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john searcy

Library 

Somewhere in the library is a book that will fix the world. I know this 
because I am the director of the library, a position to which I was 
appointed many years ago by the Minister of Culture. The Minister 

of Culture is a cruel, obese man who lives at the top of a mad tower in the 
center of the city. He feasts upon bones. He has a name but no one knows 
it. It is said that anyone who guesses the name of the Minister will imme-
diately take his place, but I have no interest in guessing his name or taking 
up his position at the top of the mad tower. I am too busy with my job, 
with the small, mundane tasks that attend to the running of a library. The 
spines and the cards. The endless web of information. And the search for 
the book, the One Book, which will make all things true and restore the 
world to its greatness. These are earnest occupations. They require strength 
and focus. I do not know what my job was before I was the director of the 
library. I do not know where I lived before I lived in the room on the top 
floor, above the rare and special collections. I assume I was a good man, but 
this is based less on evidence than on the general tendency for all men and 
women in all times and places to think of themselves essentially as good.

How will we know when we find the One Book? There is a series of tests, 
established many years ago by the Ministry of Culture. One by one, we 
subject every volume in the library to these procedures: the novels, biogra-
phies, works of science and philosophy, the histories of people and states. 
The first test is Baby. We take the book to the second floor and read the first 
page to a fresh, newborn baby. If the baby provides an audible response—
including cooing, laughing, or certain forms of crying—the book graduates 
to the second test, which is Plant. In this test, we place the book beneath a 
potted plant that has been infected with a fungus. If the plant recovers from 
the disease, the book graduates to the third test, which is Random Word. 
In Random Word, a word is selected by flipping through the book’s pages. 
We then call an old woman who lives on the outskirts of the city and ask 
her to guess what word we’re thinking of. If the woman guesses correctly, 
the book moves on to further tests—including Sandwich, Index, Whispers, 
Bucket of Water, Blind Man, and Translated by Goat. Most of the books 
don’t make it past Baby. Almost none of them make it past Random Word. 
There was a book many years ago that made it all the way to Blind Man, 
but it turned out there was cheating involved. The book had been written 
by the uncle of a library employee, who—seized by a misconstrued sense of 
familial duty—had decided to fudge the results.
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“How are the tests going?” I ask Greta, my deputy director, as I pass her 
on the mezzanine.

“What?” she says, hand on ear.
“The tests, how are they going?” I repeat, straining to be heard against 

the howls of the piezoelectric card catalog, which echo day and night 
through the great central atrium.

“Not good,” she shouts back. “We tested seventy-three books this morn-
ing. Only two of them passed Baby.”

“Was the baby asleep, by any chance?”
“I’m having trouble hearing you.”
I inch myself closer, into the orbit of her perfume, which smells of honey, 

wooden chests.
“You’ve got to make sure the baby’s not asleep. A sleeping baby will not 

give us the response that we’re looking for.”
“The catalog is very loud today. We ought to have it looked at.”
“Just make sure the baby is wide awake.”
The piezoelectric card catalog has been a problem for months now. It was 

installed as a way to help us keep track of the library’s two million volumes, 
assigning locations, seeking patterns, recording which books had been 
tested and which had not. Ultimately, it was meant to aid in the search for 
the One Book. But from the moment it was switched on, the catalog has 
been confused, vaguely hostile, rejecting the punch cards that we feed into 
its orifice, spewing gibberish and threats from its dot matrix printer, and of 
course the noises, the awful noises, the gnashing of gears, grinding of metal 
against metal, bewildering shrieks of uncertain nature flowing from its 
gunmetal frame. When we ask the catalog how many botanical works are 
held in the library, it says THE FLOWER EVER DARKER. When we ask 
how many books are still out on loan despite the cessation of public lend-
ing, it says A GEOGRAPHY OF SORROWS. When we ask if a particular 
genre is more likely than others to contain the One Book, it says DOUBT 
FLIES LIKE AN OWL, CONSUMING MICE OF OPINION. No one in the 
library knows what to make of these messages. The instruction manual is 
useless, seeming to refer to parts and components that don’t exist in real-
ity. Several times, I have called the catalog’s manufacturer in an attempt to 
resolve these matters, but the number never works, either playing recorded 
messages in a language I can’t identify or connecting me at random to 
strangers in far-off places, people who are hungry and cold.

