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CHAPTER ONE 

· · · 

The Matrix Is Comfy, Actually 

THERE IS A TINY moment every morning, before the toothbrush, before the coffee, before the 

little glass rectangle starts feeding you disasters, when you do not wonder whether the floor will 

betray you. 

You just stand on it. 

That is the cocoon. 

Not the bedroom. Not the carpet. Not the rented house with its heroic plumbing and 

suspicious paint. The cocoon is the prior agreement that the floor will keep behaving like a floor, 

that the door will open onto the same hallway it opened onto yesterday, that the bathroom 

mirror will return the face you last saw in it rather than some startled stranger, and that the cup 

in the cupboard is, in some intimate and ridiculous way, yours. 

None of this has been proven this morning. You did not run tests. You did not consult the 

metaphysical committee. You did not ask whether personal identity has survived the night. You 

simply woke into a world already pretending to be stable on your behalf. 

Anthony Giddens called this the protective cocoon. It is one of the rare academic phrases 

that deserves civilian life. Most do not. Most should be kept in university basements with the 

seminar chairs and the failed grant applications. But protective cocoon earns its keep. It names 

the invisible wrapping that lets you get through Tuesday without first settling the problem of 

consciousness, the nature of death, the fraudulence of the self, the contingency of love, or 

whether your spouse is still technically the same person after that haircut. 

A book about why people fiercely avoid the deepest questions should begin, I think, with a 

defense of the avoiders. Not because they are always noble. They are not. Sometimes they are 
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merely bored, afraid, busy, vain, or in the middle of a perfectly decent sandwich. But because the 

opposite posture—the writer arriving at the barbecue with a tray of sausages in one hand and 

the Abyss in the other—is precisely the posture this book intends to mock for several chapters. 

It would be embarrassing to begin by committing the crime. 

I have a cocoon. You have a cocoon. The cocoon is the small miracle that lets us butter 

toast. 

§ § § 

What the Cocoon Is For 

THE FIRST THING TO say about the cocoon is that it is not stupid. 

It is not merely cowardice dressed as good manners, though it can be that. It is not merely 

bourgeois self-sedation, though intellectuals love accusing everyone else of that while lovingly 

arranging their own notebooks, espresso machines, rituals, reputations, and preferred despair. In 

its most generous reading, the cocoon is an evolutionary mercy. It is the screen that keeps the 

human nervous system from being flooded, every six seconds, by the entirely accurate 

information that it is mortal, improvised, chemically unstable, and currently suspended over an 

indifferent planet because the local air happens to contain oxygen. 

Giddens gives one of the cleanest accounts of how this screen gets installed. Like nearly 

every post-Freudian account of anything, it eventually leads us back to the child and the people 

who feed it. 

“The trust which the child, in normal circumstances, vests in its caretakers … can be seen as a sort of 
emotional inoculation against existential anxieties — a protection against future threats and dangers 
which allows the individual to sustain hope and courage in the face of whatever debilitating circumstances 
she or he might later confront.” 

— Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, p. 39 

Emotional inoculation. That is the phrase worth stealing. 

The child cries and someone comes. Hunger appears and milk follows. Terror rises and arms 

arrive. Not always. Not perfectly. No childhood is a Swiss watch. But often enough, reliably 

enough, the child absorbs a pre-verbal suspicion that the world is not entirely hostile. The world 

may be baffling, cold, noisy, full of corners and adults, but it is not sheer enemy. It can be trusted 

just enough to be entered. 
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By the time the child is old enough to ask the elegant philosophical question—why is there 

something rather than nothing?—they have usually stopped asking the urgent animal version: 

will something come when I need it? 

The floor is there. The mother returns. The bottle arrives. The blanket is found. The cocoon 

begins as the memory of these arrivals. Only later does it become that background hum we 

mistake for reality itself. 

And it is hard to get. Harder than the well-cocooned admit. Easy to lose. Easier than the 

lucky can imagine. 

People who grew up where the floor did not keep its promises—addiction, abuse, war, 

neglect, a parent’s collapse, the domestic weather system of someone else’s rage—often spend 

adulthood manufacturing by hand what others inherited for free. They build rituals. They count 

exits. They prefer the same seat. They keep certain objects exactly where they can see them. 

From the outside this may look like fussiness, compulsion, difficulty, personality. From the inside 

it is engineering. It is bridge repair. It is the adult self trying to construct, plank by plank, the 

basic trust that childhood failed to pour into the foundations. 

For the rest of us, the lucky ones who inherited our foundations pre-poured, the cocoon acts 

as a kind of structural censorship. It is the reason you can look at a flight of stairs and see an 

invitation to the second floor rather than a vertical gauntlet of potential tibia-snapping geometry. 

Your brain quietly deletes the gravity. It filters out the friction. It takes the terrifying, chaotic 

soup of the physical universe and cleans it up for the civilian market, leaving you with a world 

that feels less like a hostile planetary surface and more like a well-lit aisle at Home Depot. 

Anyone who has lived through serious illness, serious bereavement, or—let us say this with 

the necessary flinch—early recovery from serious addiction knows that the cocoon is not 

metaphorical decoration. It is a thing that can tear. It is a thing whose absence has a temperature. 

It is a thing one may have to rebuild with the patience of a mason and the emotional budget of a 

raccoon in traffic. 

So the first reason to defend the cocoon is simple: many people have one because, before 

they could speak, someone was kind to them. That deserves respect. 

The second reason is even simpler: without it, you cannot do anything. 

Giddens defines the cocoon with the kind of academic sentence that looks at first like it is 

trying to make you leave the room, but actually repays the trouble: 
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“The protective cocoon is essentially a sense of ‘unreality’ rather than a firm conviction of security: it is a 
bracketing, on the level of practice, of possible events which could threaten the bodily or psychological 
integrity of the agent.” 

— Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, p. 40 

A bracketing. Not denial. Not bravery. Not delusion in the cheap sense. A bracketing. 

The threats are still there. The body remains a soft, consequential object that can be opened 

by an impressive variety of ordinary household items. The mind remains vulnerable to memory, 

rejection, weather, unpaid bills, and the news, which arrives each morning like a crow with Wi-Fi. 

The cocoon does not refute any of this. It simply says: not now. It places the danger just outside 

the working circle of attention so that you can boil an egg without confronting the void in the 

saucepan. 

That is what makes ordinary action possible. 

The surgeon brackets the fact that the patient is somebody’s mother. The teacher brackets 

the fact that the students are mortal and possibly doomed by climate, capitalism, TikTok, or all 

three. The driver brackets the fact that the motorway is a polished corridor of kinetic 

catastrophe. The diner brackets the fact that dinner was once looking around. The lover brackets 

the certainty that every face they love is temporary. 

Without bracketing, there is no surgery, no teaching, no driving, no dinner, no sex, no paying 

of parking tickets, no ordinary kindness. The cocoon is the backstage crew of the secular world. 

It keeps moving scenery while we deliver our lines. 

It also does most of this work beneath thought. This matters. The cocoon is not chiefly an 

opinion you hold. It is a competence your body performs. It lives in the way you descend a 

familiar staircase without looking, reach for the kettle in the dark, recognize a face across a train 

platform, turn a key in your own door while thinking about something else. The body has made 

treaties with its surroundings. It knows where things are. It trusts the weight of the mug. It 

expects the second step to be where the second step has always been. 

When someone says after shock or illness, “I don’t feel like myself,” they are not reporting a 

belief. They are reporting the collapse of a bodily contract. The world no longer comes 

pre-fitted. The room has lost its handshake. The cocoon has gone offline. 

It will not come back because someone makes a clever argument at it. It may come back if 

the person walks the same route enough times, makes tea enough mornings, sleeps and wakes 

and survives enough unglamorous repetitions until the floor slowly agrees to be the floor again. 
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When undergraduates discover phenomenology, some try to live without the cocoon for a 

weekend. They stare at spoons. They become suspicious of chairs. They say things like, “But 

what is a door?” with the ardor of recent converts and the hygiene of people forgetting laundry. 

This lasts several hours. Then they get exhausted and order noodles. 

The cocoon, as it turns out, was not a prison. It was a chair. 

§ § § 

The Architecture of Not-Looking 

THE COCOON IS NOT only private. It is not merely your mother, your mug, your staircase, your 

morning choreography. This is where Giddens becomes more interesting than the usual 

childhood-trust story. Erik Erikson had already given us basic trust as an achievement of infancy. 

Giddens adds the more sinister and more useful point: modern societies do not leave the cocoon 

to the family. They build it at scale. 

He calls this the sequestration of experience. The phrase is excellent because it sounds like 

what it describes: a polite institutional kidnapping. 

“Sequestration of experience: the separation of day-to-day life from contact with experiences which raise 
potentially disturbing existential questions — particularly experiences to do with sickness, madness, 
criminality, sexuality and death.” 

— Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, glossary 

Look at the list. Sickness. Madness. Criminality. Sexuality. Death. 

Not random unpleasantness. These are the places where the wallpaper peels. These are the 

encounters that make the big questions stop sounding like something said by a man in a black 

turtleneck and start happening in the room. They are the moments when the cocoon stops being 

a theory and becomes a sound—the sound of something ripping. 

In many pre-modern settings, these experiences were not hidden away with anything like our 

present efficiency. People died at home, in rooms where children also ate and argued and were 

told to stop touching things. The unwell were visible. The mad were visible. Animals were killed 

where the blood could still make a theological point. Sex was less public than death but more 

obviously woven into household life. Crime was punished in public, sometimes with a festive 

cruelty we should not romanticize but also cannot pretend was invisible. The old did not 
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disappear into professionally scented corridors. They sat in the room and reminded everyone, by 

breathing, where the story was going. 

Modernity moved the machinery elsewhere. 

The dying go to hospitals, then funeral homes, then crematoria or ground, while the living 

participate in carefully timed intervals of acceptable grief. Madness goes into clinics, diagnostic 

language, waiting lists, medication schedules, support plans, and, when things go badly, police 

reports nobody wants to read. Animals become meat elsewhere, behind buildings with loading 

bays. Sex is everywhere on screens and strangely absent from honest conversation. Crime is 

processed in fluorescent institutions that smell of toner and dread. The elderly are gathered into 

facilities with gentle names, wipe-clean furniture, pastel walls, and the faintly tragic odor of 

overheated lunch. 

This is not a conspiracy. That is too flattering. Nobody sat in a room and said, “Gentlemen, 

let us hide finitude.” Modern institutions simply got good at their jobs. Hospitals do medicine. 

Funeral homes do death logistics. Courts do procedure. Prisons do containment. Abattoirs do 

killing. Care homes do old age management. Clinics do psychic distress in appointment slots. 

Each expertise works. Often it works much better than whatever came before. 

But efficiency has a side effect: the handled thing disappears. 

We have traded our existential stamina for a frictionless Tuesday. Modernity has essentially 

built a massive, planet-sized customer service department for reality, where every customer 

service representative has been trained to keep you from speaking to the manager—the manager, 

in this instance, being the unblinking fact of your own finitude. We don’t see the wires, we don’t 

see the blood, and we certainly don’t see the people who are paid to clean up the blood. We just 

see the beautifully laminated end-product, arriving with a smile and an invoice. 

The cocoon, once stitched by family, village, ritual, gossip, and proximity, is now outsourced 

to infrastructure. It arrives pre-installed. The bracketing is done before breakfast. You do not 

have to avert your eyes from death because death has been thoughtfully relocated to a building 

with parking. 

The problem is not that modern people are weak. It is that we are under-rehearsed. 

When the sequestered material does break through, it arrives with the force of scandal. A 

death in the family is more shocking, not less, because death has behaved for years and stayed in 

its assigned institutions. A diagnosis is more catastrophic because illness was always something 

happening to other bodies in other rooms. A marriage ending can feel metaphysically obscene 
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because the actual mess of human attachment has been laundered into forms, appointments, 

passwords, and “amicable arrangements.” We have been protected from the curriculum and then 

tested without warning. 

Before this becomes too easy, too smug, too much like the standard complaint that 

modernity has made everyone soft, we should make a distinction. Giddens does not think all 

routine is healthy. He says plainly that “a blind commitment to established routines, come what 

may, is a sign of neurotic compulsion” (p. 41), rooted in early failures of trust. That matters. 

A healthy cocoon is flexible. It can survive the closed road, the delayed train, the rearranged 

kitchen, the guest in the spare room, the child vomiting at 2:13 a.m. It bends, swears a little, 

reroutes, repairs. 

An unhealthy cocoon is not a home but a perimeter fence. It is not the background that 

allows life to happen; it is the armed guard preventing life from happening incorrectly. From 

outside, the difference can look tiny. Two people both like their routines. One is living. The other 

is patrolling. One has a cocoon. The other has a panic room with throw pillows. 

So yes, defend the cocoon. But defend the supple one—the one that lets you butter toast. 

Do not defend the version that requires the toast to be buttered at a precise angle with the 

correct knife while the household holds its breath. That is not order. That is terror with cutlery. 

Giddens puts the broader point sharply: 

“Such sequestration is the condition of the establishing of large tracts of relative security in day-to-day life 
in conditions of modernity. Its effect, which as we have seen should be regarded largely as an unintended 
consequence of the development of modern institutions, is to repress a cluster of basic moral and 
existential components of human life that are, as it were, squeezed to the sidelines.” 

— Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, p. 167 

Squeezed to the sidelines. That is the little phrase with the knife in it. 

The big questions have not been answered. They have not even been defeated. They have 

been moved offstage, like hospital laundry, like the route of garbage after the garbage truck 

swallows it, like the long chain of labor and death that gets a chicken breast onto a white plate 

under flattering light. 

They keep happening. You just do not see them happen. 

This explains something a purely psychological account cannot. It explains why perfectly 

stable adults, well-loved in childhood, employed, flossing occasionally, with decent shoes and 
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reasonable bloodwork, can react to an ontological question at dinner as if someone has released 

a wolf into the kitchen. 

They are not failing a private spiritual exam. They are encountering, in a social space where 

the wolves had supposedly been removed, material their entire civilization has been relocating 

elsewhere on their behalf. 

The kitchen is for risotto. The wolf was not on the guest list. 

§ § § 

I Am Also in the Building 

AT THIS POINT I should break my own argument before it gets too pleased with itself. 

I have a cocoon. A very ordinary, embarrassing, defensible one. 

As I write this, I am sitting on the terrace of my home in Dumaguete, occupying a favorite 

chair that has patiently spent years learning the exact geometry of my spine. I am drinking coffee 

from a cup about which I am unreasonably possessive. 

The drink itself is a ridiculous necessity, an event I eagerly anticipate the night before as I go 

to bed—a funny sort of obsession for a recovered alcoholic, swapping one absolute ruler of the 

psyche for another, far more socially acceptable deity that smells of roasted beans. 

The morning is still dark, draped in those early, quiet dawn hours before the rest of the 

world wakes up to complicate itself. This terrace is my cocoon. It is the designated staging 

ground where I sit, wait for the caffeine to jump-start the machinery, and allow my brain to 

begin percolating on various ponderous things. From any estate agent’s perspective, this spot is 

just a few regional adjectives away from “tropical rustic,” but to me, it is a sovereign territory. It 

is sacred territory. I find it entirely perfect, and I would defend its peace against any attempt at 

modern renovation. 

I also have other routines. I will not list them, partly from dignity and partly because one 

should never hand strangers a map of one’s neuroses. It is enough to say the morning has a 

sequence. Not a plan. A sequence. It has the faint structure of liturgy, except with worse posture 

and more caffeine. Interruptions to it produce in me a low irritation I have learned, on charitable 

days, to identify as the sensation of my cocoon being poked. 

Not pierced. Poked. 
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The cup in the wrong place. The kettle slower than usual. A message arriving before the 

mind has assembled the costume of being a person. None of this is suffering. All of it is the 

small animal of the self saying: this was not in the agreement. 

Giddens has another useful word here: 

“Umwelt … a phenomenal world with which the individual is routinely ‘in touch’ in respect of potential 
dangers and alarms.” 

— Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, glossary 

The Umwelt is the zone your body has personally negotiated with. The route to the kitchen. 

The drawer that sticks. The chair that accepts you. The sound the house makes at night that is 

not alarming because you know its accent. The familiar phone voices. The smell of your street 

after rain. The exact angle at which light enters the room in a particular month. None of this is 

profound by itself. Together, it is the texture by which a life feels like yours and not merely like 

an event you are attending. 

