LES ZIG
The Slush Pile Demolitionist

Week One: Monday
Constance Towers wasn’t what I expected from a senior editor at a
boutique publisher. In her gaudy pea poncho, faded pink jeans and opentoed sandals, she might’ve been a thrift shopper. Her small face was lost
in a mass of coppery hair, her eyes magnified behind a pair of oversized
violet square-rimmed glasses. She might’ve been as young as twenty-five
and as old as forty-five, some timeless literary nymph who now held me
in her scrutiny.
“So you’re studying …?” she asked from behind her pitted oak desk.
Her office was books: books on bookshelves, piled in teetering towers
on the floor, and crammed on the windowpane; and manuscripts –
bound, unbound, and fanned – on her desk and filing cabinets and the
small aquarium with its kaleidoscopic collection of fish.
“Professional Writing and Publishing,” I told her.
“Do you see yourself in publishing?”
“I’d love to make it as a writer. Obviously.”
Just in case it wasn’t obvious. I’d written novels, short stories, articles,
and even a couple of screenplays – the lot of them now yellowing in my
old rusty filing cabinet. In the vacuum a lack of success had created, and
with growing dissatisfaction over my job (floor clerk at a tech warehouse)
my partner had encouraged that, at the ripe age of thirty-five, I go back
to school and study – learn to put my skills to another use.
“But I feel I have the talent and experience to become an editor,” I
said.
School had recommended me for this post: a two-week placement with
Veracity Publishing, a small indie publisher known for their literary fare.
Veracity had probably chosen me due to my marks (I don’t want to boast
– they’re all high distinctions), but, still, I felt woefully out of my depth.

“Veracity Publishing is dedicated to producing bold and innovative
work,” Constance said. “Perhaps you’re familiar with some of the authors
we’ve discovered?”
“Oh yeah,” I said. “Abdul Khatri, Penelope Christakis, Skip Lago, Eno
Mizden, Karin McCain …”
We’d talked about these authors at school. Except for Eno Mizden, the
others had enjoyed such success they’d eventually jumped to bigger
publishers for the money and the fame – what many consider to be the
dream. While they were attractive bonuses, they weren’t why I wrote. I was
still trying to work that out.
“We’re working on Eno Mizden’s new manuscript,” Constance said.
“Perhaps you’d be interested in reading it after you’ve settled in?”
“Sure.”
“Well,” Constance said, “Mr. Stiegler isn’t here this week.”
Stiegler was the boss. The prospect of facing him was daunting –
meeting the boss for the first time always was. Constance was
intimidating enough.
“But he left a note here suggesting we find a bit of reading for you to
do.” She rose from her chair. “Do you know what I mean about reading?”
“The slush pile?”
“Exactly – our unsolicited submissions. We’re one of the few remaining
publishers who still have a slush pile.”
She led me from her small, cluttered office, to the equally cluttered
main floor. The six desks whined for mercy under a deluge of paperwork,
boxy old computers, and personal knickknacks. The walls were just
bookshelves overflowing with a combination of musty classics and
Veracity’s fare. Colorful pot plants were scattered throughout in some
hopeless grasp of feng shui, although all they succeeded in doing was kill
what little space remained.
We picked our way through to the desk in the furthest corner. The
pièce de résistance to the clutter was a mountain of big yellow envelopes
that constituted the slush pile. I wanted to plant a flag in it and declare it
Mount Slushmore. Of course, a flag would mean I’d conquered it, and I

doubted that was going to happen.
“It’s not that hard.” Constance grabbed one of the envelopes. “We still
request hardcopy submissions – people get lazy with email. If they’re
going to submit to us, we want them to put effort in. Shows us they’re
serious.”
She tore open the envelope and took out the submission. She mustn’t
have found what she looking for, as she put the manuscript down on the
desk, and checked another envelope. Same outcome. Then another
envelope. Now she flicked through the pages of the manuscript.
“What do you notice?” she asked.
The lines of text were tightly packed, which wasn’t what you’re meant
to do when you’re submitting to a publisher. You’re meant to have space,
for easy reading, and so the reader can make notes if needed. Also, the
author had used a Sans Serif font, like Arial – another no-no. Sans Serif
fonts don’t have little tails on the letters the way Serif fonts do. The belief
is those little tales form an unseen line that makes it easier to read. When
submitting to a publisher, you’re meant to use a Serif font.
I relayed my observations.
“Right. Our website lists the necessary submission requirements. From
immediate appearances, this manuscript has failed to meet two of the
criteria on our checklist.” Constance found the accompanying stamped
self-addressed envelope and shoved the submission into it. “Ditch it.”
“Is that fair?”
“Fair?” Constance snorted. “If they can’t do us the courtesy of meeting
our guidelines, why should we do them the courtesy of reading their
submission?”
“What if it’s a masterpiece?”
“The writing life’s tough.”
“What do I say? ‘Bad luck’?”
“We have a form rejection,” Constance told me. “Have you seen one
before?”
Now I almost snorted. I’d seen hundreds. What’s worse was that they
used your own stamped self-addressed envelope (another submission

