blame.


“Your people are authorized only to proofread,” Ezra reminded Mr. Hyatt over the phone. “It was my understanding that I was not to be copyedited under any circumstance simply to avoid such an atrocity as this! My columns are to be printed exactly as they are submitted, to the letter!”


Mr. Hyatt replied that he had great faith in his copyediting team, and that they had clarified the prose of some of the finest writers in the country.


“My columns require no clarification! I pride myself on the lucidity and correctness of my expression. That’s why your editorial board hired me!”


Mr. Hyatt commented that the board had certainly made the right decision there, and that they were all quite pleased with his work.


“Thank you, Sidney, but what I require from your office is not flattery but dedication and precision.”


Mr. Hyatt again expressed faith in his subeditors, but reminded Ezra that they were all human and that mistakes had an uncanny way of cropping up despite everyone’s best efforts.


“But don’t you understand that they must not ‘crop up’ in my columns! If my grammar and stye are not faultless, if there is the slightest oversight, I become an object of universal derision. Those are the stakes, and your people must be made aware of them. I don’t intend to suffer continued humiliation as a result of their inadequacies!”


Mr. Hyatt apologized once more and assured Ezra that it would not happen again.


But it did.


As he read his next column, in which he bemoaned the banality of “the new white-collar bourgeoisie, nurtured on soap opera, the capsule nightly news, and junior-college vocationalism,” he held the issue up to the light as if he were inspecting the texture of the paper itself for flaws, and when he found himself beginning the final paragraph with the ungrammatical apostrophe “Just between you, dear reader, and I . . . “ his arms twitched outward, his elbow striking his reading lamp so that it tottered on its base and almost toppled to the floor.

“Galleys!” he screamed into the telephone. “I demand to see galleys! Just as I do my own writing, I’ll do my own proofing!”


“I’m sorry, Ezra,” replied Mr. Hyatt. “We are not in the habit of sending galleys to our regular columnists. discourse is a monthly. We have tight schedules to keep.”


“To hell with your bloody schedules! You’ve reduced me to a public laughing stock!”


“You’re exaggerating, Ezra. Besides, we’ve printed errata boxes.”


“Erratum. And they’re back with the classifieds where they’re sure to remain unseen. Galleys! I demand to see my galleys!”


“No, Ezra. I can’t back down on this one. Galleys remain in-house. That’s board policy.”


“Then I’ll abide by board policy. I’ll proof them in-house. Call me whenever you’re ready. I’ll drop whatever I’m doing and be there within the hour. Every month!”


His editor finally consented, but only if Peckinpah would make himself immediately available as soon as the galleys were sent upstairs from typesetting. Ezra readily agreed to this condition, and there was nothing he could do but abide by it when Mr. Hyatt beckoned him uptown early one Friday evening as he was dressing for dinner. After calling his date—who was not at all pleased with his reasons for inconveniencing her—Ezra took the subway uptown to the discourse offices, where he carefully proofed his six galley sheets.


Even though he found nothing that the copyeditor before him had not already marked, he considered the effort well spent when, upon arrival of his issues, he scanned the column and could pronounce it free from error. Two weeks later, however, Mr. Hyatt forwarded another letter from a reader. “See, we’re all human,” read Mr. Hyatt’s note. “P.S. This seems to be the only one so far.”


The letter was signed “Grammarius,” and after suggesting that the title of Peckinpah’s commentary be changed from “Language & Style” to “What’s Wrong with This Column?” Grammarius inquired whether it was the intention of discourse to award prizes to the first reader identifying “the solecism of the month.” He chided the editor for the transparency of “the previous entry in the series” (“Between you and I—really!”), but admitted that this month’s puzzle had him stumped for some time. “In fact, not until my third reading did I realize that Peckinpah’s use of protagonists in the simile ‘like the histrionic protagonists in a romance by Ouida’ was in error. Protagonist, of course, denotes ‘the principal character in a drama or a fiction (Gr. prōtagōnistēs < prōtōs, first + agōnistēs, actor) and should be used only in the singular.” Grammarius capped his critique with the admonition, “Those who live by the pen, die by the pen.”


“Of course, it should be in the singular,” said Peckinpah, “and that’s exactly how I used it!” But when he referred to the column, the “s” at the end of “protagonist” coiled upwards at him, as if to spit in his face.


