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—   BABEL   — 

 

Nicholas noticed it the moment he got off the train.  

It was as if little pieces of the air had become unfocused. They shifted around like insects, at 

times coalescing into swarms, then suddenly scattering away. Maybe it was like this in all the 

towns up the line.  

The fact is, he had stabbed his finger at a map and Cold Harbor had been the lucky winner, 

although it didn’t really matter. He just needed to get away, and the only requisite was that 

the town have a small, relatively inexpensive hotel—preferably something with at least some 

history—and that there be an antiquarian bookshop in town that looked promising. That was 

always the benchmark: a promising bookshop. There were so few of them left these days 

that hadn’t been gobbled up by the big chains. When the last monster chain went under, he 

celebrated by going to an obscure village up the river and buying a hundred dollars’ worth 

of books just because they had good covers. Books he didn’t need or intend to read; just 

books that looked good, felt good, and had obviously passed through many hands. Books 

that had been touched; books with personality from places with personalities.  

Once in a long while, because there was a book he particularly and impatiently wanted, he 

ordered from somewhere online, but then he had to do a kind of penance, some self-

flagellation of one sort or another. Which is how he found himself in Cold Harbor, not too far 

up the river from the city on this autumn afternoon heading for a small obscure hotel; and 

from there the intention was to visit the even smaller, more obscure bookshop which 
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promised to be right off Main St. They were always off Main St. There seemed to be a 

common dearth of imagination in the naming of roads in the towns he found.  

But of course it didn’t matter. Their promise lay in what was hidden, not what was on the 

map or how they named their streets, which were, after all, just ways to get to the places he 

wanted to be. Conveyances, thoroughfares. Actually it was, if anything, comforting, this lack 

of imagination. Nicholas was not a very imaginative man. The things in front of him were 

what they were and nothing more, for the most part at least. And really it was only when he 

was engaged in a good story that his imagination, if you could call it that, clicked into gear. 

He liked… he relied on the imaginations of others.  

So here he was, in this small town up the river from the city, having just left the train station.  

And now this annoying weather. 

All those little bits of unfocused air or whatever they were. You felt as if, at any moment, you 

might plow into them, the way you might feel if you were walking through a swarm of gnats.  

But actually, no: walking through these whatever-they-were was weightless. Still you 

flinched, like you might get one in your eye. Nicholas put on his sunglasses to try and 

escape the reflex to no avail. And he wasn’t alone. This wasn’t some Hallucination of the City 

Dweller. Others were doing the same flinching and dodging. It was rather like he had landed 

in a town where everyone somehow shared a common tic. 

At any rate, he found the hotel easily enough and was relieved to go inside, where, it 

seemed, the phenomenon was less pervasive.  

The clerk at the front desk didn’t notice his approach, his attention utterly taken by the 

registration book splayed open in front of him.  And even when Nicholas stood before the 

desk, the clerk was unresponsive, captivated by some apparently consuming curiosity lurking 

on the page. So Nicholas cleared his throat, and the clerk immediately jerked up as if he’d 

been caught in a private act. 
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“Sorry, yes?” 

“I’m Nicholas Raithe. I have a room for the night.” 

The clerk scanned the roster. “Yes. Do you mind signing in? We still have guests sign in 

here, as old fashioned as that may seem.” Nicholas didn’t mind, so the clerk turned the 

register to face him and pointed to his name, which—for some odd reason—was written 

‘NicholasRaithe’ with no space between his first and last names.  

He was about to sign in, when he noticed that most of the rest of the names on the register 

were similarly, claustrophobically spaced. Maybe it was some quirk of the clerk’s, or at least 

of whomever had taken the reservations. Below his name were a few other names that were 

appropriately spaced, so perhaps —  

Then... not.  

It must have been some trick of the light, because now even those names were crunched 

together, first and last. He must have mis-seen it before. No matter. He signed his name 

next to where it was printed, and turned the book back to the clerk, who immediately 

scanned the list with avid curiosity.  

“All of them now. Did you see?” 

Nicholas wasn’t sure he had seen anything, and the fact was the look on the young man’s 

face was a little too keen, a little too on-the-verge-of-losing-his-marbles kind of keen. 

Nicholas smiled and asked for his key, which the clerk had at the ready.  

