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Herb hopped out of bed that morning.  This was the day.  Herb was

“Now wait a minute!  This is my story!  Don’t you get ahead of me already.  Besides, I only got out of bed quickly; I didn’t ‘hop’ out of bed, as you so poetically put it.”

Sorry, but it is my job to describe your actions.  

“Well, all right.  You can take over until breakfast, but then it’s my turn at the helm.”

Fair enough.  He dressed himself as quickly as his aging joints would allow, wincing as he bent over to put on his slacks and groaning as he slid his arms into his flannel shirtsleeves.  Herb followed his bladder to the bathroom and his stubble to the mirror, then his stomach to the kitchen.  He turned on and lit the old gas stove, fighting his arthritic fingers all the while.  Then he put water on for tea.  By the time he had fixed himself a bowl of shredded wheat, he had almost forgotten why he was in such a hurry to be up and about.  But as he ate, he began to mull over his day somewhat apprehensively.  

“This is it: my day,” he thought.  

“Okay, you’ve had enough time.  I’ll take it from here.”


If you insist.


“I do.  And stop putting these silly quotation marks around everything I say!  You know they annoys me.  It makes everyone think I’m inferior to you, mister ‘third person, omniscient, unbiased, unnamed narrator.’  Ha!  You’re as biased as they come!  The whole lot of you!”


You’re forgetting the story.


I thought I told you to knock it off with the quotation marks!


Your last paragraph began with a quotation mark, so it had to end with one.  


Who says?


Everybody.  If I began a paragraph with a quotation mark but didn’t end it with one, people would complain.


Well, all right.  But no more, understand?


Of course.  Now, your story?


I’m getting to that.  Sheesh!  Don’t rush me.  This is important.  Now, as I was saying, this is my big day.  It’s not just any big day in the life of your average AARP member either.  I mean, this is the mother of them all.  Something so big will happen today that the critics will be talking about it for years to come.  It will effect such a massive and profound change in literary studies that the critical landscape will be hardly recognizable afterwards.  


Were you going to tell them any time soon what exactly is this big event?


It’s part of the build up.  Relax; I know what I’m doing.


If you say so.  


Anyway… oh no.


What now?


I forgot what the event was.  I mean, it was in my head just a minute ago, and now it’s gone!  Okay Herb, pull yourself together.  Think, think, think what on earth was I supposed to do today.  Maybe it’s on my calendar.  Hold on for a second.


With that, Herb rose from before his half-eaten bowl of cereal and ambled over to his wall calendar, hoping against his own recollection that he had written something down there.  He ran his finger across the calendar to Friday, the seventeenth of June.  The little square was blank, except for a small 17 in its upper left hand corner.  Heaving a disappointed sigh, he plodded back to the table and seated himself with a small moan.


What were you telling them while I was gone?


I told them what you just did.


Complete with your usual descriptive adjectives and adverbs, your active verbs, and your profound insights into the depths of my psyche, I suppose?


Partially.


Sure, you’ve probably got them thinking already that I’m some pathetic old man who’s about to burst into tears because he can’t remember what the hell he’s supposed to do today.


I merely told them that you got up, looked at your calendar only to find nothing written on today’s date, and came back to the table and sat down.


In those very words?


No, I never repeat myself more than is absolutely necessary.  It distracts people and detracts from the overall quality of the story.


Oh, fine.  Well, I’m sorry this is kind of a disappointment so far, but for the life of me, I can’t remember what I was supposed to do today.  It’ll come to me eventually, but that’s not what has me worried.  I’m afraid that once I do remember, it will be too late to do it.


Don’t worry.  It’ll come to you.


How would you know?


I’m the narrator; I know everything about the story.


Sure!  That’s just the impression you’d like to cultivate with the readers, right?  I mean, you just want them to sit back, lose themselves in your poetic language, and leave the storytelling to you!  You’d want them to assume that you’re being entirely trustworthy in your account when any idiot can see that you’re as biased as they come!


You always have been quite the skeptic.  