The fault was a trivial one, and even many purists would not have considered it an error. Peckinpah himself doubted that he would have taken another writer to task for similarly pluralizing protagonist, and he did not feel, as on previous occasions, that he had been stripped nude before a gloating public. Yet how could he have overlooked that intrusive s? He was certain he could not have missed it when he was checking the galleys word-for-word against his manuscript. But there it was, hissing into his ears the irrefutable fact of his own fallibility as a proofreader. Unless, of course, he thought, it was added after I’d proofed the galleys. Unless, of course, I’m being sabotaged!


The following month the word hopefully desecrating his column confirmed him in his suspicions, and he continued to mutter “Vandalism. Malicious vandalism!” as he ventured onto the street, wrapping his woolen scarf about his face for protection against the damp, chilly February air.


After shaking Peckinpah’s hand, Mr. Hyatt lifted several art boards from the additional chair in his office, balancing them on the manuscripts and fugitive sheets of paper piled on his desk.


“Forgive the mess,” he said, “but we’re putting together another anthology, and we hope to deliver it to the printer this afternoon. We’re calling it another decade of discourse. What do you think?”


“Very nice,” said Peckinpah, crossing one leg over another as he sat down.


“Take off your coat. Make yourself at home. It’s too hot in here to keep yourself bundled up like that.”


“I’m perfectly comfortable, Sidney. I’m very susceptible to colds this time of the year and prefer to keep my coat on. Moreover, I shan’t trouble you for long. I only wish to see some galleys.”


“What’s that? I’m sorry, just one minute . . . “ and he crossed to the window, slamming it shut. “This is an old building and our furnace is acting up again. Sometimes it becomes so stuffy on the upper floors you can hardly breathe. But that soap-box preacher out there with his megaphone’s terribly distracting. He thinks the world’s coming to an end, but I suppose he’ll quit in a couple of days—unless he’s right, and then it won’t much matter, will it? Now, what were you saying about galleys?”


“I’d like to see my February galleys.”


“February? You mean the current issue?” and as Peckinpah nodded, the crooked smile on his face annoyed Mr. Hyatt even more than the street-corner preacher’s harangue that could still be heard sifting through the window. Although he had first objected to Peckinpah’s proofing his own galleys, he was currently grateful that the burden for ensuring the column’s accuracy had been shifted from his staff to the shoulders of the writer. But now he wondered if he would ever be free from the importunities of this troublesome author. “I thought you’d seen them, hadn’t you?”


“Yes, and I’d appreciate seeing them again.”


“Is there something wrong, Ezra?”


“And the page proofs, too.”


Shrugging his shoulders, Mr. Hyatt picked up his phone and dialed an extension. “Jake, bring up the file on the February issue. Mr. Peckinpah would like to see it. . . . Yes, right away, please. . . . I know you are, we all are, but Mr. Peckinpah is sitting right here in my office, waiting. . . . Jake, why such a big tsimes all the time? Bring it up, will you?” and despite the irritation in his voice, he returned the receiver gently to its carriage.


“That was Jake Newman,” he explained. “A real character, but one of the best copyeditors in the business.”


Peckinpah replied with a grunt.


A few minutes later the door was shoved open by a man backing into the office. He wore a full beard and had the thick, pitch-black hair of youth, but his long, thin cheeks were dePeckinpahly wrinkled, as if eroded by years of flowing waters. Cradled in his arms was a huge folder, and arranged within, delineating the evolution of a single issue of discourse, several distinct sheaves of paper, each differing in quality and size.


“Where you want these?” asked the man, and as he spoke, Peckinpah detected a European lilt in the rhythms of his voice and within his w’s the shadow of a v.


“On the desk, Jake,” said Mr. Hyatt, removing the art boards for the discourse retrospective and setting them flat on the floor, and after Jake placed the file atop the manuscripts on his desk, Mr. Hyatt introduced him to Peckinpah.


“A pleasure, Mr. Peckinpah,” said Jake as the two eyed each other warily like antagonists over a chessboard. “You submit very clean copy. We appreciate that.”