Once a week, on Thursday, the Minister of Culture calls to see how things 
are going. They are never pleasant, these calls. The Minister is a man of 
violent mood and morbid affect, and it makes me physically cold just to 
speak to him. Half an hour before our talk, I will move the phone and chair 
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closer to the radiator in my office, and I will sit there, wrapped in blankets 
stamped with the insignia of the Ministry of Prisons, waiting in nervous 
silence for his call.

“Greetings, my cherished friend,” says the Minister. “Can it be Thursday 
again? Can it be that seven sunsets have passed since the delight of our 
previous conversation?”

“Greetings, Honorable Minister. May the light of true knowledge preserve 
you forever.”

The Minister makes a sound like he’s chewing on soup. “Let us dispense 
with the pleasantries. I find them unpleasant in the current situation. 
Were you aware, my director, that the famine claimed twenty thousand 
lives yesterday? That’s twenty thousand men and women who will never 
see another morning. This is an estimate, of course, developed by experts 
at the Ministry of Farming. We don’t go around to every village and count 
the corpses.”

“I was not aware, Honorable Minister.”
“Well, now you are, my director. Now you are. I inform you only to 

underscore the importance of your mission. I don’t mind telling you that 
the General Council is extremely interested in your progress. As traditional 
methods of addressing our problems continue to fail us, the importance of 
your work continues proportionally to increase.”

“I understand, Honorable Minister. I appreciate the responsibility you 
have placed so wisely on my shoulders.”

“Speaking of your work, my good director, I suppose I may as well 
inquire, while I happen to have you here: How is it going? Do you have any 
progress to report?”

I wrap myself tighter. The temperature of the room seems to drop.
“I am pleased to report, Honorable Minister, that we tested five hundred 

books this week.”
“Five hundred, hmmm. That seems lower than usual.”
“Of the 500 volumes tested, 157 passed Baby. Of the 157 that passed Baby, 

11 passed Plant. Of the 11 that passed Plant…”
“I’m not interested in the minutiae of your daily operations, my wonder-

ful and most talented director of the library. I am interested in the bigger 
picture. Are we closer to finding the volume, or are we not?”

I mouth the words, almost mechanically. “It’s difficult to say, Honorable 
Minister. In the absence of more efficient heuristic procedures, we are 
forced to continue the brute-force approach. As you may recall, this involves 
testing every volume in the library, in more or less arbitrary order.”

“Arbitrary order.”
“That’s correct, Honorable Minister.”
“And how long will it take to complete your assessment in arbitrary order?”
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I consult the math in my head, the math I’ve already worked out with 
Greta. “At the present rate of testing, we would expect to have assessed the 
entire contents of the library in approximately thirty-seven years.”

I am treated to the sound of teeth grinding marrow.
“Thirty-seven years, did you say?”
“That’s correct, Honorable Minister. At the present rate of testing.”
“So I’m to inform the General Council that we must wait thirty-seven years 

for a solution to our problems?”
“I’m only apprising you of the facts, Honorable Minister. If perhaps you 

would see fit to approve an increase in budget…”
The Minister’s voice grows louder, his presence more substantial. Closing 

my eyes, I am transported to the room at the top of his tower, where he 
looms above me, around me, flesh pressing on brick, a dreadful and cor-
pulent force.

“Listen here, my director,” booms the voice of the Minister. “Perhaps 
you’re under a misapprehension regarding the nature of your situation. 
Perhaps, due to the fact that you have no memory of the time before you 
were director of the library, you have come to see your position as stable 
and permanent. Perhaps you feel that you can’t be replaced.”

“Not at all, Honorable Minister. In fact, you constantly remind me of—”
“Because let me assure you, my director, you are eminently replaceable. 

Waiting in the wings, invisible to you, I have an army of highly competent 
and motivated individuals who would be eager to fill your weary shoes.”

“I understand, Honorable Minister. But let me just say that—”
The Minister approaches across the space of his chamber. He is vast and 

repulsive, his mouth a cavernous warehouse of garbage. Am I still in my 
office? I can feel the chair resting beneath me, feel the chill of the air and 
the warmth of the blankets. But I can’t seem to open my eyes.