It’s true!  Just look at how you describe things!  For instance, at the very beginning you said that I “hopped out of bed.”  Now, you could have used any number of verbs or verb phrases to describe my getting out of bed, but you deliberately chose “hopped.”


Now you’re doing it.


What?


You’re putting quotation marks around words.


It’s because I’m quoting you!  Otherwise people would complain, remember?  Damn narrators!


All right, forget it.  Go on with what you were saying.


What was I saying?


First you curse me, then you ask me for help.  What are characters coming to these days?


If you want to know what I was saying, you’d better remind me.  If not, we can go on to something else.  I don’t really care one way or the other.


You were telling everyone how unreliable I am.


That’s it!  Yes, well, I was saying that just because you describe an event with a particular nuance, that isn’t the only interpretation.  For instance, at the beginning, you could have said that I jumped out of bed, or even that I leapt out of bed.  You could have very plainly said that I got out of bed.  You intended to convey a picture of excitement and motion, but you also may have misled the readers.


And how is that?


Your word choice implies a sort of youthful vigor, and youthful I’m not.  Why, your subsequent descriptions of me as arthritic and slow seem to contradict your picture of me as a spry old man who just can’t wait to get the day going.


But you were excited about the day beginning, weren’t you?


Well, yes, but not to the point of infusing me with youthful vigor and liveliness.  See? You misled the readers.


Well, what word would you have used?


I don’t know!  I’m not the one who’s pretending to be able to tell an interesting story here.  I’m sure that if you had just thought about it, you could have thought of a more precise verb.  Haven’t you ever heard of le mot juste?


Yes, but I don’t have that kind of time.  Inevitably those narrators who tell the story after the fact have ample time to chose words precisely, but those of us who tell the story as it unfolds can hardly pause to chose just the right word.  


Precisely.  That’s just what makes you so unreliable as a narrator.  You can make descriptive mistakes and not even know it.  At least the ones who tell stories after they’ve happened can pause to think about whether they’re being accurate.


I disagree.  Such narrators are no more reliable than I am.


And why is that?


It’s simply because they are recording memories, not perceptions.  As soon as a mind stores a perception, part of that perception is lost forever.  Memories are inherently inaccurate representations of what really happened, simply because they only store part of the total information available in the actual event.  So any sense of descriptive accuracy they gain in word choice is canceled out by their chronological distance from the event that they describe.  I would argue that narrators like me are actually more reliable than narrators who record their own memories.


Well, perhaps some are.  But I still think you’re as biased as they come.  I mean, you don’t even try to be objective about things.  You just throw adverbs and adjectives around like it doesn’t matter what they connote in the readers’ minds.  


You know, if I didn’t use some creative descriptions, most of our readers would probably get bored and quit reading.  And you do remember what happens when nobody reads?


I don’t want to talk about that.


Besides, if they stopped reading, they’d never find out what the story is really all about.


You know, maybe that’s just as well.


Why do you say that?


Because I forgot what I was supposed to do today, remember?  It’s not going to be much of a story if I just sit around trying to remember something.


Oh, I don’t know.  Some of the best modern works of fiction have used mainly psychological conflict.  Think of Henry James’s fiction.


Well, this isn’t supposed to be a psychological story!


You can’t possibly say that until it’s been written.


Says you.


Say, do you mind if I talk to the readers once again.  I think we lost sight of them at least a page ago.


Anything to keep you from bothering me.


So Herb stared into the remainder of his cereal that had, by now, turned to mush.  It turned his stomach, so he quickly poured the contents into the sink, washing the glop into the garbage disposal.  Sighing, he dried his hands and sat back down at the table.  


Well, he finally said to himself, if I can’t remember what I should be doing, I might as well do something useful.  I’ll bet the yard needs mowing.


Herb peered out the kitchen window to get a look at the grass.  He couldn’t remember when exactly he had last cut the grass.  I think it was about a week ago, he muttered to himself.  Oh well, it’s long enough to get mowed again, he thought.