requirement – you’ve got to stick a stamped self-addressed envelope in
with your submission) to be the harbinger of your failure. It’s like putting
a loaded gun in the hand of the guy thinking of murdering you.
“I’ve seen a few,” I said.
“If the submission deserves more than a form rejection,” Constance
went on, “feel free to improvise. Just be tactful. Otherwise, read enough
to get a feel for a piece, write a paragraph what they’re about, why they
do or don’t work, and whether they’re worth pursuing or not. If you like
anything, come talk to me. Any questions?”
“Am I qualified for this?”
“Qualified? It’s reading.”
Constance laughed once, shortly but loudly, then turned and headed
back to her office.
Week One: Tuesday
I wanted to find THE NEXT BIG THING so that I could live
vicariously through some unknown’s success, and show myself that it
could happen. It might be a one in a million chance, a one in a billion
chance, but it was a chance!
And it could be an inspiration.
Only I spent Monday wading through drivel.
After I’d read each sub, I’d knock out a paragraph-long report on my
computer. When the reading got too much, I scribbled in my workplacement journal – a school requirement – to break up the humdrum.
Tuesday morning was little different.
Worse, the subs were unending. Constance came around and dumped
a whole stack of new submissions on my desk. How many people were
writing? And submitting? So it was read, read, read.
After lunch, I wearily picked up the next sub, a thriller entitled In From
the Cold. The first chapter was okay (yay!), introducing a spy who’d been
excommunicated, but had been asked back to deal with—

That’s when it happened.
Turning the page too quickly, I tore it.
I blinked.
I shouldn’t have been concerned. The page could be reprinted, but
what did it say about the publisher if they were so careless with a
submission? I was surprised to find I was oblivious to the fact that I was,
indeed, oblivious.
The extreme response would be to retype the page, trying to match the
font (possibly Georgia or something equally accessible) and the margins
(also standard). I could photocopy the page; that would work, although
photocopied pages always look like photocopies – particularly compared
to originals. Or I could just leave the page as it was.
They were all workable options.
I contemplated them as I finished reading the submission. What started
promisingly deteriorated into twaddle. The writing grew loose, the
grammar problematic, and the plot became a rip-off of James Bond. It
was so pleasingly bad it informed what I did next.
I scrunched up the torn page, tossed it in the bin, recompiled the rest
of the manuscript, and stuck it in the accompanying stamped selfaddressed envelope. I imagined what the author would think when he
went through his manuscript and found a page missing.
He mightn’t make this discovery for weeks, if not months, or even
years. Maybe he’d even keep sending out the same hardcopy, completely
unaware of the missing page. One day, though, he would find it. And
what would he think? That the missing page was the cause of the
manuscript being rejected? That he’d unwittingly self-sabotaged?
I finished the form rejection (which only required me inserting the
author’s name, and the title of the submission), printed out a copy, sat
back, and looked at the slush pile with a new appreciation.

Week One: Wednesday

Dear Tom,
His name was Tim but what better way to shatter him immediately?
Particularly given I could pass it off as a typo.
Thank you for your recent letter enclosing
your manuscript.
Even better. The letter was personalized, but the rejection was form.
We
have
viewed
manuscript.

and

considered

your

I read a chapter and a half.
Unfortunately, we have decided not to make
an offer of publication.
Not unfortunate for us, but for Tom – I mean Tim.
Thank you once again for writing to us and
we wish you every success in placing your
manuscript elsewhere.
I cannot believe how bad your manuscript is, I would’ve liked to have written.
So much of Mount Slushmore’s bounty read as indulgent – authors so
misguided by the belief of their own genius that they put little work into
their craft, and less into revision. They read like first drafts a sixth-grader
had peddled out the night before homework was due to be turned in.
I knew this with certainty because I’d once had the same outlook. It
must’ve been a rite of maturation as a writer. Now I revised endlessly
(only to be equally unsuccessful).