“Do you think you’re the first director we’ve had here?” he asks through 
his wide, gaping jaws. “Do you think you’re the last? You are but a link in 
a chain extending infinitely in both directions. Your personal well-being is 
beneath the world’s notice. You are nothing, my director. You don’t exist.”

The Minister proceeds to eat me. I feel his teeth on my bones, his tongue 
on my organs. I slide down his throat into a bottomless pit, where I fall 
slowly past all the previous directors of the library, all the sad men and 
women who failed at their missions, who inspired in the Minister a ter-
minal displeasure and were casually, summarily dismissed. They hover in 
darkness. Their eyes are questioning and tired. They seem to hope without 
hope. To know without knowing. They are young and old, dark and light, 
clutching objects to their breast, little knickknacks, mementos. As I fall, the 
swirl of directors grows larger, encompassing those who will follow as well 
as those who came before me, a vast range of people stretching from the 
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earth’s early origins to its dim, awful future, their features disorganized, 
obscure. The amount of them is baffling. They seem to number in the 
thousands. It is inconceivable that there could be so many directors of the 
library, that the search for the book could span so many generations, but 
deep inside I feel the truth of it. The truth of these people and the truth of 
their failure. The truth of what I’ll one day become.

With a start, I jolt awake. I am back in my office. Greta is at the door, 
holding a large pot of coffee. The phone is on the floor, making sounds.

On Monday, a reporter comes to interview me on behalf of the state-spon-
sored newspaper. I am suspicious of this reporter. We do not like outside 
people in the library. When I was first appointed to my position, our doors 
were still open to the general public, and I remember how distracting it 
was to have people around constantly, the men and the women, the small 
screaming children, the vagrants and orphans sleeping in corners, playing 
cards in the depths of the stacks. It was chaos, utter chaos. A year into my 
tenure, I convinced the Ministry to banish all visitors from the building so 
we could focus our energies on the search for the One Book, and since that 
time the atmosphere has been much more congenial. In fact, before the 
card catalog arrived with its unpleasant shrieking, you could walk through 
the stacks and hear nothing but your own footsteps, nothing but the books 
gathering dust in their deep, hoary mystery. Those were the good years, I 
suppose—the years in between the departure of people and the arrival of 
the catalog. Sometimes I’d walk up the stairs to an arbitrary section—Fungi 
or Feudalism or Municipal Architecture—and simply lie down in the aisle 
and feel the weight of the knowledge condensing around me. It was impor-
tant to do this. Or so it seemed at the time anyway. To feel the dark clouds 
of words, the ghosts of dead authors who had struggled to know things and 
fallen short, always short, never quite grasping the wisdom they yearned 
for, and I could feel this deficiency, in my bones, in my fingers, could feel 
the physical gap between thinking and knowing, between words and their 
meanings. The history. The silence. The silence.

But now here’s this reporter. She is young, maybe thirty. Slightly taller 
than Greta. Her hair slightly darker, neatly bobbed.

“It’s an honor to meet you,” she says in the lobby, stepping out from the 
shadow of an urn. “Our readers are very interested in learning about your 
work here. I truly appreciate you agreeing to speak with me.”

I clear my throat once or twice, the sound bouncing off marble. I wonder 
briefly where Greta is. “I don’t know if I agreed. I was simply informed that 
you were coming. But in any case, I’ll do my best not to disappoint your 
readers.”
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She laughs without laughing, producing a notebook from her jacket. 
“You’re just how I imagined,” she says. “Just how I imagined you would be, 
when I was first assigned the story by the Ministry of Information.”

“Is that so? And how am I, exactly?”
“I don’t know if I can put it into words. You just have this way about you. 

A way that’s different from other people.”
“Well, if you’re able to describe it, please write it down for me. It’s some-

thing I’d be curious to know.”
She smiles and looks away. I can’t tell if we’re flirting or if this is just 

how people act when they meet each other for interviews. I try to picture 
myself through her eyes, but the image won’t resolve into anything coher-
ent. There are only parts and components, shapes hovering in shadows. I 
decide to get this over with as quickly as possible. Ideally, I would simply 
pawn the reporter off onto Greta, but I’m not sure where Greta is just now, 
and I don’t want to get bogged down in a lengthy search. Gesturing broadly, 
I offer to give the reporter a tour of the library, starting with the rooms 
where we do the tests.