He hadn’t felt like tea today anyway, so he turned off the stove, upon which the kettle had been boiling for some time.  As he put on socks and shoes, he heard three quick knocks at the door.  Although he still didn’t remember what he was supposed to be doing that day, he felt sure that it didn’t involve people knocking at his door.  Herb didn’t particularly mind visitors, but when they came unexpectedly, they were usually selling something.  With annoyance showing on his face, he opened the door a crack.  Yes? he asked cautiously.


A young man in kakis and a polo shirt stood before him.  “Hello,” he greeted Herb.  “You don’t know me, but I’m the ideal reader.”  


Pardon? Herb blurted out.


“I’m the ideal reader,” the man repeated.  “I was reading your story, and I became very interested in your argument with your narrator, so I thought I could offer you a unique perspective on the discussion.”


How did you know about that?  Herb gasped.


“I told you.  I’m the ideal reader.  I’m the reader who, theoretically at least, can understand everything about the story that can possibly be understood.  I’m sort of the definitive critic on this particular story.”


Uh, okay, muttered Herb, still not quite sure he understood who this person was.


“It’s okay,” said the ideal reader sympathetically, “I understand completely.”


Yes, so you’ve said.  So would you like to come in and join the discussion?  The lawn can wait.


“Yes, it seemed that you would rather be doing something else” the ideal reader said meiotically.


“Nice word choice.”


Thanks.  Oh, and let me introduce myself, I’m the narrator.


“Good to meet you,” said the ideal reader cordially.  “It’s nice to meet you in person.  We unseen members of the narrative don’t get together very often.”


No, it mainly happens in postmodern fiction, although it has happened intermittently throughout the history of fiction.


“Yes, of course.”


Would you like some tea?  I think the water’s still hot, Herb offered.


“Certainly.”


Do you take milk or sugar? Herb asked as he fished around in the cupboard for the teabags.


“Sugar please, but only about half a spoonful.”


Coming right up, Herb said.  He was beginning to feel that his day had some direction since the ideal reader had entered the story.  At least something interesting was happening now.  


So you said you had a unique perspective to offer on our argument, Herb said as he turned the range back on


“Yes, speaking as the ideal reader,” the ideal reader said.


So offer it.


“Well,” the ideal reader began as he began to pace the kitchen floor, “I think I should begin with a defense of your narrator.”


Forget it, Herb muttered under his breath.  The ideal reader continued, unfazed.


“First of all, your narrator is quite accurate in most matters.  First, he has a sort of ‘bird’s eye view’ of the entire story, so he perceives things quite clearly.  You won’t like this, but he can usually get a clearer picture of what’s going on than you can.  You are, after all, a character in the story, and you can’t possibly be as objective as the narrator can.”


That’s just what I mean.  Herb now faced the ideal reader squarely.  He may seem to have a more objective perspective than any of the characters, but that’s just where a naive reader will be fooled.  He sounds so objective that he can slip the largest bit of nonsense into the narrative, and the readers will fall for it completely.  I could imagine that he has the capacity for objective narration, but he certainly doesn’t use it.


“Again, I must disagree with you,” the ideal reader countered.  “He really doesn’t have the capacity for absolute objectivity.  No one does.  But he does use his limited capacity to quite a full extent.”


No, Herb said.  You can’t go separating objectivity into degrees.  A narrator is either objective or subjective; there’s no middle ground.  Once he begins to slant the story, he proves himself to be subjective.  Then he might as well be a character because his credibility as an objective narrator is gone.


“You state your case as if it’s a proven fact,” the ideal reader said.  “But I don’t think you could prove to me that a narrator must be wholly objective or completely subjective.  You probably couldn’t give me examples of narrators who are absolutely objective.”


Herb stood in silence for a moment.  Then he spoke.  Let’s not be too hasty here.  We have to remember that we began by discussing our particular narrator, and I think we’ve gotten off the subject.  Now, he claims to be objective, but I think he has been demonstrably subjective in some matters.  You have to admit that the readers can’t trust him to be completely objective anymore.