But I held onto the hope there would be something to wow me.
Something that could be my hope.
Week One: Thursday
Constance liked mismatching: today, green corduroys, a black vest, and a
silk lavender shirt with puffy shoulders. It was easy to underestimate her
because she didn’t fit the stereotype of some exec.
“Come with me,” she told me.
“Where?” I asked.
But she was already off, forcing me to jump up and canter to catch up.
“We spoke about Eno Mizden the day you arrived,” she said.
Eno Mizden was a poster boy for students and faculty at school – a
writer and poet (funny how those two things aren’t synonymous) carving
out a niche in the literary community. He’d come to talk at an industry
function once: a jittery coat rack with a disproportionately big larynx who
was typically, if not predictably Goth – dark, depressing, doomed.
Facsimiles swarmed the hallways of school – peons to a stereotype. They
weren’t poets. They were peots.
Veracity Publishing had picked Eno’s sub from the slush pile five years
ago. That debut novel and the follow up had been critical successes that
had placed well in awards and heralded Eno as a talent for the future.
“Have you read either of his books?” Constance asked.
Eno wrote literary fiction – angst-ridden characters coming to grips with
being so angsty while trying to find their place in the world. I preferred
genre fiction – heroes saving the world and stuff like that.
“Um, no,” I said.
We exited the Veracity loft and weaved our way through the parking
lot to Constance’s battered red Volkswagen. She didn’t pick up the
conversation again until she’d reversed out of her spot as if it had
catapulted her; she then shunted her way into the busy morning traffic.
“We’re working on Eno’s third book,” she said. “We’re hoping this will

be the one.”
“The one?” I asked.
“That sells. Regardless of our commitment to the literary community,
we still need to make money. We keep hoping Eno’s commercial
recognition will catch-up with his critical cache.”
“Everybody at school loves him,” I said. “They think he’s gritty.”
“He’s a whorethur.”
“A what?”
“A writer who professes artistic merit, but he lives for that effect. He
hasn’t sold out for money; he’s sold out to be a starving artist.”
“So what’s the purpose of this meeting?”
“Eno’s been pestering us for feedback. He’s not very secure – most
writers aren’t. Their books are their children they send defenseless into
the world. This meeting is to stroke Eno’s ego. God knows he needs it.
If Eno detects a hint of negativity, he’ll jump out a window.”
“Should I be coming to this thing?”
“It’ll be educational.”
“In how to handle authors?”
“That, and in what you shouldn’t become.”
Fifteen minutes later, we were sitting in a train carriage of a bookshopcafé. Tatty tan shades covered the windows so everything had a sepia tint.
On a stage at the front, a slam poet pounded out a nonsensical poem
about oppression. The patrons were as worn and patchwork as the
second-hand books scattered on tables and on shelves. Watching the
poet, their eyes gleamed with the mindless zeal of zombies.
We were punctual but Eno Mizden wasn’t, so Constance asked me
about my writing. I told her about the stuff I’d written, stashed away in
my filing cabinet, and she told me to take my best work, and submit it to
Veracity. I said I would but didn’t tell her that I’d submitted my best work
– Crimson Dreams Waking – to a commercial publisher a few months ago.
I’d sent them three chapters, then they’d requested to see the whole thing.
Off went my bulky yellow envelope – hopefully to a discover new world.
When Eno arrived, I noted he was even thinner than the last time I’d

seen him. His shoulders and elbows were bulbous knobs in his black shirt,
and the prong of his belt poked through a homemade puncture – the
third such puncture after all the regular holes. The only thing that had
any health was his lustrous spiky black hair (that I’m guessing had been
dyed from some pedestrian shade of brown), and eye-liner that was meant
to show what an INDIVIDUAL he was. When Constance introduced me
as an editorial assistant, he gave me the sort of look people reserve for
finding an unflushed turd in a public toilet.
“Eno, you’re looking great,” Constance said.
“Thanks,” he said in a tone that suggested he knew he was being
handled, but he smiled nonetheless – the phony bastard.
That’s when I saw them. They peeked out from under the cuffs of his
black sleeves – thin white scars on his thin white wrists. Not just one on
each either; they crisscrossed, suggesting he’d taken to his wrists
repeatedly, although not with any gusto.
“Life in a Bloodshot World,” Constance said, “is great.”
“Really?” Eno’s voice trembled.
Here was his quandary: he wanted and needed the praise, but would always
doubt it. I knew that feeling.
“It’s marvelous,” Constance said.
Marvelous! It’s such a fake word. Nothing’s marvelous. Not even the
word marvelous.
“And the title …” Constance said. “Have I told you this before?”
“No, no, no,” Eno said.
“It the embodiment of the struggles you write about. I don’t know how
you came up with it.”
“Well,” Eno paused to draw out the anticipation of an obvious punch
line, “I did have to do a lot of research.”
Then he guffawed this great seesawing laughter like his mouth was
trying to eat his own head.
For the next fifteen minutes, Constance mindlessly praised Bloodshot
World. Eno would’ve had to be an idiot to not know he was being flattered
(although I didn’t discount the possibility), but he lapped it up like the

unrelenting phony he was.
The meeting ended with handshakes, a smile from Eno in my direction
– the unsightly turd had been flushed (or perhaps he’d just closed the lid
on it) – and the promise that Stiegler would meet with him the following
week.