“This is Baby,” I say, as we step into the room where Baby is performed. 
“You’ll note the baby right there.”

“Oh yes,” she says. “Baby.”
She looks with unfeigned interest at the baby in its basket, the long 

wooden table filled with books of all sizes. A librarian sits in a chair about 
six feet away, reading aloud from a history of Carthage. Nearby, a clock and 
a tape recorder are arranged on a desk, behind which a second librarian sits, 
taking notes.

“Don’t mind us,” I say, closing the door gently behind us. “She’s just a 
reporter.”

The baby makes a small sound. The first librarian stops reading. 
“Should I start the test over?” he asks.
“Why would you start the test over?”
“What if the results are contaminated?”
“Nothing’s contaminated. Just pretend we’re not here, please.”
He looks at his book, sinking down into melancholy. “I don’t know if I 

can pretend that.”
The reporter approaches the baby, pokes a finger at its middle area. She 

tickles its elbow, its chin, in a manner that is common, I suppose, among 
people who deal with babies on a nonprofessional basis. The baby kicks its 
leg. Coos and burbles are emitted. The two librarians exchange glances, 
like nothing good can come of this. The clock on the desk ticks and tocks.

“It’s so cute,” she says. “Healthy. You don’t see many healthy babies these 
days. Where do you get them?”

“The Ministry of Health. Would you mind not doing that, please?”
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“I’m just saying hello. Such a handsome little fellow.”
I try to distract her, but she persists with the tickling. The baby produces 

something that sounds like a word: maudlin or mah-jongg or some other 
entry from the middle of the dictionary. The first librarian puts his book 
down and approaches the reporter, entering her personal space.

“You can’t touch the baby. It’s a violation of protocol.”
“Sir,” says the second librarian, turning his gaze in my direction. 

“Respectfully, this is disruptive to our process. A baby that’s been exposed 
to these types of stimuli becomes useless for our purposes. It takes ages to 
get a new one. This is costing us days, maybe weeks.”

I grab the reporter respectfully by the elbow. She turns to me, smile start-
ing to fade.

“We were just leaving,” I say. “We were just about to go to a different part 
of the library. Come on, please. Let’s go look at Plant.”

I guide her quickly through rooms. We see the rows of plants, stacks of 
buckets and paper, the phone we use to call the woman on the outskirts of 
the city whose job it is to guess a random word. The reporter is interested 
in all of them. She asks questions, many questions, more questions in truth 
than I’m comfortable answering. Who came up with these tests? How did they 
start? What would happen if you did the tests in a different order? Do you ever test the 
same book twice to ensure the results are consistent? Of course we never do this, 
but I don’t really feel like explaining that to the reporter. After the rooms, 
I take her to see the piezoelectric card catalog. I would have rather avoided 
this particular feature of the library, but given the howls that have formed 
a persistent backdrop to her visit, it didn’t seem like something I could 
plausibly sweep under the rug.

“What does it do?” she asks, marveling at the sight of the enormous 
machine, which sits in its place on the seventh-floor mezzanine, sprawled 
between the atrium and the stacks.

“It provides answers,” I say, shouting to be heard over the ungodly 
screeching. “Or at least that’s what it’s supposed to do. It’s a bit tempera-
mental, to be perfectly honest.”

Her eyes become wide. She runs her fingers over the buttons, the dials, 
the great wheezing vents, choked with dust and confusion. “Can I ask it a 
question?”