Ezra acknowledged the compliment with a nod and returned to his seat, and since neither he nor Mr. Hyatt seemed to have anything further to add, Jake retreated from the door. “It was nice meeting you,” he said, and just before exiting, he added, “I always look forward to editing . . . excuse me, proofing such clean copy.”


As soon as he was gone, Peckinpah leaped from his chair and tore through the file. “Careful! Careful!” warned Mr. Hyatt as the manuscripts underneath tumbled into each other. “It may look like a mess, but that desk’s been organized!”


“Here they are!” cried Ezra, extracting the long galley sheets from the file. “And here’s my column, the galleys I proofed. Look!” He indicated the first paragraph. “Read it!”


“Ok, I hope . . . “


“That’s enough. Now look here,” and he unrolled the magazine he’d been carrying in the depths of his overcoat pocket. “Here’s one of the issues I received today. Read that,” and he pointed to the first line, which earlier he had underlined in red ink.


“Let’s see. ‘Hopefully . . . ‘ Now wait a minute . . .”


“You see. It’s been tampered with.”


“So it has. Of course, it’s only a minor . . . “


“Minor! You wouldn’t use wonderfully as a sentence modifier, would you?”


“Certainly not. Still, I hardly think . . . “


“The severity of the fault does not concern me at the moment. What does is that my work is being mutilated. And this is only one in a long series of outrages!”


“There certainly has been a foul-up somewhere. Here, let’s take a look at the page proofs.” He removed the top layer from the file, and as soon as he reached Peckinpah’s column, he said, in a voice hardly audible, “Oh, my goodness . . . “


Ezra, who was now standing behind him, peering over his shoulder, cried out in triumph. “There it is! There! Do you see it? You see it, don’t you?”


The object of his excitement was a light blue line, hardly discernible, as if the perpetrator were counting on it to fade from sight before it could be discovered. Penciled through the words “I hope,” it extended into the margin, ending there, like a pig’s tail, in a curlicue. Beneath it was a small caret, and sprouting from the caret’s point another thin line, which ascended into the space between the text and Peckinpah’s byline, arching back upon itself to form a balloon. Contained within its circumference was the word—meticulously printed so that there could be no mistake—“Hopefully.”


“That’s Jake’s handwriting,” said Mr. Hyatt.


“I knew it! I knew it all along! Sabotage! Malicious sabotage! Now, what are you going to do about it?”


“Do about it?"


“Certainly, You’re not going to let him get away with it, are you? I assure you, Sidney, this is not the first time he’s subverted my work.”


“I don’t understand . . . perhaps he’s been under some kind of strain . . . or there’s been a misunderstanding . . . . I’ll have a talk with him.”


“A talk with him! He’s been willfully desecrating my column—my intellectual property—for the past six months, undermining everything I—and your editorial board, too—have been trying to accomplish, and you’re going to have to talk with him!”


Mr. Hyatt was about to suggest transferring the responsibility for “Language & Style” to another subeditor, but Peckinpah’s peremptory attitude antagonized him. Moreover, although he was a professional editor, he had never cared for purists, usually encountering them in the form of letter-writing English teachers, infuriated at having caught one of his authors splitting an infinitive. It had not been his idea to publish a language column, nor to hire Ezra PECKINPAH to write it, and after intermingling the galleys and page proofs from the February issue and inserting them back into the file, he said, “That’s right. I’ll have a talk with him.”


“You don’t seem to realize that I’m the victim, Sidney. Me!”


“Jake’s been with us a long time, Ezra, much longer than you. He came to us from The Jewish Worker over twenty years ago, and later when the trustees found out that he was a card-carrying CP member, they tried to have him ousted—we were partially funded by the university then. There was a big stink, articles in the national media, and eventually we lost our funding. But we’re still here. And so’s Jake.” He had begun to gaze out the window. “How long has it been since we’ve talked? It must be years now. Maybe we’ll have dinner together.”


“Dinner!”


“That’s right. There’s this little dairy restaurant on East Broadway. . . . I wonder if it’s still there. How many years has it been? . . .”