Week One: Friday
I read Life in a Bloodshot World last night – a pretentious exploration of the
suffering of everyday people as imagined by an equally pretentious
Gothic charlatan.
I couldn’t imagine the book selling in any meaningful numbers,
although it was so indecipherably and hideously ostentatious that
reviewers would be afraid to criticize it just in case it was THE NEXT
BIG THING. They’d continue to trumpet Eno as an important literary
voice.
Going into Veracity, I was looking forward to the unassuming bunk of
the slush pile purifying me of Eno’s putrescence but Constance, waiting
at my desk, had other ideas.
“Did you read Life in a Bloodshot World?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Do you know what a media release is?”
“An overview of the book for the media and reviewers.”
“Have you ever written one?”
“Nope.”
“Let’s give the slush pile a rest for the morning,” Constance said.
Give the slush pile a rest? What about me? The slush pile never tires!
Constance accessed Veracity’s network drive from my computer and
opened several files. “These are examples of media releases,” she said.
“They’re not complicated. Copy the format and apply it to Bloodshot
World.”

“I didn’t really like the book,” I told her.
“In publishing, you’re not always going to work on books you like. Do
your best.”
She smiled and left me at it.
After several false starts, I knocked out half of a first draft.
Summary
A spurious, if not disingenuous insight into the everyday
fears and insecurities of everyday people, Life in a Bloodshot
World will appeal to conceited morons who’ll read it simply
for the bragging rights that they’ve done so. It’ll complete
their meaningless little lives in meaningless little ways,
allowing them to regale meaningless little friends at
meaningless little social gatherings with Bloodshot World’s
quasi-enlightened drivel.
This effort provided the foundation for my second draft:
Summary
Life in a Bloodshot World offers a telling insight into the
everyday fears and insecurities of ordinary people. Honest,
confronting, and enlightening, Bloodshot World is a gripping
and brutal parable unrelenting in assaulting us with the
everyday problems we must all face, and the extremes to
which they may push us.
Bloodshot World is about a married couple with a seven-year-old son and a
five-year-old daughter. The father’s an alcoholic, a gambler, and
questioning his sexuality, while the equally lush wife faces the stagnation
of her life. Trapped by kids, housework, and domesticity, she trolls the
slums engaging in seedy trysts.

I could see now why Constance referred to Eno Mizden as a
whorethur.
Finishing the media release, I printed it out and took it to Constance.
She skimmed it, then nodded.
“Excellent!” she said. “If you don’t make it as a writer, or in publishing,
you can always try copywriting.”
I wasn’t sure how to take that.

Saturday and Sunday
If you hadn’t been able to tell, a restlessness had crept into my life. It had
nothing to do with my family. My partner has always been supportive, and
my eight-year-old daughter and six-year-old son are great kids. Our
Husky, although she’s getting on, is a character herself.
But now, when I sat in front of the computer to write, I couldn’t find
the words. The slush pile reflected my own hopes. Maybe I just wasn’t
good enough – maybe I was just like all those poor saps I rejected.
Of course, a publisher requested my full manuscript.
My partner was much more excited about the prospect than I was.
I was guarded.
I didn’t want to go all-in, like this was the only hand I had remaining.
But it was beginning to feel the way.

Week Two: Monday
If you took Santa Claus out of his red costume and plonked him in a
tweed suit and a leather beret, that would be Stiegler. His snowy hair had
been tied back into a pony-tail. His black shoes were pointed.
He swept in this morning, exchanging jovial greetings with everybody.

The dread I felt had less to do with him and more to do with the
expectation that soon, I’d have to meet him – the boss.
I buried my head in Mount Slushmore.
The submissions kept coming in. No wonder so many publishers
stopped accepting unsolicited stuff. But there was a gleefulness I
extracted from the drivel.
I was meant to read enough to get a feel for a submission. Sometimes,
this meant I had to read all of it (three chapters and a synopsis). Other
times, I didn’t have to venture so deeply.
As was the case, for example, with A Hero’s Journey, and Back Again, a
fantasy epic (well, an intended epic).
It began:

A Hero’s Journey, and Back Again
Chapter One
After years in the West, the hero Trebor finally returned to
the homes of his fathers. A hero of quests beyond count,
Trebor had fought heroically in wars and crusades. A lesser
man, a lesser hero, may have succumbed – if not to the
physical ardors of battle, then to the psychological
deterioration encouraged by death and despair. But one
thought had always sustained Trebor: Eitalan. She was his
love, his life, a reason to live. Without her, Trebor knew he
never would’ve found the trength [sic] to be a hero.
That was as much as I needed. My report:
A Hero’s Journey, and Back Again
Underwhelming fantasy fare featuring Trebor,
who is apparently a hero, his journeys into

the lands of the West, and the battles he
must fight and quests he must achieve before
he can be with his one true love, Eitalan.
Poorly written.
What I didn’t glean from the paragraph I read, I got from the synopsis
provided with the manuscript.
If you think such a snap judgement was horrible, consider this:

Moving Forward
1. Lisa
Lisa was a zany
Zany? Really? That immediately prejudiced me against the story. (The rest
of the submission, fortunately, made a good case for prejudices.)
A trinkling of submissions, however, verged on good, leaving me
thinking that with lots of sympathetic editing they could be something.
That’s all some of these writers needed: guidance.
And a chance.
I took one sub I enjoyed to Constance – a story of magical realism
where a beleaguered homemaker begins believing she’s a sorceress.
Constance read it while I waited, saw the potential, then told me it would
need too much nurturing.
“You can tell the writer’s not quite there yet with their craft,” she said.
“It’d take years of going back and forth to get it to a publishable standard.
We just don’t have the resources unfortunately. But maybe, one day, the
writer will get there themselves. Maybe.”
So I went back to my desk and rejected.
Rejected. Rejected. Rejected.
Between the arbitrary rejections and the sabotage, I became a petty
despot intoxicated with power, qualifying it with the rationale that when I
did find something good I would kick it up.

Week Two: Tuesday
A big shadow fell over me and Mount Slushmore. I thought it was
Constance with another deposit of submissions. Nope. Stiegler. We’d
missed one another yesterday. Presumably, he was busy catching up on
everything – well, hopefully not everything.
His scrutiny was, in itself, inscrutable – this inexplicable thing that
running his own publishing house had abstracted. How well had he
learned to read people? Did he know what I’d been doing? Was he
wondering how this mature-age student was surpassing the reading quota
met by his previous readers?
“You want to come into my office?” he asked.
His office was bigger than Constance’s and bare other than for an oak
desk, the phone, a Mac laptop, and two chairs.
Stiegler gestured for me to sit down, and then took his own seat – one
of those ergonomic recliners that had probably been made especially for
him.
“So,” Stiegler said, “tell me about yourself.”
For the last week, I’ve been culling your slush pile!
“I’m a writer,” I said, plummeting into the spiel I delivered whenever I
met new people, “although an unsuccessful one.”
“An unsuccessful writer!” Stiegler chuckled, like this was an archetype
with which he was not only familiar, but very good friends with. Of
course, given he ran Veracity, I’m sure he had the archetype over on such
a regular basis it was now a cliché. “What do you write?” he asked.
“There’s nothing I haven’t written over the years – novels, screenplays,
stories, articles,” I said. “I’ve had a few little things published and nibbles
at some of the bigger stuff.”
I waited for a prompt, but when none came, I had to elaborate.
“I mean, I haven’t had much luck.” Any luck, actually! “But I still send

stuff out.”
“I was a writer once myself,” Stiegler said. “Not very good, mind you.
But I understand the nature of submission, and the requirement of
perseverance. You should submit something to us.”
“Constance said the same thing.”
“You’ll find this is often the way the publishing works – it’s sometimes
a case of who you know. We’re getting two weeks of free labor out of you.
I’m sure we can offer something in return. In any case, don’t be
discouraged. You’re still young.”
“I’m five years older than Eno Mizden.”
Stiegler harrumphed, although I couldn’t tell whether the sound was
derision or amusement. “Some people literally blunder into luck,” he said,
“like they’d stepped in a pile of dog shit on a morning walk, while others
make their own. Eno was lucky – right time, right place, right … tone of
work. Still, he’s never captured the market the way we would’ve liked.”
Understandable given he writes pretentious crap!
Stiegler’s phone rang. He glanced at it and arched his brows. “Speak of
the devil,” he said. “Excuse me.” He picked up the phone. “Eno! How’re
you?”
Eno’s voice on the other end sounded like the indecipherable babble
they used to give adults in the old Charlie Brown cartoons.
“You have to excuse me, Eno,” Stiegler said, “but I was on a buying
trip.”
More spatter from Eno.
“Yes, yes, I’m reading it.”
Obviously inquiring about his book – probably so he could have his
ego stroked further. The bastard. Getting it from Constance hadn’t been
enough.
“No, no, let me finish it before I comment.”
But please, Mr. Stiegler, I imagined Eno whining, I’m such a worthless little
ingrate. Please give me some praise. Pleaaaase!
“Really, Eno, let’s talk about it later this week.”
Awww! How will I survive? My life shall be a misery!