“You mean now?”
“How does it work? Do I type the question over there? It reminds me of 

the computer at the Ministry of Information.”
“I’m not sure it’s wise for you to interact with the catalog.”
She brings her mouth to my ear. Her perfume is similar to Greta’s, but 

fainter, more expensive. “Thank you,” she says. “My readers will appreciate 
this level of access.”
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She glides over to the keypunch, mounted on its little desk. There is 
something about her that makes it difficult to say no. She reminds me of a 
book I once found that I wanted to stop reading, but my hands kept insist-
ing on turning the pages as if they had a mind of their own. It was about 
bats, I believe. The reporter sits at the desk. Her fingers tap keys. The cata-
log screams bloody murder, unseen parts scraping together. Soon, a punch 
card emerges, filled with holes. I show her where to put it, the slot in the 
catalog where we feed all our hopes, all our vague expectations. The card 
disappears. We both stand and wait, engulfed by the howling, which grows 
louder, ever louder. We are lost in the noise, in the mad sonic rush stream-
ing out from the vents, from the stark walls of metal, magnified by the 
resonant chamber of the atrium, transmitted to every corner of the build-
ing. The floor starts to shake. She grabs my hand at some point. It occurs to 
me that the catalog might actually be on the verge of self-destruction, that 
it might finally collapse, and it would be gone after that; there would be no 
more catalog. There would just be the library—the books and the silence. 
But just as I’m thinking this, the printer whirs to life and spools out an 
answer on its accordion of paper. I rip the page away. We read it together, 
as the noise of the catalog subsides:

LOOMING CLOUDS GALL THE LIGHT. EXITS EXIST. THE ONE 
BESIDE YOU IS NOT TO BE TRUSTED.

I turn to the reporter. She is as puzzled as I am.
“What did you ask it?”
“I asked it what I had for breakfast this morning.”
I look back and forth from her face to the paper. I try to imagine her 

kitchen, her home. Her spare little flat, somewhere outside the library. 
She’s breathing rapidly. We are still holding hands.

“I want to see where you live,” she says.
“What?”
She repeats the odd statement. I release her hand, step away.
“I live here,” I say, flatly. “I’ve never been outside the library.”
“I mean more specifically. Your room. Your private space. My readers, 

they’d be interested.”
I look down at the parquet floor, up at the flaking tin ceiling. Her request 

makes me nervous and doesn’t seem to be rooted in journalistic necessity, 
but I can’t summon the energy to object.

We wind through the maze of the rare and special collections, passing let-
ters, first editions, the ancient Bible that Greta likes, climb the staircase 
to my little room. I take the key from my pocket. The room is cold like it 
always is, dark and strangely anonymous. A bed that could belong to any-
one. A chair that could belong to anyone. A window that looks on to brick. 
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Before I came to the library, this room was used by the previous director, 
and the director before him, before her, before him, all the way down the 
line into deepest obscurity. The only thing in the room that is specific to me 
is a drawing of Greta that I’ve hung in the corner. It was made by a child, 
when children still came here. A little boy on a field trip. He left the draw-
ing behind as he returned with his class to the world beyond the library, 
and I collected it later from the lost and found.

“A bit gloomy, isn’t it?” says the reporter.
“Yes,” I say, embarrassed. “A bit.”
She moves around the room’s perimeter, inspecting the lamp, the chest 

of drawers, the hollow shaft of the dumbwaiter, which formerly carried 
food up from the kitchen in the basement, a relic from a more elegant age. 
I remain in the corner, thinking of all the things I’d prefer she not look 
at. When she runs out of furniture and objects to examine, she opens the 
closet, revealing rows of tweed blazers and shoes.

“Do you buy your own clothes? Or are they supplied by the Ministry?”
“They’re supplied. I get a fresh set every January.”
She handles a blazer, running her thumb along the suede at the elbow. 

“Do you have any choice in the style?”
“Why? Don’t you like the style?”
“I was just wondering if they gave you the freedom to update your ward-

robe.”
“I’m not sure. I’ve never thought to ask.”
She swings the door shut. Suddenly she is close, hands placed on my 

shoulders. “I didn’t mean to offend. Your clothes are wonderful. Perfect.”
“They’re just clothes,” I suggest.
I feel awkward and tall. I’m not sure what to do next. Of course I’m aware 

of what goes on between men and women, but I can’t recall if it’s something 
I’ve experienced firsthand.

“Listen,” she says. “Listen. Can I ask you a question?”
“You’ve already asked several.”
“But this one’s important. It’s very important that I find out the answer.”
“Well, then. Go ahead.”
The two of us are near, our faces almost touching. I notice tiny imperfec-

tions, eyelashes, mascara, the dark line of bangs sweeping low across her 
forehead. Something peculiar is occurring with my pulse.