To lose your Umwelt is to discover that your passport to the ordinary has expired without 

warning. If you’ve ever had a panic attack in a supermarket, you know exactly what this looks 

like: the cereal aisle stops being a colorful choice of breakfast grains and suddenly reverts into a 

terrifying, fluorescent-lit labyrinth of high-fructose packaging and stranger danger. 

When I imagine the reader of this book—a reader who may be a legal fiction invented by 

hope—I assume they have something similar. Different chair, different cup, different morning 

ratio of caffeine, mucus, and private resentment. But the structure is the same. A defended little 

zone. A lived treaty. A pact between the body and a manageable portion of the world. 

This book is about resistance to deep questions. It could be written as if resistance belonged 

to other people: the conventional, the shallow, the LinkedIn faithful, the spiritually laminated, 

the gym-optimized, the couples who use “journey” as a verb. That would be an easy book. It 

would also be a vile one. 

No one permanently exits the cocoon. Anyone claiming to have done so should be watched 

carefully, especially around microphones. In nineteen cases out of twenty, the person who has 

“transcended all illusion” has simply moved into a larger, more tastefully decorated illusion with 

better lighting and a vocabulary imported from Kyoto, Zurich, or California. 

So let me put this on record early: I am in here too. 
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The book is being written from inside a cocoon, and the writing of the book is itself 

cocoon-making. Anyone who has sat at a desk past midnight knows this. Writing is not pure 

exposure. It is construction. It is stacking sentences against the weather. It is making a small 

shelter out of rhythm and nerve and the belief that the next paragraph might hold. 

Whatever pose of clear-eyed brutality I assume later should be read through this admission. 

The author of the dispatches is not standing on a hill with binoculars. The author is also one of 

the troops, damp socks and all. 

This is not humility theater. It is the only honest starting position. If, around page eighty, you 

suspect that I am exempting myself from the diagnosis, you should be suspicious. You should 

also return here and underline the sentence in which I confessed to the cup. 

§ § § 

The Tap on the Glass 

NOW WE CAN TALK about how the cocoon fails. 

It fails constantly, but usually in tiny ways that do not change us. This is one of Giddens’s 

most useful observations and also one of the funniest, if your sense of humor has been damaged 

in the correct direction. The cocoon can be breached without being reorganized. It can be 

tapped, startled, interrupted—and then, with almost indecent efficiency, reseal. 

His best example is the driver passing a serious accident: 

“Which car driver, passing by the scene of a serious traffic accident, has not had the experience of being 
so sobered as to drive more slowly — for a few miles — afterwards? … the risks of driving … thereby 
serve… temporarily to pull apart the protective cocoon. But the feeling of relative invulnerability soon 
returns and the chances are that the driver then tends to speed up again.” 

— Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, p. 40 

For a few miles. Perfect. 

That is the shelf life of raw mortality in the average nervous system. A few miles. 

You pass the wreck. You see the angled metal, the flashing lights, the stopped traffic, perhaps 

the terrible stillness around a blanket. For two miles you become a moral philosopher of speed. 

You grip the wheel at ten and two like a person in an instructional video. You understand 

finitude. You repent of acceleration. You feel the sacred fragility of bodies moving at machine 

velocity. 
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Then the radio comes back. The playlist resumes. The lane opens. The foot descends. Three 

exits later you are once again doing seventy-eight in a seventy zone with the serene confidence of 

someone whom physics has agreed not to prosecute. 

This is not stupidity. If the driver stayed permanently in the knowledge opened by the 

accident, they might never arrive anywhere again. The cocoon reseals because life has errands. 

But the example teaches something darker. It shows why insight so rarely installs itself. 

Seeing is not enough. Knowing is not enough. The accident is real. The body knows what it saw. 

The driver has received, in compressed form, a full lecture on mortality, chance, velocity, flesh, 

metal, and the comic arrogance of commuting. And still, a few miles later, the ordinary 

invulnerability returns, because the alternative is to spend the rest of the journey—and perhaps 

the rest of life—taking the accident seriously as a fact about oneself. 

Almost no one can do this. Almost no one should be expected to. The cocoon comes back 

because the nervous system calls for it the moment the threat recedes by half an inch. 

Giddens reserves another phrase for the rarer breaches that do change something: fateful 

moments. 

“Fateful moments are threatening for the protective cocoon which defends the individual’s ontological 
security, because the ‘business as usual’ attitude that is so important to that cocoon is inevitably broken 
through.” 

— Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, p. 114 

The examples are not cosmic. That is the point. A diagnosis. A death. A job lost or offered. 

A marriage entered or left. An exam result. A pregnancy test. A letter from a lawyer. A phone 

call after midnight. One of those conversations in which the other person begins with your name 

in a tone no one uses for good news. 

These moments do not announce themselves as philosophy. They arrive as paperwork, 

bloodwork, voicemail, silence, a suitcase by the door. Yet they do what philosophy only talks 

about doing: they suspend business as usual. The bracket falls off. The hidden material steps into 

the room wearing your coat. 

There are not many such moments in an ordinary life. That is another fact worth 

appreciating. Most lives contain perhaps a dozen. Not a hundred. Not one every week. The 

cocoon’s triumph is not that it prevents cracks. It cannot. Its triumph is that it keeps the cracks 

countable. Most days are not events. Most days are maintenance. 
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And when fateful moments arrive, who do we call? 

Not the oracle, usually. Not the village elder. Not the priest unless the family has retained 

that software. Modern people summon experts. Giddens notes, with faint amusement, that 

“Experts are often brought in as a fateful moment approaches or a fateful decision has to be 

taken” (p. 113). The oracle has become the consultant. The priest has become the specialist. The 

elder has become the second opinion. 

On balance, this is probably an improvement. The specialist often knows things. The oracle, 

by all available evidence, was improvising with confidence. 

Still, something is lost. The fateful moment now arrives stripped of thick communal framing. 

It comes in an office with bad lighting. Someone whose name is on a laminated badge explains 

your altered future in language refined by postgraduate training and institutional caution. At the 

end, you go home with a folder, a portal login, a prescription, a number to call if symptoms 

worsen. 

This is a civilizational achievement. It is also a brutally lonely way to learn something 

important about your life. 

That evening the cocoon works overtime, trying to wrap itself around the new fact. 

Sometimes it manages. Sometimes it does not. 

I have had a few fateful moments of my own. I am not going to enumerate them like 

trophies from a spiritual safari. This is not that kind of book, and if it becomes that kind of book 

someone should take away my chair. But honesty requires more than I would prefer, so here is 

enough. 

The most consequential rupture did not occur on a mountain, in a monastery, at dawn, or in 

any of the photogenic settings the wisdom industry keeps on retainer. It happened in my early 

fifties, in a sober house, in a city I had not chosen, near the bottom of a fall that did not feel, 

while it was happening, like a fall. 

That is the trick of certain descents. They are not dramatic. They are administrative. One 

compromise, one postponement, one private bargain, one softened morning, one evening made 

bearable by the same method that made the next morning worse. Years can pass like this. The 

life dismantles itself with such competence that no one, including the person living it, fully 

notices until the structure is already on the ground. 

By the ordinary timetable, I was supposed to be doing other things in my early fifties. Career 

things. Home things. The dignified things people list without irony when someone asks how life 
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is going. I was not doing them. I was unemployed. I was housed by an institution. The 

documents could have named several causes, but underneath them was one cause I had been 

outrunning since roughly nineteen, and which had finally, with no theatrical hurry, caught up. 

I will name it only this far: the cocoon I built in early adulthood was made largely of alcohol, 

and alcohol, whatever else it may be, is not a load-bearing material. 

When that cocoon came apart, it did not explode. It came down like scaffolding: section by 

section, with noise, embarrassment, delays, and people in official roles looking concerned. By the 

time I understood that it was down, I was sitting on a public bus looking at a world that had lost 

its ordinary contract with me. Cars moved. People walked. The bus stopped. The bus started. 

Everything functioned. None of it seemed addressed to me. 

I have written elsewhere about what disclosed itself in that period, and I will not drag it back 

here wearing a comic hat. Some things should not be made clever. What matters for this chapter 

is what followed. 

What followed was not philosophy in the noble sense. It was unemployment. That means a 

great deal of time, very little money, and a social availability that is humiliating to inhabit and 

nearly invisible to people with normal calendars. I spent my days in the one building in the city 

where I could sit without buying anything: the public library. 

The library had chairs. It had air conditioning. It had silence of a kind. Most importantly, it 

did not ask, with the bright cruelty of the employed, what I did. 

In the reading area there was a small population of others who also had nowhere more 

profitable to be. Retirees. Students. Men asleep over newspapers. People between systems. 

People after systems. People using the library less as an intellectual resource than as a socially 

acceptable way to remain indoors. I belonged there before I understood why. 

It was there, under unflattering fluorescent light, in my early fifties, that I picked up 

philosophy again for the first time since a freshman course decades earlier, when I had believed 

myself clever because I owned opinions and could use the word absurd in a sentence. That 

earlier boy had not been clever. He had been seventeen, or near enough, which is nature’s way of 

disguising panic as brilliance. 

The course had not changed his life. The life had gone on to take shapes not listed on the 

syllabus. 

The man in the library was not clever either. He was available. 
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That may be the only condition in which philosophy helps anyone. Not when one is 

collecting concepts like rare insects. Not when one is performing seriousness for other people 

who also own black notebooks. But when the cocoon is down, the day is long, the money is thin, 

the self is out of costume, and the alternative is watching the radiator until closing time. 

What I began to notice was not grand. It was small and useful. 

I had spent most of my life asking small questions. How do I get through today? How do I 

keep the arrangement going? How do I manage the impression? How do I soften this edge, 

delay this reckoning, preserve this version of myself for one more room? Small questions 

returned small answers. Those answers accumulated into a life too small to survive its own 

weight. 

The library held books by people who had asked larger questions. Not necessarily happier 

people. Let us be honest: several philosophers are terrible advertisements for philosophy. Some 

were exiled, institutionalized, abandoned, arrogant, broke, lonely, insufferable, or dead by their 

own hand. But many had survived their questions in the only sense that mattered to me then: 

they had made something out of the pressure. They had not merely coped. They had looked. 

I began to suspect that the size of a life is partly determined by the size of the questions it 

can bear. This was not comforting. It was horrifying. The life I had been living was, by that 

measure, extremely small, and any enlargement would have to be assembled from materials I did 

not yet possess. 

Being outside the cocoon was not the wisdom bath advertised by certain books beloved by 

twenty-three-year-olds. It was not luminous. It was not a cleansing fire. It was exactly the kind of 

exposure the cocoon exists to prevent. If someone had offered me, during those months, my old 

cocoon back, I might have taken it, even knowing it was killing me. That is how cocoons work. 

A bad shelter is still shelter when the weather is in your teeth. 

I do not regret losing it. Regret is too tidy. The cocoon I lost was not worth keeping. On 

inspection it had not been protection but suffocation with a decent vocabulary. What has been 

built since is not wiser, exactly. I distrust the word wiser in anyone who applies it to themselves. 

But it is more honest about its materials. It does not pretend alcohol was masonry. It does not 

pretend panic was personality. It does not pretend the floor was always there. 

I include this not to decorate the argument with autobiography but to keep the argument 

from lying. The author is not writing from outside the building. The author has been carried out 

of buildings. The author has been delivered to other buildings by people whose job was to 
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deliver him there. The author has run out of cocoon and stood around in the cold waiting for a 

replacement. 

This is the part where a cleaner, faker book would say: but the disclosure was worth it. 

It was worth it. 

That does not mean the cocoon was bad. 

Both things can be true. The cocoon’s failure taught me something because the cocoon had 

been real. A book that cannot admit this is not a book about resistance. It is a book about 

heroism, and heroism is usually just trauma with better lighting. 

§ § § 

Why We Begin Here 

THIS BOOK BEGINS BY defending the cocoon because almost everything that follows may look, at 

first, like an attack on it. 

The next chapter will make modern busyness look suspicious. Careers will appear as 

costumes. Productivity rituals will be treated with the respect normally given to small cults with 

excellent stationery. The LinkedIn profile may, at certain points, resemble a tomb with 

endorsements. 

The chapter after that will suggest that if you ask the question seriously enough, nausea is 

not a malfunction but a sign that the question has entered the body. The fourth chapter will 

become, in effect, a field guide to the little social maneuvers by which adults—including me, 

including you—close a conversation the instant it becomes real. 

Read uncharitably, this could sound like the familiar noise of the disillusioned intellectual at a 

party no one remembers inviting. The person by the hummus explaining that everyone is asleep. 

The person using phrases like late capitalism while blocking access to the olives. 

That is not what I want this to be. Or if it becomes that, I would like at least to have warned 

against it before disgracing myself. 

The cocoon is not a fraud. The cocoon is what makes a life livable. The career, the calendar, 

the brand, the inbox, the hobby, the school run, the Sunday roast, the gym class, the shared joke, 

the grocery list, the absurd loyalty to one particular mug—these things are not nothing. Even 

when they are silly, they are doing real work. They hold the floor up. They let people who would 

otherwise be flattened by an accurate perception of their cosmic situation get dressed, answer 
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messages, feed children, attend appointments, care for animals, remember birthdays, and keep 

promises. 

Anyone who attacks that material without first acknowledging that it has saved more lives 

than philosophy ever has is, frankly, a thug with citations. 

When I criticize these things later—and I will—I am criticizing what happens when they 

become possessed by their owners. When the costume forgets it is a costume. When the brand 

begins to believe itself. When productivity stops supporting a life and starts impersonating one. 

When the calendar ceases to protect time and becomes the proof that one exists. When the 

cocoon forgets that it is a cocoon and starts calling itself reality. 

Giddens’s cocoon is a bracketing on the level of practice. We need that. The trouble begins 

when the bracketing forgets anything has been bracketed. 

In the parent book of this one, The Bridge and the Bus, I wrote a sentence I will quote once 

and then leave alone: the mistake is not closing; the mistake is forgetting that one has closed. 

The cocoon is a closing. We need it. We could not live without it. The work of this book is 

not to sneer at the closing but to ask what happens when it becomes unconscious, moralized, 

defended, monetized, optimized, and finally mistaken for the whole of life. 

We begin here because resistance deserves respect before it receives diagnosis. People are not 

fools because they avoid the abyss. Often they are simply tired. Often they have children. Often 

they have rent. Often they have already seen enough abyss for one lifetime and would like, if it is 

all the same to the metaphysicians, to finish their toast while it is still warm. 

That is not contemptible. That is human. 

The cocoon is the achievement that lets us butter toast. 

The next chapter is about the toast. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

· · · 

Props, Costumes, and the Office You Forgot Was a 
Stage 

Begin with the toast. 

IT IS SITTING THERE, buttered and innocent, as if it had not just enrolled you in a whole 

civilization. The butter is yellow in the official childhood way: cheerful, edible, faintly moral. The 

plate was chosen at some point by someone, probably during a small domestic phase involving 

the word “set.” The knife is the knife you use. The toaster is the toaster whose temper you have 

learned to manage. We negotiate these micro-treaties with inanimate objects because we 

desperately need them to co-sign our reality. You know the exact, micrometer adjustment of the 

toaster dial required to produce golden-brown carbohydrate bliss rather than a charred block of 

carbon—a setting arrived at through months of domestic trial, error, and light kitchen panic. 

The moment an appliance breaks character—when the refrigerator begins making an unscripted, 

rhythmic thumping noise at 2:00 a.m.—the illusion of the cozy home vanishes, and you are 

instantly reminded that you are just a fragile mammal trapped in a dark box with an unraveling 

piece of cooling infrastructure. 

The kitchen, if you look at it even slightly too long, becomes suspicious. A little stage. A tiny 

set. You in the middle of it, performing breakfast for absolutely no one. 

This is not a complaint. This is what kitchens do. They make the absurd look tiled. 

A kitchen is a stage set whose job is to help a person believe they are the kind of person who 

has a kitchen. The toast is a prop in that belief. The butter is a prop. The cup from the last 

chapter, which I still refuse to share, is a prop with delusions of sacred office. Nothing in this 

scene is strictly necessary for the biological delivery of carbohydrates to a mammal. There are 

faster, uglier, more efficient ways to get calories into a body. We do not choose them because we 

are not only feeding the body. We are feeding the story of the body: this body, in this house, on 

this morning, with this small ceremony before the day gets its hands on us. 