“Very well. How about tomorrow? At that café in the city where we
signed you?”
Do they still let in bleak, moronic pretenders?
“Yes, yes, Eno.”
Oh the joy! The thundercloud has lifted from my life! Please, Mr. Stiegler, put me
down so that I may be miserable again!
“Really, Eno, you’ll just have to wait.”
Be harsher with me, pleeeaaaaaase, Mr. Stiegler!
“If you’ll excuse me, Eno, I am in a meeting. Midday, tomorrow.”
I’m going to sulk.
“See you then.”
Sob. (I am happy again!)
Stiegler hung up the phone. “I’m sorry about that.”
“That’s okay.”
“To get back to the point I was going to make, things change.” I was
astounded how easily he could resume the thread of our conversation.
“Or you change them,” he added.
“Me?” My paranoia spiked. Was he referring to my work on Mount
Slushmore?
“It may be cliché, but we make our own fate.”
“Oh.” I don’t think Shakespeare could’ve written a more appropriate
response.
“So why Professional Writing and Publishing?”
“After trying to make it as a writer for so long, I thought I had talents
that could be applicable to the industry.”
Stiegler’s eyes narrowed. He knew a line. “What sort of talents?”
“Editing.” I wanted to leave it at that, but Stiegler’s gaze compelled me
to yield something more. “I think I know how to put a story together,
how to make it work, how to revise it so that it realizes its fullest
potential.”
That was my favorite term at school: realize its fullest potential. It’s what I
told students who submitted to the school journal when I was editor – I
just want your piece to realize its fullest potential.

Still Stiegler didn’t blink.
“So, yeah,” I said, again feeling the need to fill the silence, “editing.”
Stiegler arched one bushy eyebrow, the thing going up like it was a
meter measuring just how much crap I could talk.
“And how’ve you found the course?”
“It’s good,” I said.
Again, the silence. It was like an empty pool on a hot day: it just had to
be filled.
“I mean, I think I had a pretty good grasp of things going into the
course, but I’ve learned stuff.” I left it hanging, hoping Stiegler would
move on. He didn’t. The bastard. “Important stuff,” I offered, but no
good. Stiegler still kept quiet. The bastard. “And it’s good talking to likeminded people. It’s like, when I was at high school, I was always the loner,
the weird kid, I think because I wanted to be a writer. While everybody
else was doing teenage stuff, I was reading, or lost in my imagination,
wanting to write stories.” Stop me please! “But now it’s like a whole school
full of people like me.” Well, not just like me, but close enough. “I guess maybe
I’m surprised by the talent of some of them. And, to think, there’ll be
more next year, and the year after that, and so on.”
“Constance tells me you’ve done wonders with the slush pile.”
I’ve done something all right!
“Um, thanks,” I said.
“She’s impressed by your reports,” Stiegler went on. “She thinks they
show real insight. However, you haven’t kicked anything up for
consideration.”
“I … just … haven’t … really read anything,” I said, now conscious
not to speak too slowly, too quickly, or to stammer, “which deserved it.
I showed Constance one. She said the standard needed to be higher.”
“Indubitably. Eno’s first book is, in fact, the last slush pile submission
we accepted, and that was five years ago.”
The percentages of that acceptance almost made me shudder.
“Could you see yourself working in an office like this?”
I hated myself for thinking it, but is this where people went when they

didn’t make it? Like that old saying, Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach.
Would landing in a job like this be a capitulation? It was a lofty thought
I wanted to crush as arrogant, but it scared me all the same.
“I guess,” I said. “I’m not really used to office life.”
“I think you’d excel,” Stiegler said. “Think about it.”
“Thanks.”
Stiegler got up and thrust his hand across the table. “It’s been a pleasure
to meet you.”
I rose and shook his hand. “You, too, sir.”
And meant it.