“Can you tell me the name of the Minister of Culture?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I’ve been trying to find it for years. I thought you could help me.”
I take a step back. Her question transgresses the bounds of good taste. It 

is said that anyone who knows the name of the Minister has the power to 
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replace him—or perhaps to destroy him. The sources tend to vary on this 
point.

“No one knows his name. It’s forbidden information.”
“I know that. I know. It’s very bad of me to ask.”
“Why would you ask such a question? A nice reporter like you?”
She drifts to the bed, takes a seat on the mattress. The springs offer a 

groan of complaint. 
“It’s bad of me, I know. Awfully bad. Awfully presumptuous. But the 

thing is—I’d do almost anything to learn the name of the Minister. Ever 
since he killed my parents, I’ve been extremely curious to know.”

The room’s air grows colder. The words ring in my ears. Awful words, 
awful meanings, leading inevitably to thoughts of awful things.

“The Minister killed your parents?”
“Yes. When I was a child. He killed them and ate them and sucked on 

their bones at the top of the mad tower. I don’t know the reason. It was 
something political, I think.”

I fall back into a chair. “He can be rather cruel, the Minister.”
“I hate him. If only I could find out his name…”
She dabs at her eyes. Tears form and descend, disorderly traces of long-

ago suffering. I feel a generous thought starting to well up within me, and I 
can sense for the second or third time today that I’m on the verge of doing 
something I’ll regret.

“There is one possibility,” I say, leaning forward.
She wipes a tear away, brusquely. “What’s that?”
I clear my throat and explain. There exists a book that is rumored to con-

tain the name of the Minister. It was an error, a typo—or perhaps an act of 
subversion on the part of the author. The book was published many years 
ago. Not long after, the Ministry seized all known copies and destroyed 
them in the fires that burn eternally beneath the city, but at least one copy 
managed to escape.

As I speak, the reporter’s eyes turn gradually brighter, sadness marred by 
a faint twinge of hope.

“And you have the book here?”
“No, it’s out on loan.”
“I thought you didn’t loan books anymore.”
“We don’t. It’s overdue by nearly a decade.”
She receives this information with a frown of disappointment. The 

brightness in her eyes starts to fade.
“But all is not lost. I have the name and address of the person who bor-

rowed the book. As you can imagine, we’ve taken a certain interest in the 
case.”

“Naturally, you would. Have you contacted this person?”
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“We’ve tried the usual methods. Our calls go unanswered, our letters 
unreplied to. I considered involving the Minister, but I don’t like to bother 
him with nonessential information. I was thinking, though…perhaps you 
could pay the borrower a visit. With your reporter’s instincts, you might be 
able to turn up the book.”

Light returns to her eyes. She nods and agrees. I retrieve the borrower’s 
record from the drawer of my nightstand, copy the relevant words onto a 
fresh slip of paper, which soon finds its way into her hands.

“The address is downtown,” she says. “Near my flat.”
“Then it shouldn’t be inconvenient.”
“Not at all. Do you know anything about this particular borrower?”
“Only the name. And the lack of punctuality. It’s possible the borrower 

doesn’t realize the significance of what they’ve borrowed.”
She folds the paper in half, tucks it away in her jacket. I feel like I’ve just 

pushed a book cart toward the edge of a staircase, but I try not to think 
about what I’ve done.

“This is very kind. You didn’t have to do this.”
“True. But you were crying.”
She rises from the bed and plants a smudge of lipstick on my cheek. “I 

think you’re a good man. Beneath it all, a good man.”
“I suppose anything’s possible.”
“Shall I let you know how it goes? If I locate the book, I mean?”
“Please do. And return it to the library when you’re finished.”
We clasp each other’s shoulders. I lead her downstairs, all the way down 

to the great central lobby, and she leaves through the great central doors. 
It is late afternoon. Through the brief crack of air, I see sidewalks and chil-
dren. Trees and dogs, men with beer. Ordinary people, living their lives in 
the world beyond the library. As the reporter passes from sight, the smell 
of smoke whispers by. It’s a good smell, a clean smell, evoking chimneys 
and hearths, piles of leaves in the garden. Even after the door shuts, the 
smell seems to linger, as a thought, as a memory. I keep it with me for the 
rest of the day.