“Strange weather,” Nicholas said by way of idle conversation.  

“You’re tellin’ me,” replied the clerk with more than a hint of on-the-verge-ness. Nicholas 

half smiled, nodded his thanks, and headed off. 

!     !     !     !     ! 
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Half an hour later, he found Grey’s Antiquarian with no trouble at all. It was, as promised, 

just off Main St., which was only a dozen blocks long at any rate.  

The shop was empty but for—one presumed—Mr. Grey who, like the clerk at the hotel, sat 

at a desk before an open book in rapt attention. The door closed on Nicholas’s entrance and 

the requisite bell tinkled, but Mr. Grey did not stir from gazing at the book that lay in front of 

him, a book that—curious to say—was haloed by a soft blur reminiscent of the shimmering, 

shifting air outside.  

In short order, Nicholas realized that the entire shop was filled with these small, book-

embracing blurs drifting around what seemed like every volume in the shop. 

“It’s gotten worse.” The bookseller’s voice startled Nicholas, but Grey hadn’t even looked 

up. “Oh definitely. Over the last couple days.” At last he looked in Nicholas’s direction. 

“You’ve noticed it, haven’t you?” 

“Well, I just arrived a short while ago, but you mean the… I don’t even know what to call it. 

Is it the weather?” 

Grey smiled. “I don’t know, but I don’t think so. Here.” 

Like the clerk, Grey turned the book to face Nicholas, who glanced at the top of the page 

where the title was printed: it read WarandPeace. From the look of the pages, it was quite 

possibly a first edition, certainly an old copy. Grey said, “Somehow I thought perhaps the 

classics would be immune, but that does not seem to be the case.” The first sentence on the 

left page read:  

ItwasinJuly1805andthespeakerwasthewellknownAnnaPavlovnaScherermaidofhonorand 

Nicholas scanned down the page and, to his wonderment, before his eyes the spaces 

between words were disappearing, the words sliding over, joining up as the spaces 

evaporated in a calm but constant rhythm. Tick tick tick, space after space simply vanishing 
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as he watched.  

Grey flipped ahead a dozen pages where the words were still separated, Tolstoy’s prose 

eminently readable. “I suspect it’s just a matter of time,” said Grey. Here he flipped to the 

end, which was filling with an increasing number of blank pages.  

“I wonder...“ he said. 

“What?” Nicholas inquired. 

“If it’s just here, you see, or… not.”  

And with that, Grey turned back in the book to where he was before, where now both pages 

had been reduced to crowds of letters. You could, if you concentrated, parse out the 

words—the words themselves hadn’t changed—but when once it had read “I shall be very 

charmed to see you tonight between seven and ten,” now it read:  

Ishallbeverycharmedtoseeyoutonightbetweensevenandten 

Tolstoy drained of meaning, or nearly so. The whole thing now just WarandPeace.  

Grey closed the book. By the cover, Nicholas could tell that it was indeed a first edition of 

the English language translation. 

“Pity,” said Grey. “No, really a tragedy, don’t you think?” 

“What’s going on?” 

Grey shrugged helplessly. “I’ve no idea.” He gestured vaguely to the rest of the shop, where 

halos of blurred air were unfocusing everything. “All of them...” And now Nicholas could see 

a tear in the corner of Grey’s eye.  

At length the bookseller was able to ask Nicholas if he could be of any assistance.  

“Well, I came to see what you had,” Nicholas said. 
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“I had a great deal,” said Grey. “But I’m afraid that now I’ve got very little. Were you looking 

for something in particular? Maybe it’s still… intact.” 

But the hazy air, shifting and quirking, promised that whatever author or book Nicholas 

might mention would be suffering a similar fate. So he kept silent, and Grey slumped back in 

his chair and gazed out the large plate glass window, out to the street where you could see 

flocks of blurred air shifting around like little auroras. One moment you could see clearly 

across the street, and the next it all went out of focus as one cloud or another of indistinct air 

ruffled past, settled, scattered and reformed; as people, or parts of them, went in and out of 

clarity, the passersby flinching (as Nicholas had done) for fear they would get the dust—or 

whatever it was—in their eyes. 