Week Two: Wednesday
Numerous little cafes and restaurants shared the same alley promenade.
You couldn’t tell which sets of tables belonged to what establishment.
And it was so packed I got a sense of everything and everybody around
us closing in. Poor Eno bobbed at our table like a pathetic windsock. But
Stiegler beamed, as if the lunchtime hubbub powered him.
Eno’s manuscript – the pages curling, the corners dog-eared, Stiegler’s
keys sitting on top as a paperweight – was nestled among our empty plates
and glasses, arguably the most unpalatable thing on the table.
“I’ve been worrying,” Eno said, once we’d finished eating and the
pleasantries were out of the way.
“Worrying?” Stiegler asked.
“About the book.”
“You always worry.” Stiegler turned to me and chortled. “He always
worries. Such a perfectionist.”
“So you like it then?” Eno asked.
“Eno! Eno! Eno!”
Eno leaned forward, the way a puppy might try to coax a caress from
its owner.

“Eno, this,” Stiegler said, “this is … “
“Yes, Mr. Stiegler, yes …?”
“ … just not good enough.”
“Not good enough?”
“While it brims with potential, in its current state it’s too self-important
and dense.”
Eno slumped, a scarecrow who’d just had its stuffing ripped out. The
weirdest thing was the fist-pumping elation I felt.
“Constance said it was going wonderfully!”
“Miss Towers is a soft touch. Let’s talk realities: your last two books?
Everybody loved them, nobody bought them. We need a book everybody
loves, and everybody buys. Actually, I’d even settle for a book that
nobody loves, but everybody buys. This,” Stiegler drummed the
manuscript, “is, frankly, lacking.”
Eno jumped to his feet (and would’ve upended his chair, had he any
real weight) and skittered away. I kept waiting for the wind to blow him
back, but I guess even the wind had taste. Eno scooted around the corner.
I expected Stiegler to be stern and condemning, but he smiled until the
color rose in his cheeks.
“Yes?” he said.
“It’s not that bad,” I said. “It’s not something I’d read, and it’s
pretentious, but you’re making out like it’s the worst thing ever.”
“Damnit,” Stiegler said, “it’s adequate!” Now he stroked the
manuscript, like it was a cat purring contentedly in his lap.
“But you treated him so …?”
“Poorly? Viciously? Condescendingly?” Stiegler bellowed uproariously
with laughter. “He’s an author. They all need to be treated differently.”
His grin broadened until it threatened to split his face in two, but the
expression was forced – a mimicry. Here was a man who might’ve failed
at writing fiction, yet perpetrated the greatest fiction of them all – that he
was empathetic. “We’ve coddled Eno, and for what? Eno feigns
sufferance, but he plays that for marquee. He’s not a starving artist; he
inherited his house and a comfortable nest egg from his parents. He could

give it all up, but then he’d genuinely face a struggling existence. He
doesn’t want that. So perhaps he needs a dose of reality to find the
verisimilitude his writing requires. Anyway, he’s contracted.”
“Sorry?”
“Just in case you’re worried that he’ll flee to another publisher.”
I wasn’t.
“He’s contracted for three books,” Stiegler said, “and damn him, we’ll
have that third book!”
Week Two: Thursday
Bulky yellow envelope.
But it didn’t belong to Mount Slushmore.
It poked out of my mailbox slot, like an impudent tongue mocking me.
Bulky yellow envelopes meant only one thing: rejection. If the publisher
had accepted my manuscript, they’d call me. Or email me. They wouldn’t
be returning my manuscript in that death warrant of a yellow envelope.
I snatched it out of the mailbox and tore it open. There was no dread,
no anticipation, no anything. Years ago, my heart would race, my hands
would tremble, and I’d pause before opening the envelope, savoring the
possibility of success. Time, rejection, and repetition had destroyed that
excitement.
My eyes went straight to the body of the text:
Thank you for giving us the opportunity to
consider your manuscript. We read it with
interest but I regret that we will not be
making an offer of publication. We do not
feel we are the right firm to successfully
publish this book.
Thank you for thinking of us, and we wish

you every success in finding a publisher for
your work.
Two thank yous to neuter my hopes. He must’ve enjoyed doing it, the
bastard. I inferred bliss in every word.
And sure, here was the moment I had an epiphany empathizing with
the author of my rejection letter, this moment of enlightenment
acknowledging what I’d been doing and repent or whatever, but it didn’t
happen.
I went into Veracity. Mount Slushmore was bigger today, but now it
didn’t seem as unconquerable.
Today, I was planting my flag.

Week Two: Friday
“Well?”
Stiegler. I sat opposite him in his office. He was nothing but unflinching
sternness now. He might’ve been a judge weighing up the merits of
delivering the death penalty to a hapless defendant.
“Would you care to explain your work on the slush pile?” he said.
Yesterday, I’d gauged submissions solely on instinct, an artiste who’d
used all forms of munitions – instinctively evaluating the competency of
the prose, the word choices, the name choices, the shape of the text on the
page, the font used – to blow the crap out of the slush pile.
I’d wanted to find that one quality submission that would reaffirm my
dreams. Stiegler had said the last slush pile submission they’d accepted
was Eno’s first book, and he was a fake. That not what I wanted. There
had to be something real.
Stiegler’s phone rang. I jolted. Stiegler remained unmoved. His phone
continued to ring. He picked it up and listened.
“Wait,” he said. “I’ll be right there.”