The argument of this chapter is that the same little theater is happening everywhere else, 

only with better lighting and worse coffee. 
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Career, brand, inbox, job title, productivity ritual, the calendar block in which you have 

granted yourself twenty-two minutes to think strategically, the company name under your email 

signature, the little upward chirp at the end of “Tuesday-ish?”—all of it is staging. All of it is 

performed before an audience that is sometimes nobody and sometimes other adults performing 

their own version of nobody. None of it is exactly fraud. None of it is simply false. It is stranger 

and more intimate than false. It is a vast, mostly unspoken, occasionally beautiful game of 

make-believe whose first rule is that no one is to mention the game. 

To understand the machinery of this game, I need Kendall Walton. This may sound like I am 

about to make the chapter less fun. I promise I am not bringing him in to ruin the party. I am 

bringing him in because he explains why the party works. 

§ § § 

The Game You Are Already Playing 

WALTON WROTE AN ENORMOUS book on representational art called Mimesis as Make-Believe. It is, 

by my lights, one of the great under-loved works of twentieth-century aesthetics. I will be using it 

here for purposes he almost certainly did not intend, which is how many useful things happen to 

philosophers after publication. He is, as far as I know, still alive, so I offer the appropriate flicker 

of guilt and continue. 

Walton’s central claim is deliciously simple. Art works rather like children’s games of 

make-believe. A child picks up a stick and announces, with the full authority of childhood 

monarchy, that this is now a horse. The stick has not been fooled. The child has not been fooled. 

The second child, who has found a less impressive stick and is nevertheless calling it a dragon, 

has not been fooled either. Everyone knows what is going on. That is why the game works. The 

players are not deceived; they are cooperating. 

Walton’s term for the stick, the doll, the stump, the painting, the novel, the statue, the thing 

that gets the imaginative machinery moving, is prop. 

“Props are generators of fictional truths, things which, by virtue of their nature or existence, make 
propositions fictional.” 

— Kendall Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe, p. 38 
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A prop is any object that, inside a game, makes something fictionally true. A stick becomes a 

horse. Mud becomes pie. A doll becomes a baby. A painting becomes a landscape. A novel 

becomes a world. The object has not changed its chemical composition. What has changed is the 

game around it. 

When a child says of a mud pie, “this is pie,” the child is not lying. The child is not confused 

about pastry. The child is participating in a small republic of imagination with rules. The rule 

says: in this game, mud arranged like that counts as pie. Walton calls these generated 

propositions fictional truths. They are true inside the game, not outside it. The bear in the stump 

is a fictional truth. The people strolling in Seurat’s La Grande Jatte are fictional truths. The 

wizard in Tolkien is a fictional truth. The “Senior Vice President of Strategic Transformation” in 

the email signature is also a fictional truth, though it is considered poor form to say this before 

lunch. 

The important point is that fictional truths do not float out of a single private imagination. 

They are generated by props plus rules. Walton calls the rules principles of generation. The 

stump works only because the children understand that, in this game, stumps count as bears. 

The canvas works because viewers understand that, in this kind of image, marks of paint count 

as a woman, a lake, a cloud, a face. Without the rule, the prop sits there dumbly. Without the 

prop, the rule has nothing to bite into. The bear needs the stump and the agreement. 

“Briefly, a fictional truth consists in there being a prescription or mandate in some context to imagine 
something. Fictional propositions are propositions that are to be imagined — whether or not they are in 
fact imagined.” 

— Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe, p. 39 

That sentence is the little hidden bomb in the room: a prescription to imagine. Not a 

suggestion. Not a mood. A mandate. Inside a given context, some things are to be imagined. 

You may or may not actually imagine them vividly. You may be distracted. You may be checking 

your phone. But the game nevertheless prescribes them. 

Now turn from the nursery to the adult world, which is the nursery with legal departments. 

Consider a contract. A contract is a sheet of paper, or a PDF, with marks on it. The marks 

are made of ink or pixels. Nothing in the physical marks themselves forces anyone to do 

anything. The marks become binding because a huge, invisible theater has been built around 

them: courts, lawyers, police, memories of previous enforcement, inherited habits of obedience, 
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and the general belief that we are the sort of society where these marks matter. The signed page 

is the prop. The legal order is the principle of generation. The fictional truth is: you are now 

obliged. 

The corporation is another masterpiece of authorized pretending. It has no body. It cannot 

get a cold. It cannot eat a sandwich. Yet it owns property, incurs debt, sues, gets sued, pays fines, 

declares values, issues apologies, and, in some jurisdictions, enjoys rights that actual 

flesh-and-blood organisms have had to fight for. This is not metaphysics. It is a very successful 

game. The filing documents, logos, bank accounts, board minutes, tax codes, and people in 

expensive chairs are props and principles. Together they generate the fictional truth that this 

bodiless thing is an actor among us. 

Money is still more shameless. The note in your wallet is a strip of decorated material. The 

number in your banking app is an arrangement of pixels backed by a very large collective 

willingness not to scream. It buys a sandwich because everyone involved agrees, or has been 

trained to agree, that it buys a sandwich. Remove the principle of generation and the note 

becomes paper, the number becomes light, and the sandwich remains stubbornly un-purchased. 

History has seen this happen often enough to make the point without theatrical assistance. 

The career is the same. The brand is the same. The job title is the same. The performance 

review is the same. The inbox, that miniature torture garden of late modern identity, is the same. 

These things are not fake in the childish sense. They are fictional truths in authorized games. 

They are generated by props, stabilized by rules, and lived inside by people who are not deceived 

and yet cannot easily stop playing. 

Walton, to be clear, did not say your LinkedIn profile is basically a mud pie with better 

typography. Walton is more disciplined than that. I am the one committing that act. 

But the form is hard to unsee once it appears. Social reality, including its most official and 

intimidating pieces, works very much like representational art. There are props. There are rules. 

There are fictional truths. There are roles. There are players who know, somewhere in the 

basement of the mind, that the prop is paper, pixel, room, logo, badge, lanyard, title, password, 

calendar invite—and who continue because the game is not a decoration added to life. The game 

is the infrastructure by which life is made livable, bankable, legible, and occasionally catered. 

§ § § 
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The Rule Nobody Names 

I have smuggled the crucial difference into the last paragraph, and now it needs to be dragged 

into the light. 

Children know they are playing. Art audiences know they are playing. The child can be asked, 

“Is that stick really a horse?” and will roll their eyes because adults are exhausting and say, “No, 

obviously, but we’re playing.” The reader knows Frodo is fictional. The viewer knows the 

portrait is paint. The game is powerful precisely because the boundary is understood. 

Adult social games have the same structure with one poisonous upgrade: the players are not 

supposed to admit that they are playing. 

This is the open secret under the carpet. Once you notice it, you become unfit for certain 

kinds of meetings for several days. In the children’s game, one can ask whether the stump is 

really a bear. In the novel, one can ask whether the character exists outside the book. But try 

asking in the quarterly planning session, “Are we actually doing something here, or are we acting 

out the ritual by which this organization reassures itself that it is alive?” This will not be treated 

as a helpful clarification. This will be treated as an incident. 

Walton gives us exactly the sentence we need, though he is still, poor man, talking about art: 

“A principle is in force in a particular context if it is understood in that context that, given 
such-and-such circumstances, so and so is to be imagined. The understanding need not be explicit or 
conscious … It may be so ingrained that we scarcely notice it, so natural that it is hard to envision not 
having it.” 

— Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe, p. 41 

The understanding need not be explicit or conscious. That is the adult world in one 

sentence. The rules are running. The props are glowing. The fictional truths are being generated. 

And nearly everyone in the room experiences the whole thing as normality rather than play. 

The Senior Director really feels like a Senior Director. The appraisal form really feels like it is 

measuring something. The thirty-minute meeting really feels necessary, though everyone knows 

it will secretly reproduce itself into three follow-up emails and a document called Next Steps. 

The quarterly target really seems to be the correct frame for understanding human effort. The 

brand really seems to be an entity separate from the people sweating behind it. The office really 

seems like a place where serious adults do serious things, not a warehouse of costumes with 

printer access. 
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Again, this is not deception. No one is standing at the front of the room twirling a 

moustache. A make-believe game does not require lies. It requires only a prescription to imagine 

and enough obedience to that prescription for the room to hold together. 

“Anyone who refuses to imagine what was agreed on refuses to ‘play the game’ or plays it improperly. He 
breaks a rule.” 

— Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe, p. 39–40 

That sentence is a social X-ray. 

When someone asks the wrong question at the wrong moment—are we really doing this, or 

are we performing doing this?—the discomfort is not simply because the question is rude. It is 

because the question is an act of not-playing. The asker has refused, publicly, to imagine what 

everyone else has tacitly agreed to imagine. He has broken a rule nobody had the courtesy to 

write down. 

This is why otherwise intelligent, kind, reflective people can become oddly feral when the 

inquiry turns toward the setting in which they are currently installed. Ask about death over 

dinner and they may indulge you for a few minutes. Ask about the moral structure of ambition 

and someone will say “interesting.” Ask whether the office is a theater of mutual reassurance 

held together by fear, mortgage payments, and branded mugs, and the air changes. The question 

has touched the prop. Worse, it has touched the rule that the prop is not to be touched. 

The group understands before the asker does what has happened. Someone has stood up at 

the puppet show and pointed at the strings. This might be tolerable if the puppet show were 

entertainment. But the puppet show is also payroll. It is health insurance. It is rent. It is school 

fees. It is the version of the self that has survived this far by not asking too many questions while 

the projector is running. 

So the room corrects itself. Someone laughs in the registered tone of “let us not go there.” 

Someone says, “Well, yes, but in the real world…” Someone checks the agenda. Someone 

invokes deliverables, which are props that arrive wearing hard hats. The game reseals. The 

dissenter is not beaten, usually. They are simply reabsorbed, ignored, or marked—gently, socially, 

with the invisible chalk of adulthood—as someone who may be interesting but is not entirely 

safe near the machinery. 

The same rule governs the dinner party, the family Christmas, the wedding, the 

parent-teacher conference, the polite political exchange among colleagues, the group chat, the 
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academic panel, the networking event, the school fundraiser, the funeral reception where 

everyone knows the sandwiches are doing more existential labor than the speeches. Every setting 

has its props, its principles of generation, its permitted fictional truths. To refuse the prescribed 

imagining is to refuse the scene. And there is no neutral corner from which you can sit in your 

body, decline the game, and still be fully acceptable to the room. 

This is one of the most load-bearing facts about adult life, and I had read Walton three times 

before it finally began waving at me from behind the curtains. 

§ § § 

Why Nobody Just Stops 

A reasonable person might now ask: if all this is make-believe, why does nobody simply stop? 

A reasonable person has, in this case, not spent enough time watching humans. 

We do not stop because the game is not ornamental. It is not a hobby. It is not something 

pasted on top of an otherwise stable animal. It is, if Becker is right, one of the main things 

standing between an ordinary adult and the entirely accurate knowledge that he is mortal, 

exposed, temporary, contingent, and not guaranteed by the universe to matter at all. 

Ernest Becker called the whole apparatus a cultural hero-system. The phrase sounds grand, 

maybe too grand, until you look at your inbox and realize the grandeur has simply been 

miniaturized into admin. 

“Each cultural system is a dramatization of earthly heroics; each system cuts out roles for performances 
of various degrees of heroism: from the ‘high’ heroism of a Churchill, a Mao, or a Buddha, to the ‘low’ 
heroism of the coal miner, the peasant, the simple priest.” 

— Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 5 

The hero-system is make-believe with mortality breathing down its neck. It gives people 

roles by which they can feel, usually without spelling it out, that their lives are part of something 

larger and more durable than their soft animal bodies. The career is a role. The brand is a role. 

The personal mission statement is a role. The accumulation of money is a role. The raising of 

children is a role. The rescue dog Instagram account is, in some cases, a role of surprising 

intensity. The writing of books no one asked for is also a role. I mention this without looking 

around the room. 
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Becker’s list matters because it includes the coal miner. Not only the obvious heroes. Not 

only the saints, generals, geniuses, and people with statues that pigeons have strong opinions 

about. The system distributes heroism downward. It gives even the obscure life a place inside a 

drama. Maybe the drama is national, religious, familial, professional, artistic, activist, 

entrepreneurial, domestic, or simply the drama of being “the reliable one.” The part may be 

small, even humiliatingly small, but it is still a part. And a part is not nothing. A part lets a person 

get up. 

Remove the drama and you do not automatically get freedom. You often get a person at 

three in the morning sitting on the edge of a bed, unable to remember why tomorrow should 

happen. 

This is why Becker is less of a debunker than people sometimes make him out to be. Yes, he 

is merciless. Yes, he calls the thing a lie. But he knows the lie is doing real work. 

“All of us are driven to be supported in a self-forgetful way, ignorant of what energies we really draw on, 
of the kind of lie we have fashioned in order to live securely and serenely.” 

— Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 55 

The vital lie is not one particular false statement, like “my job is fascinating” or “this meeting 

could not have been an email.” It is the whole posture by which a person takes the role seriously 

enough for it to sustain them. The lawyer’s seriousness about the law. The professor’s 

seriousness about the seminar. The barista’s pride in the milk foam. This entire civilizational 

staging relies heavily on what we might call the Barista Covenant. When you order your morning 

coffee, you and the person behind the counter are executing a tightly choreographed piece of 

performance art. The barista pretends your name is a matter of profound administrative 

importance; you pretend to be deeply invested in their corporate well-being. You flash a plastic 

card to trigger a series of electromagnetic state changes in a banking server somewhere in Ohio, 

and in return, they hand you a warm, frothy liquid designed to temporarily trick your central 

nervous system into believing that wages are real and that Tuesday has a purpose. It’s a beautiful, 

fragile pact. If either of you breaks character for even three seconds to ask why we are doing this 

instead of weeping into the pastries, the entire local economy would dissolve before the espresso 

could finish drawing. 

These are not jokes from the outside. They are load-bearing fictions from the inside. 

Vital is the right word. These lies keep things alive. 
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Strip them away too violently and people do not become pure, lucid, liberated beings floating 

above convention. They become frightened animals with calendars. Sometimes they become 

worse. The performance may be absurd, but it is attached to the nervous system. It has roots in 

the body. 

Becker gives us an even sharper phrase for this: character armor. He borrows the term from 

Wilhelm Reich and turns it into a description of the way a person’s role becomes physical. The 

game is no longer just an idea one entertains. It is posture, reflex, tone, irritation, ambition, 

defensiveness, taste, timing, the little contempt one has for certain kinds of people, the little 

pride one takes in not being other kinds of people. It is the walk, the email style, the laugh, the 

way one says “to be honest” when preparing to be only partially so. 

“It was not until the working out of modern psychoanalysis that we could understand something the poets 
and religious geniuses have long known: that the armor of character was so vital to us that to shed it 
meant to risk death and madness.” 

— Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 55 

Death and madness. Not awkwardness. Not embarrassment. Not “a difficult quarter.” 

Becker is naming the felt cost of stripping away the armor too fast. The organism feels the threat 

as total. To the person being asked to drop the role, the request does not register as an invitation 

to honesty. It registers as danger. 

This is why the dinner-party evasion is more serious than it looks. When someone suddenly 

becomes fascinated by their glass, their phone, the dog, the cheese board, or the heroic question 

of whether anyone needs more wine, they may not be shallow. They may be defending the 

armor. Something in the conversation has asked the creature to take off the thing it has been 

wearing in order to appear as a person. Naturally, the creature redirects attention. The phone is 

the modern device for this. In 1830 it was the pipe. In 1730 it was the garden. In 1530 someone 

probably remembered a horse. The instrument changes. The reflex does not. 

So no, nobody simply stops. Stopping is not simple. Stopping is not like canceling a 

subscription. Stopping, if Becker is anywhere near right, feels like being asked to step out of the 

skin that has made one socially visible and psychologically coherent. That may be necessary 

sometimes. It may even be saving. But it is not a small request, and anyone who treats it as one 

has not understood the scale of the costume. 
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This is where Walton and Becker become, together, a very useful little pair of thieves. Walton 

steals the structure: props, rules, fictional truths, authorized games, the punishment of refusing 

to imagine. Becker steals the engine: mortality, terror, hero-systems, vital lies, character armor. 