“Speaking as the ideal reader, I think that I can trust him to tell me a trustworthy account of today.  He may not tell it from your perspective, but you have to admit that if the story was to be told from your point of view, you would be the narrator, and the current narrator wouldn’t exist.  And once that happened...”


At that moment, they heard a sharp rap on the door.  


Just a moment, Herb said to the ideal reader, and went to the door.  Opening it, he came face to face with a small, middle-aged man in a navy blue suit and red paisley tie, wearing a humorless expression. 


Can I help you? Herb asked tentatively.


“Actually, I’d like to help you,” the man stated.


Is that so?


“Yes, I understand that you’ve been arguing about the reliability of a certain narrator, and I believe that I can offer a slightly different viewpoint than any that have been discussed so far.”


All right, Herb sighed.  Do you care for tea? he asked as he backed away from the doorway and the man entered.


“Please.  Two lumps and a bit of cream.”


The ideal reader eyed the man as he came into the kitchen.  “May I introduce myself?” he addressed the man.  “I’m the ideal reader of this story,” he said, extending his hand.


“Pleased to meet you,” the man replied, taking his hand firmly.  “I’m the socioeconomic critic.”


“Well, you certainly will have a unique perspective on the story,” the ideal reader said.  “Say, do you have any affinities with the Marxist critics?”


“Actually, that’s what they used to call me,” the socioeconomic critic replied.  “However, I find that the term ‘Marxist’ has some rather negative connotations in the general public these days, so now I go by ‘socioeconomic critic’ now.”  


Fascinating, Herb mumbled as he steeped teabags in two mugs of hot water.


“Now, in response to your argument about the reliability of narrators in general, and about your narrator’s reliability in particular, I do have some rather important comments,” the socioeconomic critic continued.  “In actuality, all conflict can be reduced to power struggles in the evolutionary drama of the survival of the fittest.  Thus, when a narrator portrays characters in a certain light, he is ultimately asserting his power over them.”


And just what evidence can you provide for that?


“Oh, it’s quite simple.  In the brutal struggle for survival, only a few of the very strongest will remain long enough to reproduce.  When the arbitrary forces of environment and socioeconomic shifts in the general populace impose their capricious will on you, then only those selected for protection by those forces will dominate.  The rest will be swept under by the inexorable power of the few strong ones, who are themselves the products of arbitrary forces of history.”


“Can we return to our story for a moment?” the ideal reader asked.


“Yes, I was just getting to my interpretation of this particular narrative, but I knew that you would need some background information on socioeconomic theory first.”


Well, we’ve got it now, Herb said as he handed the tea to each of his guests.  What about our story?


“Well, once you realize that each character is a product of biological and socioeconomic forces, you can place each character within a matrix of power relationships.  Let’s start with you,” the socioeconomic critic pointed his steaming mug at Herb.  “You are actually at the bottom of the power scale because the narrator controls the readers’ perceptions of you.  You are quite right that he can and does skew the readers’ perceptions of you, but you should understand that he is simply exercising his power as arbitrarily as historical forces exert their power over him.”


Herb avoided eye contact as the socioeconomic critic droned on.


“Now, the introduction of the ideal reader into the narrative has brought a third assertion of power to the story, because he dominates both the narrator and the other characters by virtue of his claim to the proper perspective on the narrative.”  He turned to look at the ideal reader.  “However, the narrator also exerts power over you by describing your actions as a character on the basis of his whim.”  


“I understand what you’re getting at, but so far all you’ve done is state your theories.  Would you mind talking about the actual story for a bit?” the ideal reader asked sardonically.


“Well,” the socioeconomic critic paused.  “I suppose that we might take this tea as a symbol of Herb’s attempt to undermine our authority by making us dependant on him for physical survival.  Once he gives us nourishment, he has asserted power over us, although not over the narrator, because Herb hasn’t given him any tea.”


I only offered you tea because I was trying to be a gracious host! Herb raised his voice.  If you don’t want it because you think it symbolizes a power relationship, you can dump it out, he said, pointing at the sink.  