Ezra was appalled. He was the one who had been injured, the one who had suffered public ridicule for months, and now that he had uncovered the incriminating evidence and fingered the guilty party, he saw his victory slipping away, his vindication to be dissipated over a plate of cheese blintzes and sour cream. No longer an avenging angel, he felt more vulnerable than ever, as if stranded on an alien shore, listening to drumbeats and guttural incantations sounding from the interior. The radiator clanked and steam hissed from the valve, reminding him of the dry, oppressive heat. “I will not allow the matter to rest here, Sidney,” he declared, opening the door. “Your editorial board will hear from me. Believe me, they will!” But even a threat such as this could not induce Mr. Hyatt to turn his way again, and Ezra banged the door behind him, the glass rattling in its frame.


As he crossed the corridor toward the elevator, he felt as if he were transporting beneath his overcoat the heat from Mr. Hyatt’s office, but still he refused to undo a single button. When the elevator arrived, the operator rose only slightly from his seat, apparently unable to straighten his knees or his back, and it seemed to Peckinpah that he was bowing to him in mockery as he slid open the grate.


“First floor?” asked the operator, the ancient elevator beginning its slow, unsteady descent.


“No,” said Ezra. “Take me to the basement. That’s where the proofreaders and copyeditors are, isn’t it? Where Mr. Newman resides?”


“Jake? For the last twenty-five years. Hardly even a sick day.”


“Humph,” replied Ezra.


When the grate was next pulled back, Peckinpah found himself facing a vast, open cavern, as long and as wide as the building itself. Extending into the distance were several aisles formed by rows of sloping counters similar to department-store display cases, and from the far side of the room came a blunt, monotonous clanking, so loud it forced Ezra to bend his ear practically to the lips of the elevator operator to hear him say, “Mr. Newman’s toward the back, straight ahead.”


Ezra nodded, and as he stepped into the heat and pandemonium of the basement he set his jaw firmly, feeling for a moment akin to the three Israelites who ventured into Nebuchadnezzar’s infernal oven, apprehensive but convinced of their truth. Proceeding down the nearest aisle, he noticed that the sloping counters supported innumerable sets of type cases, and he recalled that discourse shared the facilities with various esoteric, university-sponsored journals, many requiring unorthodox fonts and considerable manual composition. Midway into the aisle stood a man in a long black apron, a composing stick in one hand, too busy to raise his head as Ezra passed behind him.


Beyond the aisle another compositor was leaning over a steel-surfaced imposing table. He had removed his shirt, and his back muscles glistened in the heat as he lightly struck a thirty-two page type form with a wooden mallet. But Ezra could hardly hear the ping of the mallet against the metal typefaces, for to his right were rows of linotype and monotype machines, operators clacking away at the keyboards while chains, pulleys, gears, slugs, and matrices rattled in constant motion against their iron frames. In the far corner of the room, a monotype caster vibrated ecstatically, the noise so clamorous it seemed to shake the building’s very foundation.


On the other side of the room was a glass-enclosed chamber separated into cubicles, each containing a proofreader and a copyholder. Ezra watched the lips of the copyholders move silently as they parroted text back to the proofreaders, and he wondered if the chamber were soundproofed or if the atmosphere were simply too thick with noise for any voice to penetrate. A few yards outside the enclosure, perched on a high stool before a desk tilted like a draftsman’s board, was Jake Newman checking page proofs against corrected galleys, a green translucent visor shielding his eyes from the harsh glare of the overhead light.


Ezra considered surprising him with a sarcastic remark. “Introducing a dangling participle into the prose of your betters, Mr. Newman?” he wanted to say, but Newman, apparently anticipating his approach, suddenly twisted around to confront him. “You’re probably thinking,” he said, “how can he work in such a tumult as this? How can he do a good job, this copyeditor? Well, I’ll tell you. It is because I like it. It reminds me of the old days at Der Yidisher Arbeiter. Such noise in those days, but such excitement, too. We thought then things could really be changed. For the better, of course.”


As he looked into Newman’s pale eyes, stared at his thick, black hair and beard and his worn cheeks, Peckinpah was reminded of a figure he had seen in an old photograph, an immigrant sitting at a wooden table in the coal cellar of a Ludlow Street tenement, a braided loaf of bread before him, and he realized there was nothing he could say to threaten this man, nothing he could do to harm him. He could only ask in a subdued voice, “Why are you doing this to me?”


“Now things have changed,” continued Newman, ignoring Ezra’s question. “But for the better or for the worse, I cannot say.”


“Why are you doing this to me?” Ezra repeated. “I don’t understand.”