Walton explains why the office works like theater. Becker explains why people defend the theater 

as if the exits are on fire. 

The structure is make-believe. The force is death. Put them together and you have much of 

adult life: the elaborate little plays we keep staging for one another, and the astonishing energy 

with which we protect the set. 

There is, unfortunately, a personal version of this argument. I would prefer to make it before 

someone else does. 

§ § § 

The Author’s Costumes 

THIS IS WHERE I confess that I am also in costume. 

I have a website. The website is the public face of a philosophical project I take seriously 

enough to keep polishing, arranging, feeding, and occasionally staring at as if it might one day 

speak back. Its readership, in any given month, can be counted on one hand if the hand has 

suffered an accident. Nobody is reading. Nobody, in the usual sense, is waiting. 

This has not stopped me. 

I maintain the website. I revise old pieces. I rearrange sections. I worry about fonts with the 

grave attention of a man choosing tiles for a cathedral no one has commissioned. I have adjusted 

menu structures with care that would be more rationally devoted to a kitchen renovation. I have 

spent time on commas in sentences that, statistically speaking, have entered the world like 

messages sealed in bottles and thrown into a locked cupboard. 

By every available measure, this is a make-believe game. 

I am not deceived. I know what analytics are. I know what zero means, even when displayed 

in an elegant dashboard. I know that a sentence can be improved and still go unread with 

impeccable consistency. None of this stops me because the game is doing for me what 

hero-systems do for everyone. It makes it fictionally true, inside the game I have built and 

consented to inhabit, that I am a writer, that I am thinking carefully, that time spent on the work 
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is not merely time avoided, that the effort is being received somewhere—even if the receiver is 

only a future version of myself with better posture. 

The website is the prop. The philosophical project is the principle of generation. The 

fictional truth is that my time is being well spent. 

And before I become too pleased with the neatness of that formulation, let me say plainly 

that this is not special. This is what everybody is doing, with different props and better social 

cover. The executive editing the slide deck at midnight. The novelist revising a chapter for a print 

run smaller than a wedding party. The amateur cyclist weighing components as if carbon grams 

were a route to moral transformation. The parent arranging napkins before guests arrive, 

because disorder in linen form would apparently end civilization. The man who has attended 

twenty-seven conventions and knows where his badge lanyards are. The therapist who briefly 

enjoys the sound of his own paraphrase and then pretends not to have noticed. The artist who 

cannot begin unless the studio is in the correct state of holy disarray. The yoga teacher who has 

purchased a third mat, this one for “alignment,” which is apparently different from the two 

earlier mats that merely touched the floor. 

Each person is in an authorized game. Each game has props. Each game generates fictional 

truths. Each game carries the private threat that if it were interrupted too brutally, something 

more than a hobby would collapse. 

None of these people is stupid. None of them is simply lying. The fictions do real work. 

They give shape, sequence, permission, dignity, cover, rhythm. They let the day become a day 

instead of a slab of raw duration. Without them, many lives would not be livable in their current 

form. Some might not be livable at all. 

The book you are reading is also a properly and partly an AI prop at that. Its title, chapters, 

argument, tone, jokes, citations, and carefully staged self-accusations are all part of an authorized 

game whose principle of generation is philosophical seriousness, lightly drunk on irony. The 

fictional truths include: this argument matters; this sentence is worth revising; the reader is still 

here; the author is doing more than arranging anxieties into paragraphs; something might be 

slightly altered by the end. 

Without those fictional truths in force, I would not be writing. I would be reading 

nineteenth-century novels, eating toast, and giving the analytics dashboard the dignified silence it 

deserves. 

There is another admission under this one, less flattering, so naturally it must come in. 
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The library period I described in the previous chapter was also a costume. A better costume, 

certainly. A life-saving costume, perhaps. But a costume. I picked up the philosophy books. I sat 

at the long table. I took notes. I became, gradually, the man who reads philosophy in the library. 

This was an upgrade over several former versions of myself, most of whom should not be 

allowed near structural materials. But the upgrade was still a role. The books were props. The 

library was a set. The notebook was a sacrament pretending to be stationery. The fictional truths 

were better than the ones I had been living by: that I was thinking, that I was recovering, that I 

was the sort of person who chose books over various available forms of disappearance. But they 

were fictional truths all the same. 

Even this confession is a costume. Especially this confession. The writer establishes 

credibility by showing you the trick, then continues the trick under the improved lighting of 

candor. “Look,” he says, “I too am implicated,” and the sentence immediately begins serving as 

another prop. There is no clean exit here. There is no pure unclothed position from which to 

discuss costumes. The most one can do is keep touching the fabric while wearing it. 

And really, what is the alternative? To sit naked on the floor in ontological purity? That has 

its appeal for about nine seconds, after which one begins to think wistfully of socks, chairs, and 

the ordinary mercy of pretending. 

I am not telling you this to disown the project. I am telling you because the next chapters 

will risk sounding like a critique of other people’s games. They will discuss the feeling of asking 

the wrong question and the social machinery that shuts the question down. If read badly, they 

may sound like the author standing outside the room with a clipboard, diagnosing the captives 

inside. That would be both vile and false. I am in the room. The reader is in the room. The 

clipboard is in the room. The book is in the room. The radiator, which has begun making a small 

theological noise, is also in the room. 

There is no position outside the game from which to write a book about the game. The 

author of such a book is performing the role of the author of such a book, complete with 

costume, prop, voice, moral alibi, and a faint hope of being admired for refusing admiration. The 

best one can do is make the performance visible enough that it does not fully hypnotize itself. 

I am in the game. The book is in the game. The radiator, on inspection, is absolutely a prop. 

§ § § 

— 28 — 



Please Don’t Read This 

Who Wrote This Script? 

WE CAN NOW HAND the chapter to the next one. The handoff is a question, but it has to be the 

right question. 

The most dangerous question at a dinner party is not “Why are we here?” 

“Why are we here?” has been house-trained. It can be answered inside the game. The host 

can say, “To enjoy good food.” The guest can say, “To be together.” The seventeen-year-old can 

say, “Because my parents made me come.” The person in linen can say, “Connection,” and 

everyone will nod with the mild panic reserved for abstract nouns. Even the philosopher in the 

corner can mutter, “I am actually working on this,” and be asked, with considerable mercy, to 

pass the salt. 

The question has become decorative. It does not threaten the game. It gives the game 

atmosphere. 

The dangerous question is different: 

Who wrote this script, and when exactly did I sign the contract? 

That question does not occur inside the game. It occurs about the game. It points at the 

rules. It points at the props. It points at the authorizing convention everyone has agreed, by 

posture and repetition, not to point at. In Walton’s sense, it is a refusal to imagine. In Becker’s 

sense, it is an attack on the vital lie currently holding the canapés together. 

Watch what happens when this question enters a real room sincerely, not as a clever remark, 

not as a charming flourish, but as an actual inquiry. The room does not answer it. The room 

metabolizes it. Someone laughs. Someone says, “That’s a bit deep for a Saturday.” Someone 

refills a glass. Someone asks about traffic. Someone compliments the hummus with the 

seriousness of a rescue operation. Someone suddenly needs the bathroom. Within forty-five 

seconds the question is gone. No one has censored it. No one has debated it. The room has 

simply performed the social equivalent of an immune response. 

The foreign body has been handled. The party resumes. 

The mechanism of that ejection is the subject of the fourth chapter. The bodily experience 

of being the foreign body—the little heat in the chest, the narrowing in the throat, the sudden 

knowledge that you have stepped on something live—is the subject of the third. For now, this 

chapter has done what it came to do. It has pointed out the script. It has named the props. It has 

shown how the props generate fictional truths. It has suggested that the fictional truths are not 
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trivial, because they are backed by mortality, armor, work, rent, love, fear, and the terrible human 

need to mean something before the lights go out. 

So when someone asks, “Who wrote this, and when did I sign?” the scandal is not the 

content. It is the angle. The question looks sideways at the scene. It requires there to be an 

outside to the play, or at least a vantage from which the play can be seen as play. It implies there 

may be a writer who is not also a character, a contract not fully chosen, a costume mistaken for 

skin. 

And the room has spent the entire evening denying precisely that possibility. The office 

spent the morning denying it. The family Christmas spent the afternoon denying it while passing 

potatoes. The networking event denied it with name tags. The wedding denied it with flowers. 

The funeral reception denied it with triangular sandwiches. There is no outside, says the room. 

There is only this. There is only what we are doing. There is only the game, and the game is not a 

game, and anyone who gestures beyond it is not brave or lucid but confused, tired, perhaps in 

need of air. 

The room will help such a person, of course. Kindly. Efficiently. It will joke them back in. 

Feed them back in. Touch their arm. Change the subject. Offer coffee. Ask about their work. 

Give them, with great tenderness and considerable expertise, the part they were meant to play. 

That is chapter two. 

Chapter three is about what it feels like, in the body, during the forty-five seconds before the 

room succeeds. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

· · · 

The Vertigo of the Adverb 

THE THROAT KNOWS BEFORE you do. 

Before the mind has assembled its little committee and decided what this moment means, 

the throat has already made its report. It tightens, just slightly. The hand starts drifting toward a 

glass, a phone, a napkin, the dog, any object willing to become useful. The face arranges itself 

into that adult expression meaning: I am still socially present, but something inside me has 

begun quietly evacuating. Breath, which had been minding its own business, suddenly arrives as a 

task. Somewhere behind the sternum, in the old wiring Laing would have called autonomic and 

everyone else would call deeply inconvenient, a tiny alarm has gone off. There is a specific, 

unadvertised nightmare to experiencing a sudden metaphysical breakdown in the immediate 

vicinity of an artisanal cheese board. You are trapped mid-conversation about someone’s 

upcoming holiday to Portugal, and without warning, the entire concept of linear time collapses 

inside your chest. You cannot scream, because screaming violates the unwritten treaty of a 

dinner party and brands you as a permanent liability. Instead, you execute a masterpiece of social 

taxidermy: you freeze your facial muscles into an expression of polite fascination, you nod at 

legally compliant intervals, and you pass the water pitcher with the trembling precision of a 

bomb squad tech. Outwardly, you are a functioning citizen; inwardly, your internal gravity has 

shifted ninety degrees and you are currently sliding off the planetary crust. 

Nobody else at the dinner party has noticed. That is part of the horror. The discovery is 

private. It is also, unfortunately, ontological. 

No new fact has entered the room. Nobody has announced a death, a diagnosis, an affair, or 

the collapse of a pension fund. The asker has merely asked the wrong kind of question. Not a 

rude question, exactly. Worse: a question that has forgotten the social agreement about where 

questions are supposed to stop. The body catches this before the head does. The body is quick 

with these things. It has been protecting the species from awkward metaphysics for a long time. 

This chapter is about the forty-five seconds after that question lands. It is about why the 

body gets there first, what it thinks it has detected, and why the response is so reliable you could 
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almost put it on the calendar between dessert and someone checking the football score. It is 

about why “why” is still allowed in polite company and “how,” asked in the wrong voice, can 

make the room behave like a small animal under a table. 

The man who helps most here is R. D. Laing: psychiatrist, troublemaker, former intellectual 

weather event, now safely unfashionable enough to be useful again. He wrote, against the 

respectable instincts of his profession, that the distance between the well-adjusted person and 

the person on the ward is sometimes not a canyon but a bad Tuesday. 

§ § § 

Why “How” Is Worse Than “Why” 

START WITH THE QUESTION hanging over from the previous chapter. I am going to make a 

distinction that risks sounding clever, which is never a good sign, but stay with it. It is not clever. 

It is practical. It is the difference between a question the cocoon can digest and a question it has 

to spit out. 

“Why are we here?” is domesticated. It has table manners. It can be answered with biology, 

God, evolution, love, family obligation, bad planning, the price of rent, or because the host 

invited us and it would have been weird not to come. It can be made charming. It can be made 

tragic. It can be made into a toast. The room knows what to do with why. Why has been to 

finishing school. 

“How is it that we are here?” is different. That question arrives with damp shoes. It stands 

too close. It does not ask for a reason that can be handed across the table like salt. It asks after 

the manner of the whole arrangement: the fact that you are in this chair, in this room, inside this 

conversation, with a face you did not know ninety minutes ago now functioning as a social fact; 

the fact that the floor is being taken as floor, the air as transparent, the wine as red, the music as 

music and not as an acoustic incident in a pressured gas; the fact that everyone here is somehow 

managing to be here without screaming. 

A why question asks for a reason. Reasons are tidy little things. They sit in sentences. They 

have the decency to behave like nouns. “Why are we here?” “Because X.” There. The game 

continues. You can agree, disagree, elaborate, wink, raise an eyebrow. Nobody has to feel the 

room. 
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A how question, asked seriously, asks for the grain of the event. It asks for the texture of 

arrival. It asks not what explains this, but how this is happening as this, now, among us. That is 

why it is so unpleasant. It does not give you a place to stand outside the thing you are trying to 

answer. You are in the happening. You are one of its ingredients. You do not get to describe the 

soup from the safety of the spoon. 

Notice what the prose had to do there. It had to lengthen. The clauses started stacking up 

like chairs after a bad meeting. That is not an accident. The form of the question is already doing 

the thing the question asks about. It pulls attention away from the neat little noun and toward 

the whole swarming manner in which the scene is holding itself together. There is no clean 

object called “being here” to inspect. There is only the being-here, happening, with you 

embarrassingly included. 

This is the seasickness of the adverb. It is not unpleasant because it is unanswerable. Many 

unanswerable questions are perfectly harmless and can be left to the sort of people who enjoy 

panels. This one is unpleasant because it dissolves the posture from which an answer could be 

comfortably given. It asks for a kind of self-attention ordinary life has very sensibly not been 

built to sustain. This is why the adverb is such a treacherous piece of language; it is the part of 

speech that exists solely to reassure you about how you are performing your reality. We are rarely 

content to just exist; we insist on moving through the world successfully, normally, or efficiently. 

Modifiers are always overcompensating; they are the linguistic equivalent of a nervous 

throat-clear before a lie. The second you are forced to append an adverb to your daily 

operations—to declare that your career is basically stable or that your psyche is relatively 

un-shattered—the treaty with the ordinary has been violated. The adverb is a snitch. It tells the 

reader that the underlying verb—the simple, unadorned act of getting through a Tuesday—is 

currently hooked up to an oxygen machine. 

I will not pretend to prove the distinction here. That belongs to the parent book and to 

every process philosopher who has ever ruined a weekend. I only want to report the social fact: a 

why question is something one can have. A how question, when it has teeth, is something one is 

in. The difference is grammatically small and physically obvious. 

Imagine the scene. Six people. Wine. A table that has recently been admired. The 

conversation, pleased with itself, has drifted toward consciousness. Someone says we still do not 

really know what consciousness is. Someone else says, with the grim confidence of the mildly 

informed, that it must be neurochemical. A third person performs the mature synthesis: perhaps 
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both are true at different levels. Everyone relaxes. The topic has been touched without 

consequence. The evening feels intelligent but not endangered. 

Then the quiet seventh person says, not aggressively, not theatrically: “But how is any of this 

happening, right now, between us?” 

There it is. The bread hand pauses. The woman near the candles looks briefly into her glass 

as if something might be written there. A chair creaks with suspicious timing. The question has 

not introduced a new theory. It has redirected attention from consciousness as a topic to 

consciousness as this awkward, shared, breathing occurrence in the room. People who had been 

talking about attention are now being asked to attend to attending. This is considered bad 

behavior. 

Four seconds pass. Five. Someone mentions, with the brisk cheer of a lifeguard, that the 

wine comes from a vineyard they have always meant to visit. The room grabs the rope. The 

conversation continues. The seventh person reaches for the bread a little too late and decides, 

correctly, to be less interesting for a while. 

That is the seasickness of the adverb. The seventh person has not been refuted. They have 

been metabolized. The conversation, that polite collective animal, has flicked its tail and removed 

the burr. Nobody is angry. Nobody even knows they have done anything. The seventh person 

knows. 

§ § § 

What Laing Knew About Tuesdays 

NOW BRING IN THE chapter’s presiding ghost. 