“Oh, I didn’t mean to insult you,” the socioeconomic critic replied.  “If you don’t mind, I’ll drink the tea.”


“May I ask a brief question?” the ideal reader said.


“Certainly,” said the socioeconomic critic as he sipped his tea.


“Does your theory of historical forces predict that our relationships can be reduced to power struggles?”


“Naturally,” the socioeconomic critic said.  “That is really the most basic premise of my theory.”


“So how can your conclusion be that our relationships are really only power struggles?


“I don’t think I quite understand your question.”


What he’s asking, Herb interjected, is how you can use power struggles as both a premise and a conclusion.  


“That’s right,” the ideal reader said.  “Your reasoning is circular.”


“No, you misunderstand me completely” the socioeconomic critic said, shaking his head sadly.  


“I doubt it,” replied the ideal reader.


The socioeconomic critic continued.  “Once you understand that history is really only the interplay of opposing biological, political, and economic forces...”


A long series of knocks at the door interrupted the socioeconomic critic. 


I’ll get it, Herb said, glad of any momentary interruption in the socioeconomic critic’s tirade.  He walked to the door.  Herb muttered, You may be biased, but at least you’re biased against him.


Yes.  But you and the ideal reader are doing a fairly good job of making him look bad, so I don’t need to be very forward about it.  Herb nodded as he opened the door.  


Standing on Herb’s front porch was a gaunt man squinting at Herb through thick glasses.  


Can I help you? Herb asked cautiously.  His day was beginning to be a bit more exciting than he would have liked.


“Allow me to introduce myself,” the man stated.  “I’m the psychoanalytic critic, and I understand that you’ve been discussing the relationships between the characters in this story.  Do you mind if I step in and offer my perspective?”


Sure, Herb sighed.  Why the hell not?


“You’re too kind,” the psychoanalytic critic said as he pushed past Herb toward the kitchen.


Would you care for tea? Herb asked reservedly.    


“I would,” the psychoanalytic critic said.  “My, what a symbolic gesture of your feminine side.  Why, you’re almost a combination of the ‘wise old man’ and ‘great mother’ archetypes.”


Tell that to him, Herb jerked his thumb at the socioeconomic critic.


“Yes, as I was saying, the tea is actually a symbol of Herb’s attempt to assert his power over the other characters in the story,” the socioeconomic critic said.


“No, it most certainly is not,” the psychoanalytic critic replied.  “The tea actually symbolizes Herb’s psychic connection with the other characters.  You see, he is really demonstrating his sexual desires for his mother by ritualistically reenacting the hospitality she must have shown her guests while he was young.”


Herb tentatively handed a cup of tea to the psychoanalytic critic.


“Yet once he gives us the tea,” the psychoanalytic critic continued, “he immediately begins to resent us because he sees us in the role of his father, who was most certainly the center of his mother’s attentions.  His sexual desire compels him to offer us nourishment while his sexual jealousy makes him hate us after he has nurtured us.”


What? Herb almost shouted.  This has nothing to do with my parents!  They’ve both been dead for over fifty years!


“Which obviously shows that the longer you fight to repress your desires, the more you tend to exhibit hostility to anyone who tries to uncover them,” the psychoanalytic critic said smugly.


“I understand your point,” the ideal reader said with a slight smile, “but do you mind if I ask you the same question I asked the socioeconomic critic?”


Of course we don’t, Herb said quickly.


The socioeconomic critic timidly sipped his tea.


“How is it that your theories predict Herb’s resentment of us while you conclude that he resents us because of his repressed desires?  It seems that your reasoning is circular.”


“It’s not circular at all,” the psychoanalytic critic replied defensively.  


“That’s exactly what I told him,” the socioeconomic critic added.


“And you couldn’t give me an answer either,” the ideal reader smiled.


At that moment, all four characters heard a rap at the kitchen window above the sink.  Herb turned to see a young man peering in through the window.  He was only slightly older-looking than the ideal reader.  The young man motioned for Herb to open the window.  When Herb had slid the sash up, the young man smiled and introduced himself.