“Have you ever been a copyeditor, Mr. Peckinpah?” asked Newman, now slipping off his seat. “Professionally, I mean.”


“No,” said Ezra, beginning to back away.


“Then you couldn’t know how we all see the same things. At night, I mean. In our dreams. Authors’ names misspelled on the spines of books, signatures out-of-order and upside-down, sentences without logic, whole pages of text that make no sense whatsoever, and with the conviction that we alone are responsible. This is what brings us together, what makes us into a brotherhood. Can you guess why we are troubled with such dreams?”


“I haven’t the slightest idea.”


“Because we are asked to be perfect. I am very good at what I do, Mr. Peckinpah, but I am not perfect, and in the past when something escaped me and appeared in print, I’d feel as if a cancer were growing in my stomach, as if a stain were imprinted on my palm. An indelible stain, not to be washed away.”


Ezra noticed that the proofreaders and copyholders in the glass-enclosed chamber had stopped working and were staring in their direction. “Then you know how I feel when I see . . . “


“But I no longer have such feelings, Mr. Peckinpah. I now accept such stains as a part of nature. Like destiny. Like a cancer in the stomach. Punishing innocent and guilty alike. Changing things. Reminding us we are human.”


Perhaps it was the uncanny glare the green visor cast over his brow that convinced Peckinpah that Newman was insane. He retreated even more hastily, never removing his eyes from Newman’s tired face.


“You know, I am very much in demand, Mr. Peckinpah. As a freelance editor, I mean. You may not be aware of this, but we have met before, in the past, over page proofs. We shall meet again, I’m sure.”


“Watch it, Mac!” cried a linotype operator as Ezra almost collided with his machine, and when he turned, he found himself staring down into the small crucible of molten alloy set behind the mold wheel. Continuing to gaze into it, he envisioned it widening until it grew to the size of an enormous vat.


“Don’t fall in, Mr. Peckinpah,” cautioned Jake. “Ernie’s setting type for The Journal of Applied Semiology and Sociolinguistics. You wouldn’t want to be melted down and become part of that, would you?”


Ernie laughed, and so did the compositors and keyboard operators nearby, and since the proofreaders and copyholders, who could not possibly have heard Newman’s comment, were also shaking with laughter, Ezra knew they were laughing at him.


“I’ll have nothing more to do with any of you!” he announced, and having taken Newman’s cryptic remarks as an admission of his perversity and the reaction of those around him as a sign of their complicity in the desecration of his work, Ezra spun abruptly around, rushed past the other typesetting machines, past the thunderous monotype caster, through the exit, and up the stairs to the first floor.


As soon as he stepped outside, the perspiration that had been flowing down the crevices of his body felt as if it were congealing into a layer of hoarfrost, and hurrying toward the subway, he wrapped his scarf tightly around his face to insulate himself further against the chill.


Trembling with both anger and cold, he was eager to reach the shelter of the subway station and be on his way home. But just as he arrived at the entrance, he paused.


Across the street a large mass of people had gathered around a portable podium, huddled so tightly together Ezra could hardly distinguish one individual from the next as he peered at them through the gray atmosphere of the late afternoon. They were listening to the same man who had forced Mr. Hyatt to slam his office window shut, and as the preacher shouted into his megaphone, they surged backwards and forwards, swaying to the rhythms of his powerful voice.


At first, only an over-amplified, indistinct bellow reached Ezra, but when the man turned his back to the street, his message rebounded clearly off the brick wall behind his audience. “. . . it will not signify nor will it sanctify,” sounded the echo. “though you visit his tabernacle daily, though you cry at the foot of the Lord. Lacking love—love that burns like a hearth within that cage of bone—you will be abandoned, stranded, and alone, alone in a desert of blight, to watch as a watch in the night, as the chosen ascend with the eagle’s flight to the promised harvest of fruit and light! Only for those will it signify. Only for those will it fructify. Only for those will it sanctify!”


“That’s right!” shouted someone from the crowd. “Sing it out, preacher!” yelled another. “Give us the word!” cried another.


“Sanctify is a transitive verb,” muttered Ezra into the wool of his scarf, and he descended into the subway station, in mourning for the English language whose order and purity were, despite his best efforts, passing from the face of the earth.
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