Ronald David Laing published The Divided Self in 1960, at thirty-three, after working with 

psychiatric patients in Glasgow and London. The book was ostensibly about schizoid and 

schizophrenic experience, and for a while it made him the most famous psychiatrist alive, which 

is one of those punishments culture invents for people who write too clearly. He then spent 

much of his later career being simplified, worshiped, dismissed, misquoted, and turned into an 

argument other people preferred to have. 

I am going to use him slightly off-label. Laing was writing about extreme psychic states, not 

the minor social nausea of a dinner table. But his genius was that he kept seeing continuity where 

polite psychiatry wanted fences. He did not treat madness as an alien weather system blowing in 
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from another planet. He noticed, dangerously, that ordinary people recognize more of it than 

they admit. The ward and the kitchen are not the same place. But there are doors. On a bad day, 

some of them open. 

“In fact, we are all only two or three degrees Fahrenheit from experiences of this order. Even a slight 
fever, and the whole world can begin to take on a persecutory, impinging aspect.” 

— R. D. Laing, The Divided Self, p. 45 

Two or three degrees Fahrenheit. Not a childhood catastrophe. Not a clinical destiny. A 

fever. A skipped meal. Too little sleep. A delayed flight. The first hour after bad news. The third 

week of a crisis everyone keeps calling “a lot right now.” At those distances from ordinary 

temperature, Laing says, the world can start to feel impinging. The room presses. Other people 

arrive with too much force. Continuity, which usually comes free with the morning, has to be 

held together by hand. 

This is why Laing is so useful for the forty-five seconds. The vertigo of the adverb is not a 

visit to some exotic pathology. It is a tiny, socially recoverable dose of the world Laing’s patients 

were sometimes trapped inside. The sane person touches the edge and then tells a joke. The 

patient may live there. Difference matters. Degree matters. But the line is not made of steel. 

Laing knew that, and it made everyone uncomfortable. 

He names three anxieties that belong, in full voltage, to ontological insecurity. I am going to 

take them carefully out of the clinic and place them, somewhat indecently, on the dinner table. 

Laing would probably forgive me. His estate may not. 

The first is engulfment. 

“The individual dreads relatedness as such, with anyone or anything or, indeed, even with himself, 
because his uncertainty about the stability of his autonomy lays him open to the dread lest in any 
relationship he will lose his autonomy and identity.” 

— Laing, The Divided Self, p. 44 

In the dangerous form, this is devastating. To be loved is to be swallowed. To be understood 

is to be caught. To be seen is to be fixed inside someone else’s mind. But the healthy adult knows 

the trace version very well. It happens when someone leans in too far, not physically perhaps, 

but truthfully. When the question gets close enough that your answer would require more of you 

than you had planned to bring. You feel, for a second, that relation itself might eat you. So you 

praise the wine. 
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The second is implosion. 

“Impingement does not convey, however, the full terror of the experience of the world as liable at any 
moment to crash in and obliterate all identity as a gas will rush in and obliterate a vacuum.” 

— Laing, The Divided Self, p. 45 

That image is so good it almost does not need commentary, though of course I am going to 

provide some because I have not yet been cured. The well person experiences the world as 

something over there, available, navigable, somewhat annoying, but held at a workable distance. 

The implosivly anxious person experiences the world as pressure waiting for a gap. The self feels 

like a vacuum, and reality like gas with bad intentions. 

Now translate downward from the ward to the kitchen. The party is functioning. The 

candles are doing their flattering fraud. Someone asks the adverbial question, and for a second 

the room comes inward. Not metaphorically in the decorative sense. Physically. There is a 

pressure in the chest, a tiny evacuation of the face, the feeling that the space between people has 

become too charged. That is implosion in the dosage permitted to the well. It does not produce 

collapse. It produces the sudden need to refill one’s drink, which is civilization’s small sacrament 

of not collapsing. 

The third is petrification. 

“The dread, that is, of the possibility of turning, or being turned, from a live person into a dead thing, 
into a stone, into a robot, an automaton, without personal autonomy of action, an it without 
subjectivity.” 

— Laing, The Divided Self, p. 46 

Laing’s great, glittering insight into the anatomy of looking unbothered was his description 

of the “stone strategy”. When the sheer weight of being perceived becomes too heavy, the 

human nervous system quietly outsources its operations to the automation software. You 

effectively become a Customer Service Chatbot for your own existence. You blink on a standard 

human cadence, you issue the mandatory corporate throat-clears, and you sign off on emails 

with a cheerful, dead-eyed exclamation point, but the actual you has retreated three basements 

down into a concrete shelter behind your ribs. It is an evolutionary miracle of a survival tactic, 

right up until the moment you notice that the robot you built to protect your life has started 

making your life choices for you, and it has an alarming preference for spreadsheets over joy. 
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This one is the most ordinary. Everyone knows the little death of being processed. The 

customer-service voice. The doctor who has already moved you into a category. The bureaucrat 

whose eyes are on the form before you have finished becoming a person in front of them. The 

friend who has decided, in the first five seconds, what kind of phase you are in. You become an 

example. A type. A case. An it with a coat on. 

The adverbial question activates all three in miniature. The asker has come too close: 

engulfment. The room is pressing inward: implosion. The participants suspect they are being 

seen not as particular people with shoes and histories and childhood nicknames, but as 

specimens of the unexamined social animal: petrification. No wonder someone suddenly 

remembers the dog. 

§ § § 

The Bus Was Not a Conversion 

I need to detour into autobiography, against the better instincts of everyone involved, because 

the argument has just made a claim that should not be left floating like a clever balloon. 

The claim is that the cocoon is built to stop exactly this kind of disturbance: not ordinary 

fear, not ordinary embarrassment, but the sudden exposure of the manner in which a world is 

being held together. It is built, in Giddens’s sense, as architecture. It detects breaches. It closes 

seams. It keeps nouns acting like nouns and adults acting like adults. 

That can make the cocoon sound too competent. It is not. It fails. It fails rarely, weirdly, and 

without consulting the diary. And when it fails, it often fails in ways its own defenses do not 

understand, because those defenses were designed for ordinary social danger, not for the world 

itself changing register. 

The example I know is the one around which the parent book was built. I will not retell it at 

full length here, partly because it belongs elsewhere and partly because comic prose has limits, 

even when it is shameless. But I need enough of it on the page for this chapter not to become a 

diagnosis of other people. 

Some years ago, in early sobriety, in a city I had come to dislike viscerally, in a body still 

renegotiating its chemistry with all the grace of a committee fire drill, I was riding a public bus 

across an ordinary weekday afternoon. The world beyond the window had for months been 

arriving in what I can only call the persecutory mode. Cars moved as if obeying a system that 
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had excluded me from the briefing. People crossed streets like functions. Light hit glass and did 

not become light in the usual way. Nothing was unreal, exactly. The city was the city. Traffic was 

traffic. But the world had stopped feeling addressed to me. It had become a sealed mechanism, 

running perfectly and without welcome. 

I did not understand this at the time. Understanding is what people call things after they 

have survived them. At the time I had simply lost the cocoon. The grammar by which I read 

myself into the day had collapsed. The old trusted chemical arrangements were gone. The 

strange newer ones had not yet learned their lines. The script had not changed. The script, as far 

as I could tell, had left the building. 

Then, on the bus, I saw a young immigrant woman with her infant daughter. 

“Saw” is not quite right. Seeing is what happens when the world is operating normally. This 

was stranger. The tenderness between them — the small, wordless choreography by which one 

body receives another, adjusts, shelters, answers without making a theory of answering — 

entered me without asking permission. The same bus. The same light. The same exhausted body 

in the same seat. Nothing in the facts had changed. But the facts had begun arriving otherwise. 

I wept quietly, because public transit already has enough problems. 

That is the experience I have spent, in one form or another, trying to think from. But I want 

to be careful about what it was not. It was not a conversion, though I was tempted at first to 

award it better lighting. It was not proof of God, proof against God, a neurochemical hiccup 

with violins, or a wisdom-industry moment in which the universe leaned over and called me 

beloved. Structurally, it was simpler and more unsettling. It was a breach in the usual manner of 

world-arrival. The closure that had been making the world a dead mechanism cracked, and what 

came through was not a new object but a new way of being met by the same objects. 

I do not recommend the route. The route was long, miserable, badly paved, and would have 

killed me if it had curved a few degrees differently. I am not saying anyone should burn down 

the cocoon to see what smoke-god emerges from the ruins. The crack came uninvited. If it had 

sent a calendar request, I would have declined. 

What it showed me, and this is the only point relevant here, is that the script of a life is much 

stranger than the script tells itself. It can alter from below. It can be interrupted not by an 

argument, not by a book, not by a charismatic person in linen, but by the world arriving in a 

mode for which the cocoon has no prepared defense. The cocoon knows how to protect you 
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from awkward speakers, moral pressure, stray questions, bad dinner-party weather. It does not 

know what to do when reality itself changes tone. 

I offer this not as credential but as liability. I was, in those months, ontologically insecure in a 

sense Laing would have recognized. The ordinary had become a threat. A shop was an ordeal. A 

bus was a theater of impingement. And the moment on the bus was a script-level event of 

precisely the kind this book keeps circling: the kind people resist because they are right to fear it. 

I had it. I did not become permanently illuminated. I remained, and remain, a person who 

prefers his cup in the right place. 

“If a position of primary ontological security has been reached, the ordinary circumstances of life do not 
afford a perpetual threat to one’s own existence. If such a basis for living has not been reached, the 
ordinary circumstances of everyday life constitute a continual and deadly threat.” 

— Laing, The Divided Self, p. 42 

That sentence is the bridge between the bus and the kitchen. Laing is speaking of patients 

whose basic trust had failed so deeply that ordinary life itself became danger. But the structure 

exists in milder forms everywhere. When the cocoon holds, the ordinary is quiet. When it slips, 

even a little, the ordinary gets loud. It presses, shines too hard, comes too close, asks for too 

much. In its dinner-party version, the slip lasts seconds and is repaired with wine. In its clinical 

version, it can become a way of life. 

This is why reading Laing too closely is risky for the reasonable adult. He is supposed to be 

writing about them, the patients, the extreme cases, the ones safely elsewhere. But every so 

often, in the description of pathology, one recognizes a feature of one’s own Tuesday. That 

recognition is not flattering. It is also not optional once it has happened. 

§ § § 

The Vocabulary Is Also a Costume 

I owe the reader an admission I have been postponing for nearly three chapters, which in a book 

about defensive postponement is either admirable symmetry or evidence for the prosecution. 

Everything I have used so far — cocoon, prop, principle of generation, hero-system, vital lie, 

adverbial vertigo, closure, manner of arriving — is vocabulary. Vocabulary is useful. It gives the 

hand something to hold. It also, with terrifying speed, becomes another costume. 
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By the diagnostic logic of this book, the very terms that expose the games can become props 

in a new game. The author uses them. The reader follows them. A fictional truth is generated: 

that something serious is happening here; that the writer is the sort of person who faces the 

deep questions; that the reader, by continuing, has entered a slightly rarer air than the person 

watching videos of kitchen renovations at midnight. The game is not false. It is simply a game. 

And like all games, it is most dangerous at the moment it forgets that it is one. 

This is the special trap of the philosophically literate. They learn to see through other 

people’s costumes, then immediately put on the costume of the person who sees through 

costumes. It is a very attractive outfit. It has pockets for quotations. It hangs well in dim light. It 

allows the wearer to say “bourgeois” with a morally complicated face. 

I have worn it. I have used the word “relational” in conversation as a small status weapon. I 

have used the word “closure” in ways that closed the conversation. I have, with regrettable 

fluency, been the man in the room who had read Heidegger and made the room pay for it. Once 

the cocoon has been intellectually identified, it can be intellectually reinforced. This version is in 

some ways worse than the unexamined one because it mistakes its own insulation for courage. 

The most embarrassing example I can bear to give is this. Some years ago, a friend was 

telling me about a long visit with his elderly father. Nothing theoretical. No framework. Just the 

simple, bruised human fact of watching a parent become small. He was offering me an 

afternoon from his life. I, having been reading too much and listening too little, replied that he 

was describing “a relational disclosure of finitude,” and that his father’s smallness was “the 

manner in which mortality had become available in that configuration.” 

The sentence was not wrong. That was the problem. It was precise, elegant, and in the 

setting in which it was delivered, a minor crime. My friend, who is kinder than I deserve, said 

“yeah” in the tone people use when a door has quietly closed, and the subject changed to 

something neither of us cared about. 

He had handed me an apple. I had returned a diagram. The educated cocoon is extremely 

good at this. It converts apples into diagrams and then admires the conversion. 

Laing saw this danger in the analytic profession. The therapist, armed with vocabulary, can 

come to believe he stands outside the patient’s suffering because he can name it. The diagnosis 

becomes a prop. The role becomes a costume. The patient becomes the known thing; the 

therapist becomes the knower; and what was supposed to be an instrument of approach 

becomes a beautifully polished instrument of distance. 
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Substitute philosopher for therapist and the hazard is obvious. The person who sees through 

hero-systems builds a hero-system out of seeing through hero-systems. The diagnosis becomes 

armor. The vocabulary becomes the new bracketing device. The work of noticing becomes a way 

not to keep noticing. This can be done with alarming polish. It can even be done in prose that 

sounds humble. 

I am writing this because the page itself is implicated. The most a writer of this sort can do is 

keep tapping the glass from the inside. To say, while using the costume, that it is a costume. To 

admit, in the middle of a sentence that would very much like to be trusted, that the writer is also 

dressed as the man saying the sentence. This does not solve anything. It is a small act of hygiene. 

It reminds the reader that the author is still in the same room, breathing the same air, defending 

the same membrane, and using the same old tricks with better punctuation. 

§ § § 

Back to the Forty-Five Seconds 

RETURN NOW TO THE dinner party, still frozen at about second eleven, which is an unfairly long 

time to leave people with their hands near bread. 

The throat has tightened. The hand has drifted toward the glass. The face is being assembled 

into something acceptable. Behind the sternum, the old system has registered that a question has 

arrived without a stock answer attached. 

We can now say more clearly what is happening. The body has detected an adverbial 

question — not a request for a reason, but a demand that the room feel the manner of its own 

happening. That demand activates, in trace dosage, the Laingian anxieties: engulfment, because 

the asker has come too close; implosion, because the room has pressed inward; petrification, 

because the participants feel themselves becoming examples of a category they never agreed to 

join. 

The cocoon is being touched exactly where it was built to be most sensitive. Its defensive 

machinery begins before anyone decides anything. This is the important part. Nobody says, “I 

shall now defend my ontological security by redirecting the conversation toward viticulture.” 

They simply ask whether anyone has been to that vineyard. Civilization depends on such 

mercies. 
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The next chapter is the field guide to those mercies. It is about the specific moves by which a 

room reseals itself after the wrong question has landed: the joke, the deflection, the expert 

correction, the affectionate insult, the sudden administrative concern, the little cough of 

normality by which everyone is returned to their seats. Some of these moves are ancient. Some 

have become alarmingly sophisticated. A few now come with apps. 

Before we get there, one thing must remain visible. The forty-five seconds is not a moral 

failure. It is not proof that people are shallow, cowardly, unserious, spiritually asleep, or tragically 

unavailable to the grandeur of Being. It is proof that their nervous systems are working. The 

vertigo is real. The pressure is real. The trace anxieties are real. The room’s desire to reseal is not 

stupidity. It is competence at the task the cocoon was designed to perform. 

I would do the same on most days. I have done the same. Writing about it does not exempt 

me. At best it makes the maneuver a little more visible while I am performing it, which is not the 

same thing as freedom and should not be confused with it by anyone over thirty. 

The chapter after next will be more humiliating, because it concerns the special version of 

the resealing apparatus owned by people who write and read books like this one. I will try to 

write it honestly. I will also almost certainly demonstrate the mechanism while describing it. That 

is not a bug in the project. It is the project telling on itself. 

For now, we are still at the table. The throat tightens. The hand reaches for the glass. The 

face composes itself. 

Second twelve. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

· · · 

The Iron Dome (Now with Anti-Adverbial Missiles) 

SECOND TWELVE. The throat has tightened. The hand has found the glass. The face has arranged 

itself into that very adult expression which says: I am still with you, technically, but I would now 

like the building to evacuate. 