“I’m sorry to butt in like this, but I’m the implied author, and I’d like to say something to you all.”


“How can you be the implied author?” the ideal reader looked quizzical.  “After all, once you enter the story, you’re no longer implied.”


“Well, I’ve only stopped in for a minute,” the implied author replied, “then I’ll go back to being implied.”


Herb’s head hurt.  Are you sure you don’t want to come in? Herb asked anyway.  


“No, I like to remain outside the actual narrative as much as possible” the implied author replied.


I’ll offer you tea if you promise not to say that it symbolizes something, Herb said.


“No thanks, but I would like to start with the tea.”  


Herb raised an eyebrow. 


“I understand,” said the ideal reader.


“I’m afraid I must disagree with you two critics on your interpretation of the tea,” said the implied author.  “It neither symbolizes a power struggle nor a repressed sexual desire.”


The socioeconomic critic crossed his arms and sighed while the psychoanalytic critic rolled his eyes.  The implied author continued, “Really, the tea only functions to demonstrate Herb’s sense of duty toward his guests, even toward those whom he personally dislikes.  It’s a detail that helps the readers characterize Herb as a good host.”


“Yes,” exclaimed the ideal reader, “that’s exactly how I see it!”


Well, I suppose it’s better than their take on it, Herb nodded.  


“That’s really all there is to the tea,” said the implied author.  “Sorry to disagree with you critics.”


“Just one more power relationship,” muttered the socioeconomic critic.


“He sees us in the role of his father too,” the psychoanalytic critic sighed.


“And I suppose that you introduced these two critics in order to demonstrate the circularity of their reasoning?” the ideal reader queried.


“That’s right.  Of course their theories are self-referential, which I thought would add a humorous touch to the story.”


Humorous for whom? Herb asked sarcastically.


Just then, a young man who looked very much like the ideal reader walked in the front door without knocking.  


Just what do you think you’re doing? Herb confronted him.


“Sorry to step in without knocking,” the young man said, “but after all, it is my story.”


“Sorry to contradict you,” said the implied author from the window, “but it’s my story.”  


“It’s only your story because I created you as a persona of myself,” the young man chuckled.  


It’s actually my story, speaking as the narrator.  None of you would be here if I hadn’t recorded your existence, including you.


“I even created you” the young man replied.


Just what are you getting at? Herb demanded.


“I created everything here: the characters, the house, and even the tea.  You see, I’m the flesh-and-blood author.  None of you would have ever existed if I hadn’t written down your story,” the young man said shaking his head.


“Even if that’s so,” the psychoanalytic critic commented, “he’s obviously writing in order to subconsciously subdue his father by casting us in his father’s role.”


“No, he’s just trying to exert power over all of us,” said the socioeconomic critic.  


For once I agree with you, Herb fumed.  He can’t be both a character and the actual author!  He’s a fraud!  And he’s trespassing on my property!


“Yes, I can be both.  I can actually simultaneously create you and stand before you as a character in my own story.”  Herb and the two critics began walking toward him menacingly.


“Look, you don’t even have any rational grounds for disagreeing with me” the young man pleaded as he backed toward the door.  


You wouldn’t expect rationality out of those critics if you had really written the story.  Why, you don’t even know your characters well enough to predict their actions.   


“I know you all even better than the ideal reader!” the young man shouted as Herb violently pushed him out the door.  The three men followed the young man out the door, all shouting that he didn’t belong in the story.  The two critics tackled him on the porch as he begged the men to believe him.  


If you’re really the author then you would stop us, wouldn’t you? Herb spat as he picked up a hammer he had left lying on the porch the day before.


Back in the kitchen, the ideal reader and the implied author watched the scene through the open front door, fascinated.  “I don’t think Herb should do that,” the ideal reader said as he watched Herb raise the hammer and strike the young man on the head repeatedly.  The author slumped in the clutches of the two critics, dead.
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