“ThefirsttimeInoticedit…“ Grey started, then stopped in mid-sentence as he realized his own 

words were running together of their own accord. His eyes went wide. He took a moment, 

then tried again. “ThefirsttimeI — “ Then he stopped, putting his hand to his mouth, 

terrified and astonished. He looked up at Nicholas, like a child hopelessly frightened and 

suddenly alone. “OhGod,” he said. Then clamped his mouth shut again.  

Grey stood, gestured to the door, and shooed Nicholas towards the exit. “Go,” he said. 

Monosyllables, it seemed, still stood alone and so could be uttered without fear. Nicholas, 

similarly unsettled, went unwillingly to the door. But before he left, he took one last glimpse 

at the increasingly uncertain room as it clouded up with an ever shifting, ever growing blur.  

Grey gave Nicholas a gentle push, and he half stumbled out into the street, a cloud of blurs 

catching the jet stream with him as he went. The door closed behind, the lock clicked, and 

the ‘Closed’ sign was hurriedly flipped against the glass. 

That’s when he heard the sound. 

It would be hard to describe. It could be classified, perhaps, as a gentle chaos of whispers, 

murmurs, abbreviated inhalations. At one moment the sound was a collection of rhythmic, 
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breathy stutterings: huh huh huh. Then it would descend into muddles, like a thousand 

people gathering their thoughts all at once, um um-ing without tone or substance. The 

breath before a comma or between thoughts: the sound of the spaces between things. And 

all the while those shimmering curtains of ambiguous air rendering everything to a mirage.  

Nicholas walked down Main St., past people hurrying along in silence. Couples, their hands 

locked together, rushing — where? to home? No doubt some place safe, or at least 

hopefully more distant from the haunted murmurings. Once in a while he would hear 

someone try to say something to the one they were with, but it came out like 

“MaybeinSaugertiesitssafeto“ or “Weshouldgethome”, and so they quickly gave up and 

hurried on their way, mouths braced shut. Nicholas pushed on, back to the hotel.  

The lobby was now filled with refugees from the street, all staring out the window, silent, 

afraid to test the waters by speaking. An old man sat by himself in a lounge chair, before him 

an open newspaper. Nicholas glanced down as he passed, the spaces between the 

headlines disappearing before his eyes; calmly, purposefully evaporating. The old man 

looked up at Nicholas and said, “ItllallbeBabelnow.” Then he smiled and laughed. It was a 

giddy laugh, as if he were quietly losing his mind. Then someone snatched the paper from 

him, crumpled it and tossed it aside, furious and teary eyed.  

Meanwhile, the clerk was staring at the announcement board, the spaces between “Meeting 

of the Elks, room 217” flicking out as he watched. And that flitting murmur of whispers and 

gutturals filling the air, ever thicker, like you were inside that giddy old man’s mind.  

Nicholas hurried through the lunatic air, and, without a word, picked up his key from the 

cubby and went to his room, where he closed the door behind him and started to repack his 

things. The book he had brought along—in case he wasn’t able to find one he liked in the 

local shop—was sitting on the bedside table, fogged in its own halo of bleary air. And even 

though he knew he shouldn’t, Nicholas opened to a random page where—surprised and 

not—he saw that the page had become a thicket of letters crowded next to one another, the 
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text an incomprehensible mire. 

!     !     !     !     ! 

After he had been on the train back to the city for half an hour or so, he dared to look at the 

magazine the man across the aisle was reading.  

Reading. He was, in fact, reading. The title of the article, Nicholas could see, was The End of 

Discourse, and the attendant commentary looked like it should. Perhaps this whole 

‘evaporating space’ thing was a dream, or curiously isolated to the town of Cold Harbor.  

Nicholas relaxed and allowed himself to close his eyes and rest. “That must be it,” he 

thought. “Just a local anomaly.” Still, he had never realized how valuable nothing was. That 

was, at any rate, something to ponder. 

Then, as he fell into an almost untroubled sleep, a flicker of unfocused air drifted up from 

the man’s magazine, fluttered about the train car for a moment before being sucked out an 

open window, past Nicholas and out into the sunset-lit sky.  

Half dreaming, Nicholas was only dimly aware of the sound of the chattering air as it gained 

dominance in the car. And as the train passed another in a long assembly of small towns, 

there was no way he could know that—in an unseen library in one of those towns—the 

spaces between the words in all of the books were patiently erasing themselves.   