What happens next is not chaos. It only looks like manners. 

The room — and by room I mean the small temporary animal produced when six adults, a 

cheeseboard, and several unresolved childhoods are placed around a table — has learned its 

drills. Over a long and largely undocumented history of dinner parties, staff meetings, family 

Christmases, university panels, weddings, first dates, and all other socially sanctioned hostage 

situations, it has developed a remarkably elegant defense system. Nobody commands it. Nobody 

says, deploy countermeasure three. Nobody needs to. The system wakes, takes the temperature, 

identifies the projectile, and fires. 

Within forty-five seconds, the foreign object has been intercepted. The conversation has 

recovered its polite cruising altitude. The asker, who only moments ago had the nerve to ask 

what kind of life everyone thinks they are living, is now nodding at a story about a delayed train. 

Later, washing a glass in the kitchen or sitting in the taxi home, they may wonder why they 

stopped. They will not quite know. That is because the room did not argue with them. It 

removed the weather in which the question could continue to breathe. 

This chapter is a field guide to that removal. It is the cheerful part of the book, in the way a 

manual on trapdoors can be cheerful. It is also the part I have been avoiding, because the 

premium version of this defense system is owned and lovingly maintained by people exactly like 

me: readers, writers, thoughtful over-explainers, men with notebooks, women with beautifully 

terrifying vocabularies, anyone who can say “relational” in a tone that makes the curtains lose the 

will to live. 

The chapter has four movements. First, the standard-issue Iron Dome: the ordinary social 

maneuvers by which any decently trained adult can make a dangerous question disappear 

without appearing to have touched it. Second, the reason this is not cowardice but social 
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rationality, with Becker once again standing at the back of the room holding the unpleasant 

flashlight. Third, the luxury upgrade: the Sophisticate’s Iron Dome, where openness is used to 

repel openness. Fourth, a small and unsatisfying answer to the question of what a person might 

actually do about any of this, offered with the correct amount of embarrassment. 

§ § § 

Standard Issue 

BEGIN WITH THE INVENTORY. These are not exotic moves. They are not sinister. They are not the 

secret gestures of a cult, though at certain faculty dinners the distinction becomes delicate. They 

are small social tools, polished by use, passed hand to hand across generations of people who 

wanted the evening to remain survivable. 

Everyone reading this has used them. Everyone hosting anything has watched them arrive. 

The point is not that they exist. The point is how fast they fire, how little thought they require, 

and how beautifully they preserve the fiction that nothing has happened. 

The Pivot to Weather. This is the grandmother of all countermeasures. It is ancient, portable, 

and nearly impossible to defeat. The dangerous question lands. The room stiffens. Somewhere 

between four and seven seconds later, someone observes that it has been very humid, or 

unseasonably cold, or impossible to park, or that traffic was murder, or that the city has changed, 

or that nobody can afford property anymore. The remark need not be interesting. In fact, it is 

better if it is not. Interesting weather is already too close to theology. The function of the move 

is structural. It lowers the altitude. It gives the room a topic with handles. Everyone can touch it 

without losing blood. 

The Appeal to Expertise. This one is used in rooms where people have read at least one 

article about the subject and would prefer not to be trapped by it. Someone says, in a tone of 

humane evacuation, that there are people who study this kind of thing. The literature is 

apparently vast. Consciousness, for example, is really more of a neuroscience question now. Or a 

physics question. Or a phenomenology question, depending on which person in the room is 

most dangerous. The deep question is not rejected. That would be crude. It is referred. It is 

placed on a specialist’s desk in another building, where it can be handled during office hours by 

someone with institutional cover. Everyone in the room is now free to return to olives. 
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The Onset of Irony. A modern favorite. Especially useful among people who would never be 

caught pivoting to the weather because they consider themselves psychologically evolved. The 

question is met with a small affectionate joke, the kind that strokes the question with one hand 

while pocketing its keys with the other. Big one before dessert. Are we doing full abyss tonight 

or just the sampler? I did not realize this was the Heidegger table. Everyone laughs. The asker 

laughs too, if they have any survival instinct. The joke does not answer the question. It relocates 

it into the category of things one says with a raised eyebrow. Once there, the question has lost its 

visa. 

The “That’s Just Your Opinion” Deployment. I quote, of course, from a film I love too 

much to use responsibly. This maneuver takes a question that was trying, however clumsily, to 

touch reality and repackages it as one person’s vibe. You feel that way. I feel differently. People 

have different views. And now the room is not facing a question; it is admiring a bouquet of 

subjectivities. Your existential pressure has become a personal preference, like coriander or 

camping. A preference can be tolerated forever, because it asks nothing of anyone except the 

occasional nod. 

The Phone Check. A late twentieth-century invention perfected by the present age into a 

weapon of almost indecent efficiency. The question lands. A participant glances down with 

theatrical casualness. There may be no notification. There may be no reason at all. The phone is 

not the point. The glance is the point. It opens a tiny emergency exit in the conversation. It says: 

other worlds are calling, and one of them may contain a dentist, a child, a delivery, a stock price, 

or a meme capable of saving my life. Nobody comments on the glance. To comment would be 

to expose the mechanism. The glance has occurred. The room is already safer. 

The Sudden Concern About the Dog. My favorite, because it has the innocence of a folk 

custom. There may not even be a dog. Usually, however, there is a dog, or something functioning 

as a dog: a child upstairs, a timer in the kitchen, a suspicious noise by the bins, a plant that 

suddenly needs moving. The dog makes a sound that, under normal circumstances, would mean 

nothing. In this moment it becomes the most morally urgent creature in the county. Someone 

rises. The dog is checked. The dog is fine. By the time the dog is pronounced fine, the question 

is dead. No one has been rude. Everyone loves the dog. 

The Refill. Simple, durable, ecumenical. The dangerous question has opened a pressure drop 

in the room. Someone notices that the wine is low. The timing is perfect: too quick to be 

innocent, too slow to be impolite. Would anyone like more? Glasses move. Bottles are inspected. 
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The question of whether to open another red is briefly treated as a matter of international 

diplomacy. The whole procedure takes ninety seconds. At the end of it, the table has been 

reassembled around a new topic. The dangerous question, not having a glass, has not been 

topped up. 

The Restated Sympathy. This is used when the question has arrived too sincerely to be 

clubbed with irony. The participant looks at the asker and says, with real warmth, that’s such a 

good question, or I think about that too sometimes, or yes, it is amazing, isn’t it? The tone is 

crucial. It must honor the question while also closing the chapel. The honoring is the answer. 

The asker, touched by the evidence of having been heard, accepts the little wreath and watches 

the procession move on. 

The Clever Mini-Answer. A dangerously subtle move. Someone gives a brief, elegant answer 

that sounds like engagement but is in fact a small decorative lid. “I suppose we live inside the 

stories we inherit.” Excellent. True enough. Charming. Impossible to object to. Also finished. 

The question has been made into a sentence suitable for a mug, and the room is relieved. The 

asker cannot complain, because something intelligent has been said. Intelligence has done the 

work that weather used to do. 

The Practicality Clamp. This one is beloved in offices and families. Yes, yes, very interesting, 

but what are we doing about dinner, the deadline, the school form, the budget, the leaking sink? 

The move does not deny depth. It merely invokes the sacred claims of the immediate. It reminds 

everyone that whatever being may be, the bins still go out on Tuesday. The trouble is that the 

bins always go out on Tuesday. There is always a Tuesday. Practicality is the most respectable way 

of never returning. 

These are the standard items. Nothing about them is shameful by itself. Often they are 

merciful. Often they prevent a room from being taken hostage by the person who has recently 

discovered death and brought notes. The problem is not that these moves exist. The problem is 

that they fire automatically, in roughly the same trained sequence, whenever a certain kind of 

question enters the room. They do not ask whether this particular question might be worth 

surviving. They detect altitude and shoot. 

The Iron Dome has no moral discernment. It is brilliant and stupid in exactly the way good 

technology often is. It intercepts everything. Most projectiles are nuisances. A few are messages. 

The system cannot tell the difference. 
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§ § § 

Why This Is Rational 

WE NOW REACH THE part where, once again, I defend the defenders before I accuse them of 

anything. 

There is a style of writing about adult life that treats every deflection as a tiny ethical 

collapse. Someone asks a hard question; someone else reaches for the wine; the writer, who 

imagines himself very brave, announces that civilization has failed. This is bad writing because it 

flatters the writer’s fantasy that courage is simply the absence of manners. It imagines the 

deflector as a free agent, standing in a bright clearing, fully able to choose truth but instead 

choosing Pinot. 

That is not what is happening. 

The deflector is not free in that way. The deflector is inside a social architecture that 

punishes uncontained intensity and rewards graceful containment. The room has rules. Some are 

spoken. The important ones are not. Do not make the evening heavier than the evening has 

agreed to be. Do not ask the role to show its seams. Do not summon the organism from 

underneath the outfit unless you are prepared to deal with what comes up. Most of us are not 

prepared. Most of us came for dinner. 

Becker is useful here because he understood that these little social moves are not ultimately 

about etiquette, status, cleverness, or even comfort in the shallow sense. They are about death. 

Not death as a topic at funerals, safely arranged with flowers and sandwiches, but death as the 

low electrical hum beneath adult arrangement. Every functioning life is, among other things, an 

ongoing project of keeping that hum from becoming the main melody. 

“Each cultural system is a dramatization of earthly heroics; each system cuts out roles for performances 
of various degrees of heroism: from the ‘high’ heroism of a Churchill, a Mao, or a Buddha, to the ‘low’ 
heroism of the coal miner, the peasant, the simple priest.” 

— Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 5 

We have already met this sentence, but it bears returning to because it is doing half the 

plumbing of the book. A culture gives people roles sturdy enough to inhabit. The executive, the 

parent, the partner, the artist, the citizen, the good neighbor, the person who knows about wine, 

the person who is finally taking Pilates seriously — each is a small slot in a larger drama of 
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mattering. Some roles are grand. Some are comic. Some are almost unbearably small. But they 

are roles, and roles are not trivial. They keep the organism from having to appear in public as an 

organism. 

The professional ladder is a hero-system. The family is a hero-system. The nation is a 

hero-system. The political identity is a hero-system. The carefully maintained hobby is a 

hero-system in miniature, complete with rituals, equipment, initiates, and one man in expensive 

shoes explaining why beginners are ruining the form. The philosophical project is absolutely a 

hero-system, which is why philosophers get so cross when you touch it. 

Now put the adverbial question into that room. 

It does not contradict anyone’s opinion. It does not say the Senior Director is wrong, or the 

host is shallow, or the marriage is doomed, or the career is fake. It does something more 

destabilizing. It gestures toward the manner in which all these roles are being held up. It asks, 

even if only by implication: how is this whole arrangement happening? What are we doing when 

we do this? What script have we entered, and when did we agree not to notice it? 

That question brushes the underside of the hero-system. And the nervous system knows. 

Faster than the mind, faster than manners, faster than vocabulary, the body recognizes that one 

of the load-bearing fictions has been touched. 

“All of us are driven to be supported in a self-forgetful way, ignorant of what energies we really draw on, 
of the kind of lie we have fashioned in order to live securely and serenely.” 

— Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 55 

The self-forgetful way is the ordinary blessing. It is why you can sit at a table as a guest rather 

than as a brief metabolic event in trousers. It is why the host can be a host, the lawyer can be a 

lawyer, the mother can be a mother, the newly divorced person can be “doing really well,” the 

man who has just lost his job can be “between things,” and the writer can be “working on 

something.” Each phrase protects a creature from the unlabelled weather. 

The vital lie is not necessarily false in the cheap sense. The lawyer may really be a lawyer. The 

mother may really be a mother. The project may really matter. But the role also performs a 

second, quieter labor. It absorbs terror. It gives the body a costume thick enough to walk around 

in. It turns mortality into errands. 
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The adverbial question, sincerely asked, undoes this slightly. It puts the brief organisms back 

in the room. The Iron Dome’s job is to restore the costumes before anyone has to see too much 

skin. 

“It was not until the working out of modern psychoanalysis that we could understand something the poets 
and religious geniuses have long known: that the armor of character was so vital to us that to shed it 
meant to risk death and madness.” 

— Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 55 

Becker is not being dramatic for decoration. He is naming the felt scale of the threat. To lose 

the armour is not, from inside the body, like misplacing a jacket. It is like losing the shape by 

which one remains one. This is why the deflection is so quick. The participant is not thinking, I 

shall now refuse the call of authenticity. The participant is feeling, in a fraction of the body too 

old for irony: put the roof back on. 

This is why I want to be careful about the asker. The asker is not always the hero of this 

story. Sometimes the asker is the person in the room who has mistaken their own appetite for 

depth for a universal obligation. Sometimes the asker is bored. Sometimes lonely. Sometimes 

recently wounded and laundering the wound through metaphysics. Sometimes the question is 

beautiful. Sometimes it is just bad timing with an education. 

Rooms defend themselves because rooms need to. People arrive at them with marriages, 

debts, reflux, dying parents, school fees, secret resentments, private griefs, and one strange mole 

they have not yet shown anyone. They have not come to be peeled. They have come to get 

through the evening without the chandelier turning into mortality. 

“We are just not strong enough to endure more!” 

— Maslow, quoted in Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 47 

Becker uses Maslow here to describe the Jonah Syndrome: not merely the fear of failure, but 

the fear of fullness, intensity, the unbearable voltage of one’s own highest possibility. We like to 

imagine that people avoid the abyss because the abyss is dark. Often they avoid it because it is 

too bright. The room cannot tolerate the full resolution of being alive. Not tonight. Not with 

dessert coming. 

The Iron Dome is a bandwidth limiter. It keeps the evening at a resolution the participants 

can process. It turns existential exposure into conversational weather. It is, in this sense, not 
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cowardice but technology. Social technology. Old, efficient, morally ambiguous, and usually 

necessary. 

So when the wine is refilled, when the dog becomes urgent, when someone makes the 

affectionate joke, when someone says that neuroscience is working on it, nobody has necessarily 

failed. The room has done what it was built to do. It has kept the hero-system intact long 

enough for everyone to get home, take off the shoes that hurt, brush their teeth, and become 

briefly horizontal before doing the whole astonishing fraud again tomorrow. 

The deep question has been placed outside the door. The dog, who has no interest in 

ontology, has accepted custody. 

§ § § 

The Sophisticate’s Upgrade Package 

NOW WE ARRIVE AT the part I have been delaying since the chapter title. 

Everything described so far belongs to the standard domestic model. Any adult with basic 

social firmware can operate it. But there is a more advanced version. It is quieter, more 

expensive, harder to detect, and far more dangerous because it uses the language of seriousness 

to avoid becoming serious. 

Let us call it the Sophisticate’s Iron Dome. 

The Sophisticate does not need to pivot to weather. Weather is for amateurs. The 

Sophisticate can welcome the question, refine it, deepen it, historicize it, complicate it, place it 

within a tradition, gently correct its terms, and finally return it to the shelf so delicately that the 

asker thanks them for the privilege of having been disarmed. 

This is not anti-intellectualism. I am not about to argue that everyone should throw away 

books and speak only in grunts and vegetables. Vocabulary matters. Tradition matters. Nuance 

matters. The problem is that each of these noble things can be repurposed as a defense 

mechanism, and among the educated this repurposing is so common that it sometimes passes 

for personality. 

The Sophisticate’s Iron Dome is not the refusal of depth. It is depth as refusal. 

The Honoring Paraphrase. The asker says something sincere, probably too raw, probably not 

well phrased. The Sophisticate receives it with grave kindness and repeats it in a better 

vocabulary. “Yes, what you are really asking is how phenomenal selfhood is constituted within 
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the horizon of disclosure.” The asker, who had thought they were asking why everyone suddenly 

felt so unreal at dinner, now feels as if they have arrived underdressed at their own question. 

They agree. Of course, yes, that is what they meant. The Sophisticate has not answered. The 

Sophisticate has taken possession. The question, once living, is now mounted. 

The Tradition Drop. “You’re really in Heidegger territory there.” “Whitehead saw this very 

clearly.” “The late Wittgenstein is unavoidable.” “There is a whole strand in Madhyamaka on 

precisely this.” These sentences are not always evasions. Sometimes they are invitations. But 

often, in the social moment, the name functions like a velvet rope. The question has been 

located, which feels like progress. It has been placed somewhere prestigious, staffed by the dead. 

The asker is left with the impression that the question has already been handled by people with 

German nouns and better chairs. No contact has occurred. The question has been given a 

bibliography instead of a pulse. 

The Sophisticated Yes-And. This is where nuance puts on gloves. “Yes, and of course we also 

need to remember…” Then comes a complication, then a complication of the complication, 

then a necessary distinction, then a caveat, then a brief detour through modernity, and by the 

time the sentence lands, the original question is missing and presumed theoretical. The 

performance may be genuinely intelligent. It may even be useful in another setting. But in the 

room, at the critical second, its function was dispersal. The Sophisticate has made a fog machine 

out of intelligence. 

The Both-Sides Embrace. “In one sense yes, in another sense no, and perhaps the task is to hold 

both.” This move is the natural habitat of people who have mistaken balance for courage. Every 

position is honored. Every claim is paired with its opposite. The result is a beautifully arranged 

refusal to stand anywhere. The asker, who had hoped for the risk of a position, receives instead a 

small marble fountain of qualification. To object is to sound crude. To accept is to receive 

nothing. 

The Knowing Self-Deprecation. “Oh God, I am hopelessly out of my depth.” “I am just a person 

who reads novels.” “Don’t listen to me; I barely know what I’m saying.” Said badly, this is merely 

modest. Said well, it is lethal. The Sophisticate disavows expertise in a manner that proves 

expertise. The asker is now socially prevented from pressing. To press would be unkind. The 

conversation has been saved by humility doing a victory lap. 

The Gourmet Shrug. A cousin of self-deprecation, popular in literary circles. The Sophisticate 

gives a tiny smile and says, “Well, perhaps mystery is where we have to leave it.” This sounds 
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profound because it includes the word mystery. It may also be true. But often it is not a reverent 

surrender to mystery; it is a very attractive drawer in which the difficult thing is placed so no one 

has to wash it. 

The Meta-Move. The asker asks a question. The Sophisticate begins discussing the conditions 

under which such questions become askable. This can be useful in philosophy. It can also be a 

spectacular way of never answering anything. The original question says, are we alive in a false 

way? The meta-answer says, fascinating that modern subjects frame aliveness through falsity. The 

question has been lifted one floor above itself, where oxygen is thinner and nobody has to touch 

the body. 

The Therapeutic Translation. Very common in gentle rooms. A dangerous question is converted 

into a feeling-state. “It sounds like this brings up uncertainty for you.” Perhaps it does. But the 

question has now been moved from world to psyche. The room no longer has to ask whether 

the arrangement is false; it only has to be compassionate toward the person experiencing falsity. 

This is how kindness can become a sedative. 

The Use of Words Like Relational in Such a Way That Nothing Is Disclosed. I will not describe this 

move in detail because the description would almost certainly become the move. I will only say 

that it exists, that it is popular among my people, and that I have used it with the smoothness of 

a criminal who knows the locks. 

The important point is that the Sophisticate’s Iron Dome is still the Iron Dome. The 

function has not changed. The projectile has been intercepted. The room has been preserved. 

The dangerous forty-five seconds have been managed. The only difference is that the 

countermeasure now arrives wearing the asker’s preferred clothing. 

The asker came hoping for someone who would take the question seriously. The 

Sophisticate takes it so seriously that nothing is allowed to happen to it. It is wrapped, 

contextualized, named, footnoted, and placed in a cabinet. The asker leaves with the strange 

exhausted feeling of having attended the conversation they wanted without ever being in it. 

“We fear our highest possibility (as well as our lowest ones). We are generally afraid to become that 
which we can glimpse in our most perfect moments… We enjoy and even thrill to the godlike possibilities 
we see in ourselves in such peak moments. And yet we simultaneously shiver with weakness, awe and 
fear before these very same possibilities.” 

— Maslow, quoted in Becker, The Denial of Death, p. 47 
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This is Becker’s Jonah Syndrome in evening wear. The Sophisticate has seen more than the 

ordinary deflector. That is precisely the problem. The Sophisticate has glimpsed what the 

question points toward and has built a velvet-lined bunker around the glimpse. The shiver has 

become a vocabulary. The vocabulary now does what weather, dogs, phones, and wine do in less 

educated rooms: it allows the operator to remain near the question without being claimed by it. 

The character armor has gone to graduate school. 

Again: I am not saying that intellectual language is bad. I use it. I love it. I have hidden in it, 

sharpened myself with it, and on my better days been rescued by it. Heidegger, Whitehead, 

Wittgenstein, Becker, Laing — these are not mere decorations. They are powerful instruments. 

But every powerful instrument can become a costume. The same word can open a door or 

become the door painted on the wall. The same tradition can deepen contact or replace it with 

well-lit shelving. 

There is only one halfway reliable test, and it is an unpleasant one. At the end of the 

conversation, has anyone moved? Not agreed. Not been impressed. Not been reassured that 

everyone in the room is clever and morally serious. Moved. Has the asker landed somewhere 

they were not before? Has the Sophisticate? Has the room shifted even a millimetre toward 

reality? 

If yes, contact may have occurred. If no, the Iron Dome performed beautifully. 

I have failed this test. I have failed it in public, in private, in writing, in friendship, in rooms 

where someone came to me with something living and I returned it embalmed. 

§ § § 

The Author Is in the Building 

THERE IS A MAN I sometimes see reflected in coffee-shop windows. He looks unfortunately 

familiar. He has a notebook. He has the kind of pen he believes helps him think better, as if the 

barrier between confusion and truth had always been Japanese stationery. He is reading a book 

by someone dead, possibly German, possibly French, almost certainly difficult in a way that 

flatters the reader. He is composing, silently, a sentence about the relational structure of 

attention in case later in the day a conversation presents itself for insertion. 

I dislike him on sight. 
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If I were trapped beside him at dinner, I would absolutely refill my wine—except of course 

I’m not allowed any wine. I might also check on the dog. I do not have a dog there. 

This is the point at which the chapter has to do the decent thing and turn the flashlight 

around. Everything I have been describing applies without exemption to the person describing 

it. The standard-issue Iron Dome? Mine. The Sophisticate’s upgrade package? Also mine. I did 

not discover these maneuvers by studying other people from a clean balcony. I discovered them 

in myself, then noticed, with the relief of the guilty, that other people were doing them too. 

I have pivoted to the weather. I have checked the phone. I have made the affectionate joke 

that turns another person’s sincerity into a social inconvenience with a punchline. I have allowed 

the dog-equivalent to become urgent. I have protected rooms from questions that deserved, at 

the very least, the dignity of one more breath. 

I have also deployed the advanced system. I have honored-paraphrased. I have 

tradition-dropped. I have yes-anded a friend into a shallow intellectual grave. I have performed 

openness with the fluency of a man who would very much like credit for opening without 

undergoing the vulgarity of being open. I have used the word relational in such a way that the 

room grew no more relational whatsoever. 

I have, while writing this chapter, stopped over a sentence because I liked how it sounded 

and had to ask whether it was saying something or merely wearing the jacket of saying 

something. This is one of the occupational hazards of prose. A sentence can have cheekbones 

and no organs. 

So the Sophisticate’s Iron Dome is not a vice I accuse others of possessing. It is a vice I 

possess, and then, after careful fieldwork, have recognized in the wider population. The order 

matters. The diagnosis began at home. It has since expanded to include the neighborhood. 

“It does not worry him that his ‘ideas’ are not true, he uses them as trenches for the defense of his 
existence, as scarecrows to frighten away reality.” 

— Ortega y Gasset, epigraph in Becker, The Denial of Death, ch. 4 

Becker puts this line from Ortega at the front of his fourth chapter, where it sits like a knife 

laid politely beside the plate. Ideas as trenches. Ideas as scarecrows. The point is not that ideas 

are false. Many are excellent. The point is that ideas do not always do the job printed on their 

label. They may advertise themselves as truth-seeking while quietly serving as perimeter fencing. 

They may appear to bring reality closer while keeping it at exactly the safe distance. 
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I find this both devastating and useful. Devastating because it means the best parts of one’s 

mind are not exempt from corruption. Useful because it explains why intelligence so often fails 

to make people more available. Sometimes intelligence is just a better lock. 

The idea is doing the work the dog used to do, only with more syllables. 

This does not mean we should abandon ideas. The field without scarecrows is not paradise; 

it is a buffet for crows. Some structures protect what needs protecting. Some vocabularies allow 

us to bear what would otherwise remain shapeless. The question is not whether to use ideas. We 

cannot not use them. The question is whether we can sometimes notice what they are being used 

for. 

On my better days, an idea opens the window. On worse days, it paints a window on the wall 

and congratulates itself on the view. 

I do not always know which day it is. 

§ § § 

What There Is to Do About Any of This 

I want to end, against the chapter’s natural appetite for a clever exit, with something plainer. 

A question has been hanging over the book since the first page, and by now it has earned the 

right to be asked without another joke placed in front of it. Given all this — the cocoon, the 

props, the hero-systems, the vital lies, the standard Iron Dome, the Sophisticate’s model with 

premium upholstery, the body defending itself before the mind has found its tie — is anything 

possible? Can a person do anything except operate the machinery a little more honestly while the 

machinery continues to operate? 

I do not have a grand answer. Grand answers are one of the things the machinery makes 

when it wants to look unemployed. 

I have a small answer. 

The first thing is to notice when the Iron Dome fires inside oneself. Not to conquer it. Not 

to make a lifestyle out of refusing it. Not to become the person who ruins every dinner party in 

the name of depth and then wonders why nobody invites them back. Just notice. Notice the 

throat. Notice the hand. Notice the sudden little joke forming in the mouth like a rescue 

helicopter. Notice the elegant paraphrase arriving too quickly. Notice the tradition-drop 
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polishing its shoes. Notice the moment you start to make the other person’s living question into 

material. 

This is not much. It is also not nothing. Most freedom begins as a barely perceptible delay. 

The second thing is, occasionally, in conditions chosen with care, not to fire. Let the question 

land. Answer badly. Answer in your own words. Do not reach instantly for the famous dead. Do 

not yes-and the thing into mist. Do not hide behind humility. Say something that might not 

survive later inspection. Risk being the person who keeps the question alive for twelve more 

seconds. 

In my recovery years I have mindfully done this a fair number of times. That may be 

generous. On most of those occasions I panicked immediately afterwards and rebuilt the 

apparatus with unnecessary enthusiasm. Still, those small failures of deflection remain among the 

few adult moments I trust. 

The third thing is harder: when someone else does not fire, do not fire on their behalf. 

This is friendship at its rarest. Someone in the room has asked the question or allowed it to 

remain. The room is preparing its countermeasures. You feel the old pressure: rescue the 

evening, lower the altitude, make the joke, bring in weather, get the dog, honor the question to 

death. The difficult thing is to be the second person who does not help the room escape. Not 

dramatically. Not with a speech. Just by staying. By letting the asker not be alone inside the 

twelve seconds they have created. 

I have been that second person fewer times than I wish. I have more often been the third 

person, the one who joins the rescue operation and later tells himself, with all the nuance Becker 

has made available, that he was preserving the social fabric. Perhaps he was. Perhaps he was also 

preserving himself from the inconvenience of being real with someone. 

This does not scale. It is not a program. It should not become a workshop. Please, God, let it 

not become a framework with three pillars and a downloadable worksheet. The apparatus loves 

nothing more than turning insight into furniture. What I am describing is smaller and less 

marketable: the private practice of remaining a fraction more available to one’s own defensive 

moments, and occasionally to another person’s exposed one. 

Most of life will still happen inside the apparatus. Of course it will. We will still use weather. 

We will still refill glasses. We will still answer messages we do not need to answer. We will still 

place difficult things carefully into vocabulary because without vocabulary the difficult things 
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would eat the furniture. The point is not purity. Purity is usually another costume, and not even a 

flattering one. 

The point, if there is one, is to know the costume is on. 

The last chapter of this book is about what it means to keep doing this when nobody 

rewards it. When no room applauds. When the analytics tracker reads zero. When openness has 

no audience and therefore cannot be quietly converted into performance. That chapter will be 

shorter. It will not be a manifesto. Manifestos are one of the Iron Dome’s more impressive 

products: loud little structures built to protect us from the unbearable modesty of actually 

changing. 

We are at second forty-five. The conversation has resumed. The asker is sipping. Someone, 

with admirable brightness, is asking whether anyone has tried that new restaurant. The room has 

done its work. The organism has survived another brush with its own machinery. 

Tomorrow there will be another room. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

· · · 

Field Notes from an Empty Webpage 

THE MORNING AFTER THE dinner party, the kitchen has the nerve to be the same kitchen. 

The cup is in the wrong place. Someone, during the pious wreckage-management of last 

night, has moved it from the left of the kettle to the right. A lesser man would not mention this. 

I am not, in this matter, a lesser man. I notice the cup. I move it back. The cup returns to its 

ordained position. The universe, after a brief administrative error, resumes. 

This is what most of being a person looks like. Not revelation. Not the bus. Not the bridge. 

Not the script cracking open while violins arrive from nowhere. Just the small restoration of the 

cup, the kettle, the order of morning. The body, which was briefly available to terrifying 

possibilities, quietly putting its coat back on and returning to work. 

I am, on this particular morning, the writer of a book that is, inconveniently, almost finished. 

Four chapters of diagnosis are behind me. This fifth chapter is what is left after the cleverness 

has spent itself, after the apparatus has been named, after the author has run out of respectable 

places to hide. When I began, I thought the final chapter would be the one I had earned the 

right to write. It turns out final chapters are not rewards. They are the place where the book 

checks whether the author has understood a single thing he has been saying. 

These are field notes. They are not grand. They are what was still moving after the argument 

stopped performing. 

§ § § 

Counter Set to Zero 

THERE IS A SMALL box on the back end of the website that hosts these chapters. The box displays 

a number. The number is the count of unique visitors to the site in the last seven days. For most 

of the months I have watched it, the number has been zero, with a consistency that would be 

admirable in any other organism. 

I should be honest about my relationship with the number. In the early months, I refreshed 

that page with a frequency that belongs in a clinical note. Before breakfast. On the bus. Once, 
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unforgivably, during a meal I was hosting. The number was zero. The number remained zero. 

The dashboard, with the cruelty of machines that are only doing their job, offered me no 

actionable data because there was, in fact, no action. 

I have since developed a more complicated relationship with the zero. I do not want to 

oversell this. It is not Buddhist serenity. It is not heroic indifference. It is not the magnificent 

solitude of the unrecognized genius, a category that should be handled with rubber gloves. It is 

something more useful and less flattering. I have begun to think of the zero not as the failure 

metric but as the laboratory. 

The argument of this little book has been that openness, once rewarded by an audience, 

quickly learns to dress for the audience. It puts on better shoes. It loses weight. It develops 

lighting. It becomes the performance of openness, which is not nothing, but is not the same 

animal. By that logic, the most honest place to test the argument is a place where the audience is, 

numerically speaking, not merely small but absent. The empty counter holds the variable steady. 

If the counter were full, I could not tell whether I was writing what I thought or merely writing 

the version of what I thought that knew how to be liked. 

This is, obviously, the sort of thing a person says when nobody is reading him. I have 

considered that. I have also considered that the consideration may itself be a more glamorous 

form of consolation. There is no exit from this hall of mirrors, and at some point one must stop 

polishing the glass. The number is zero. The book exists. They sit on the desk facing each other 

like two shy animals. 

In defense of the empty counter, I will say what I would say in defense of a properly 

controlled experiment. The conditions are clean. The variable I most want to test—whether I 

can write without being shaped in real time by the fantasy of reception—cannot be tested in any 

noisier apparatus. The audience does not merely receive the work. The audience enters the work 

early, long before it arrives, as an imagined mouth, an imagined eyebrow, an imagined little burst 

of approval. It starts rearranging the furniture before it has even knocked. 

The empty counter keeps that figure out of the room. What remains is not purity. Let us not 

become ridiculous. What remains is the closest I can get to writing as if no one were going to 

read me, which may be the only condition under which I can ask, with any seriousness, whether 

I am being honest. 

I do not recommend audience zero as a strategy. Strategy is exactly the sort of language that 

would ruin it. I recommend it, if recommendation is not already too shiny a word, as a discipline 
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of a different kind: doing the work under conditions that almost every public metric would call 

failure, and refusing, at least for now, to treat those conditions as a problem to be solved. 

I will not offer advice on how to grow an audience. I will not offer advice on reach, leverage, 

positioning, momentum, platform, visibility, community, or any of the other soft little weapons 

our era hands to the terrified. This is not because I possess some superior contempt for 

audience. I do not. I would like one, in the ordinary embarrassing mammalian way. I am saying 

only that this particular book, by its own argument, is structurally obliged to spend most of its 

life where the counter reads zero. Otherwise the book would become its own costume before 

the ink dried. 

The counter sits at zero. The book is on the desk. I am, for the most part, fine. Fine is an 

underrated theological category. 

§ § § 

What Happens at Parties, Actually 

I should confess something about the fourth chapter before this one gets too noble. 

The fourth chapter described, with indecent pleasure, the social machinery by which a dinner 

party seals itself back up after someone asks the wrong kind of question. A reader could easily 

imagine me walking through domestic life like a philosophical arsonist, dropping little adverbial 

grenades into otherwise pleasant evenings and then watching, clipboard in hand, as the smoke 

alarms failed. This would be a satisfying image. It would also be false. 

At the actual dinner party, I am one of the better-behaved guests. I refill my non-alcoholic 

drink, even as everyone drinks wine. I ask about the journey. I agree that parking has become 

impossible. I admire the dog with appropriate seriousness. I produce, when required, a small 

anecdote that arrives on time, does not overstay, and contains no metaphysics. I do not, in living 

memory, introduce the adverbial question. I do not even introduce its diet version. I am cautious. 

I am socially competent. I am, in my quiet way, a very efficient little Iron Dome. 

This should be on the record. The book is not the memoir of a man courageously 

destabilizing comfortable people in real time. The book is the record of a man who mostly 

declines to destabilize anyone in person and has therefore built a separate venue, on a website 

nobody visits, where the inquiries can misbehave without ruining dessert. 

The book exists because of my social caution, not despite it. 
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There is a more romantic version available. In that version, the author is a philosophical 

commando, dropping from the ceiling of bourgeois life with a knife between his teeth and a 

question about Being. I have never been that man. I have never particularly wanted to be him. 

On most evenings I want to leave with the same friendships I arrived with, and I usually do. The 

book is what was left over: the questions I could not quite bring myself to ask in a kitchen, 

written down the next morning, under laboratory conditions, where the only person 

inconvenienced is the author. 

There is a kind of writer who confuses having written a dangerous question with having 

asked one. I am trying not to become him. A question written on a page with no reader is not 

yet an event. It is a rehearsal. The real asking happens with another person’s face a few feet away, 

with the room listening, with the body having to approve the risk before the mouth takes it. I 

have done that perhaps two dozen times. I have done it clumsily almost every time. This book is, 

among other things, the residue of that clumsiness. 

§ § § 

The Reading Room 

SOME MONTHS AGO, for reasons I have misplaced, I went to the public library here in Dumaguete.  

It was a vastly different kind place.  It did have the same fluorescent lighting, but that was it’s 

only resemblance to my safe haven building in Florida that I described in Chapter 1.  

I had meant only to peek at what was being offered in a third world country like the Philippines, 

and to use the bathroom. This is how the important things often get past the security desk. I sat 

down instead. I stayed for almost an hour. And in that hour I watched something so minor that 

only a damaged person, or a writer at the end of a book, would have the poor taste to call it a 

revelation. 

There were perhaps a dozen people in the reading room. Nobody was being paid to be there. 

Nobody appeared to be building a brand. Nobody was monetizing attention, optimizing a 

funnel, curating a persona, or doing the sad little pantomime of being seen to be deep. They 

were just reading. 

An old man, maybe eighty, was reading a thin pamphlet with the gravity usually reserved for 

treaties and last words. A woman of about forty was working through a stack of files, underlining 
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nothing, which struck me as a form of moral discipline. A teenager who looked as though 

warmth itself was part of the attraction was reading a graphic novel with the feral concentration 

teenagers bring to anything no adult has assigned. An older woman in a hat was leafing through 

a tattered magazine of some sort.  

None of this was useful. That was its dignity. 

The building had been paid for by people who could not have known us. The books had 

been catalogued by people whose names would not be remembered by anyone using them. The 

lights had been turned on by staff whose work, in the grand economic logic of things, made 

possible a room in which a dozen unaccounted-for adults could produce absolutely nothing 

measurable on a Tuesday afternoon. 

The old man with the pamphlet finished a page, removed his glasses, rubbed the bridge of 

his nose with the tiredness of a person who has been reading for decades and no longer 

considers this a biographical fact, then put the glasses back on and continued. Nobody would 

ask him later what he had learned. Nobody would convert the pamphlet into content. The 

transaction was sealed: man, page, chair, light. The rest of civilization was standing quietly 

around them holding the room open. 

I realized, sitting there, that I had been treating my empty webpage as a private eccentricity, a 

stubborn little ritual conducted against the grain of the age. This was vanity in a shabby coat. 

The public reading room is the larger evidence. The unrewarded ritual is not private. It is one of 

the species’ older tricks. We have been making rooms for useless attention for a long time. We 

have done it badly, unevenly, and with vastly different budgets that suggest we are not entirely 

convinced by ourselves, but we have done it. 

The empty webpage is a reading room with no chairs. The reading room is an empty 

webpage with better lighting and a toilet. 

I left in a better mood than the one I had brought in. Not transformed. Not healed. No 

angels filed a report. But somewhat steadier. The library had reminded me that a thing can be 

unwatched and still belong to the world. That may be the kindest thing any dilapidated building 

smelling of tropical mustiness has ever told me. 

One more thing about the reading room. It asks no one to justify being there. The old man 

with the pamphlet does not have to explain himself to the woman with the stack of files. The 

teenager with the graphic novel does not need to upgrade the activity into a personal growth 

practice. The room, by existing, assumes that what they are doing is enough. There are fewer and 
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fewer such rooms. I do not know what the species will do if it loses them. I know, more 

personally, that I am not sure what I would have done without the one I wandered into when the 

rest of me had stopped functioning. 

§ § § 

On the Share Button 

THERE IS A BUTTON. Top right of the editor. It is not large, which is part of its menace. I have 

looked at it perhaps a thousand times. I have hovered over it maybe eight. I have pressed it three 

times. 

The button shares the work. 

On the three occasions I pressed it, the work went out in the most modest possible way: 

once to a single friend, once to another single friend, and once to a small online forum I had 

been silently lurking in for years, like a man casing the joint for sincerity. In all three cases I 

deleted the share within four minutes. Not four days. Four minutes. My courage, when measured 

in public exposure, has the lifespan of a mayfly. 

I have a hypothesis about what happened. 

The moment I pressed the button, the work changed. Not the words. The words sat there, 

innocent and stupid, exactly as before. But the relation between the words and me changed. 

What had been a private object made for nobody became, in the space between click and panic, 

a public object made for someone. The audience did not need to arrive. Its possibility arrived, 

which was enough. A chair appeared in the room. Then another. Then, fatally, a face. 

Once the possible audience entered, the writing organ changed. The part of me that had 

learned, with some effort, to write as if no one were going to read was replaced by the older, 

more polished part that writes to be received. That part knows tricks. It knows timing. It knows 

when to deepen the sentence, when to turn the knife, when to leave the reader with a sentence 

that feels more honest than it may actually be. It is very good company. It is also not the part I 

built the laboratory for. 

Becker would have called this character armor returning to active duty. I will avoid quoting 

him again because this chapter is trying not to arrive in a tweed jacket, but the point is his. The 

armor is the part of us trained for reception. It knows the angles. It knows the room. The button 
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called it back. Eighteen months of trying to write without that armor, and one little click had it 

standing in the doorway asking whether I needed anything punched up. 

So I deleted the share. 

This is the only place in the book where I risk sounding as if I am offering advice, and I 

want to step carefully. I am not telling anyone else to hide their work. I am not recommending 

obscurity as a virtue. I do not believe in the moral glamour of being unread. There are unread 

people of great depth and unread people of no interest whatsoever; obscurity is not an 

achievement, just as visibility is not a sin. 

I am saying only that for me, for this work, the empty counter is the laboratory, and the 

share button is the door out of the laboratory. Every time I step through it, I find myself dressed 

for weather I did not want to dress for. So I stay inside a little longer. 

The button remains. I still hover over it. I have not yet outgrown my reasons for staying. 

Should that change, I will let the reader know, though there is no obvious mechanism by which a 

reader who does not exist would be notified. 

§ § § 

Things That Did Not Make It Into the Book 

WHAT FOLLOWS IS A list of things that followed me around while I was writing but never earned 

their own chapter. They are the field notes proper. They are here because the notebook has 

room and because the ending of a book should be allowed to empty its pockets. 

1. The phrase “sitting with it,” as used by therapists and therapist-adjacent friends, has 

become almost indistinguishable from “not doing anything about it.” The outward behavior is 

identical. One version is currently considered wise. The other is considered avoidant. I remain 

open to instruction on the difference and suspicious of anyone who claims to have mastered it. 

2. The airport is the most ontologically offensive building human beings have yet designed. 

Every prop, every fictional truth, every adult costume—identity, nationality, urgency, schedule, 

property, obedience—is performed at once, under flat lighting, inside an architecture that is 

mostly corridor. Nobody has written the philosophy of the airport the airport deserves. I will 

not be that person. I avoid the airport when possible, which is one of my more defensible 

positions. 
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3. I have three times watched someone at a dinner party answer the deep question without 

deflecting. Nothing cinematic happened. Nobody dropped cutlery. No one became holy. The 

answer was not even especially profound. But the air changed. People stayed later. The later 

conversations deepened without advertising themselves as deep. One person’s refusal to fire the 

Iron Dome had given the room permission to lower its weapons by an inch. 

4. On days when the writing goes badly, I reach for nineteenth-century English novels as a 

sedative. Not research. Sedation. There is something in the long sentences, the shameless 

narrator, the assumption that one may describe a parlor for half a page and nobody will call the 

police, that steadies me. In another life I will write about this. In this one I mostly read the 

parlors and recover. 

6. Over the years I have developed a small mental file of friends who, when I asked the 

unwise question, did not deflect. The file is not long. It contains some people I would not have 

predicted and excludes several I would have bet on heavily. I do not know what explains the 

distribution. I keep the file because, when the work feels ridiculous, I remember that the file 

exists, and the work becomes slightly less ridiculous. 

7. Giddens’s phrase “protective cocoon” deserves a holiday. It has done fine work, including 

in this book, and is now in danger of being quoted by people, myself included, as decorative 

insulation for their own. This is the fate of useful phrases in our era: first they illuminate, then 

they circulate, then they become wallpaper. I apologize to Giddens, who is still alive and has 

done nothing to deserve my help in wearing him out. 

8. When I cannot sleep, I go downstairs and stand at the kitchen window in the dark until 

the body agrees to return to bed. This is not a practice. Please do not call it a practice. It is not 

mindfulness, shadow work, somatic witnessing, nocturnal presence, or any of the names by 

which an exhausted mammal can be turned into a workshop. It is standing at a window until the 

animal settles. That is all. That is often enough. 

9. Becker’s line about nursery children playing with toys that represent the real world has 

become softer to me over time. At first it sounds damning. Now it seems almost tender. The 

nursery is not simply a prison. The toys are not simply lies. The nursery is what the species built 

with the poor materials available to make consciousness bearable through the long afternoon. 

The toys are how we reach one another through the bars of our separate playpens. When I see 

my daughter playing in such an innocent unguarded world I feel true joy.  Becker, I suspect, 

would forgive this softening. He was a tender man in a hard hat. 
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10. The hardest thing to write about honestly in a book like this is happiness. It does not 

arrive in chapters. It does not submit to diagnosis. Most days it barely announces itself: a settled 

breath, a small lack of grievance, a willingness to be exactly where one is, an unreasonable 

affection for a cup. I am happy, perhaps four days in seven, in the modest sense the word can 

bear. I did not find a place for that in the preceding chapters. I put it here because a field note is 

a smaller container, and happiness, in my experience, dislikes being over-handled. 

§ § § 

What the Bridge Knew 

THERE IS A SENTENCE near the end of The Bridge and the Bus that I have had to stop quoting 

because it was beginning to do what quotations do when they get too comfortable: stop being 

true and start being useful. 

“One must speak, then remember the limits of speech. One must analyze, then return analysis to 
participation. One must build the conceptual bridge, then listen for the moment when the bridge has done 
enough.” 

— from The Bridge and the Bus 

I borrowed that sentence from the parent book. The parent book has its virtues and its 

embarrassments, as parents do. Its best instinct, I still think, was that a conceptual bridge must 

not become real estate. You build it because there is something to cross. You cross. Then, if you 

are lucky and not too vain, you stop admiring the engineering. 

This companion book inherits that obligation under less solemn conditions. The parent 

book tried to do philosophy and then stop before the scaffolding became a monument. This 

book is smaller, lighter, more suspicious of its own shoes: a comic diagnostic of the resistances 

the parent book kept running into. Its obligation to stop is, if anything, sharper. The longer I 

keep writing about the Iron Dome, the more elaborate my own Iron Dome becomes. At a 

certain point the diagnosis becomes another layer of armour. The book becomes evidence 

against itself. 

So there is a structural requirement that this chapter end. Not because the reader is tired, 

though the reader has every right to be. Not because an editor is tapping a watch. Because the 

argument itself has reached the point where continuing would be a failure of manners toward the 

argument. 
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The book has built the little bridge it can build. The reader, if present, has crossed it or not. 

To keep going now would be to decorate the handrail. I am sitting in my kitchen with the cup in 

the correct position, and I am increasingly aware that the most honest next move is not another 

section but silence. 

What I would say, if forced to compress the whole thing, is this: the cocoon, the props, the 

hero-system, the standard Iron Dome, the sophisticated upgrade, the bodily flinch, the vital lie, 

the trace anxieties, the reading room, the empty counter, the share button—all of it is not a 

problem waiting for a heroic solution. It is the furniture of a human life. The task is not to 

smash the furniture. Most of us need somewhere to sit. The task is to know, occasionally and 

without too much drama, that we are sitting in a furnished room. 

The cup is in the right place. The morning is mostly morning. The counter reads zero. The 

bridge has carried the small weight I was able to give it. 

§ § § 

Stop 

THE KITCHEN WINDOW IS where I came back to. 

Outside it, an entirely ordinary tropic moon beamed light is doing its entirely ordinary work 

on the row of houses opposite. Nobody is at any of the windows. Nobody is watching me watch 

the absence of watchers, which is probably best for everyone. The street is the street. The 

neighbor’s dog, with whom I have developed a relationship based entirely on acoustic evidence, 

is conducting business at the back of the house. A car passes on its way to somewhere that does 

not require me. The cup is beside me, positioned correctly, which is to say positioned according 

to a theology too petty to defend and too intimate to abandon. 

Across the four chapters before this one, I said what I could say about the apparatus. In this 

chapter I tried to say the smaller things that did not deserve a theory but would not leave. I have 

tried, not always successfully, to obey the only rule that made the project worth attempting: the 

diagnosis must include the diagnoser. The apparatus must include the writer. The room must 

contain the author, not merely the imagined cowards and sophisticates against whom the author 

can look brave. 

I have failed at this in places. I have succeeded in others. The failures are probably the better 

portrait. 
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What remains is the thing the parent book taught me to listen for: the moment when the 

bridge has done enough. The moment when continuing becomes clinging—to the structure, to 

the role, to the pleasure of being the man who has noticed, to the small respectable hero-system 

that the writing of such a book inevitably builds around the morning. This book, too, has been 

an apparatus. It has held me in place while I wrote it. It has given me a costume, a role, a way to 

spend the day without admitting too bluntly that the counter is empty. I am grateful to it. I do 

not want to move into it. 

I have been kept company, while writing, by authors who did not volunteer for this 

assignment and to whom I owe whatever rigor survived my use of them. I have been kept 

company by a sentence from the parent book that I can now, perhaps, stop carrying around like 

a talisman. I have been kept company by the small file of friends who did not deflect. I have 

been kept company by the kitchen window, which is the least pretentious teacher I have had. 

The bridge knows when it has done enough. 

This book, too, should probably stop somewhere around here. 
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