Relief. He’d be right there, which meant—
“Come with me,” Stiegler said.
“What?”
Stiegler led me to his tan Merc in the parking lot. The model had to be
twenty years old, but was as close to pristine as maintenance would allow.
An air-freshener, shaped like a pine tree, hung from the rearview mirror,
the scent cloying.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
Stiegler started the car, the engine purring to life – sorry, cliché, but I
couldn’t help it in my frazzled state.
“Eno’s having problems,” he said.
“What sort of problems?”
“Problems,” Stiegler said, navigating the car into busy, early morning
traffic.
I wanted to push it – not because I was interested in Eno, but because
it would mean we were talking about anything but what I’d done. But I
didn’t have the courage to try Stiegler’s mood. So we said nothing for the
first fifteen minutes as Stiegler drove into the leafy inner suburbs, our
only accompaniment some opera that played from the stereo (the LCD
display identified it as Wagner’s “Gotterdammerung”). I’d just started to
feel the littlest bit comfortable when Stiegler took a deep breath, like he
was cocking his mouth to fire a barrage.
“Veracity Publishing stands for something,” he said. “We want to
enhance our literary culture. We want to look outside mainstream
avenues and promote innovation and originality. The slush pile is one of
our best resources to discover brave new authors.”
Brave new authors? What do they do? Fight lions? But the thought had no
wit. The air freshener’s scent grew nauseating.
“Obviously, working one’s way through the slush pile is daunting,”
Stiegler said. “It’s the age of computers. The internet. Blogs. Social media.
Idiots telling us what they do daily, what they think hourly, whatever
comes into their head, whoring themselves for fleeting gratification.
Everybody thinks they’re a creative. Worse, every home has a computer,

so it’s much easier to write and submit to a publisher. That means that
every slush pile reader has to find their own way of dealing with the
volume of material.”
Here it was. There was no escaping this.
“You got through quite a bit of the slush pile yesterday,” Stiegler said.
I tried to think of a way to justify my expediency, but nothing sounded
believable.
“Constance has been auditing your work.”
Stiegler slammed the brakes; I was thrown forward in my seat and
lassoed back in by the seatbelt.
“Get out,” he said.
Before I could ask why, he was out of the car with surprising
nimbleness. I unbuckled the seatbelt, opened the door, and – dizzy
nauseous, and uncoordinated – fell out of the car, expecting a mob-like
hit. So this was the crime for defiling the slush pile.
Damn, independent publishers were unforgiving.
But Stiegler moved away from me. We’d pulled up outside a house –
one of those squat brick affairs that were boxed-in alongside every other
house on a street teeming with weeping willows and scattered leaves.
Stiegler was at the front door, ringing the bell and calling out, “Eno?”
Nothing.
Stiegler gestured for me to join him.
I trudged through the yard, hauling the burden of my guilt behind me.
Bizarrely, the guilt wasn’t for what I’d done, but that I’d been caught –
the lament of so many criminals.
“Eno?” Stiegler said again, as he now not only rung the bell, but also
thumped on the door. But still no answer. He tried the doorknob. It
turned. He swung the door open, then stopped.
As I arrived on the porch, I saw why.
Two streams of blood stole down the length of the hallway’s
floorboards.
“We should call the police—” I said, but Stiegler was already on the
way in.

I didn’t want to follow, and even made a conscious decision not to, but
there I was, tiptoeing behind Stiegler. He moved with surety; morbid
fascination drove me. The blood ran from an archway leading into what
turned out to be the lounge room.
The décor was old – gaudy green velvet couches, a mahogany coffee
table on a pastiche woolly rug, and a line of family photos on the mantel
above the fireplace. Various vases, lamps, and ceramic knickknacks sat
on end tables. It wasn’t the room of a Gothic writer, but a snapshot into
the past – Eno’s past of middle-class suburbia, replete with warmth,
familiarity, and love.
A recliner faced the TV – the only two contemporary items in the
room. On the recliner’s armrest sat a thin, pale arm – Eno Mizden’s arm.
The wrist was slashed so deep that it exposed bone. Blood trickled from
the wound and pooled upon the floor. I couldn’t see the other wrist
because of the recliner’s backrest, but I guessed it must be the same given
the second stream of blood.
Stiegler grabbed the recliner’s headrest and spun the chair to reveal Eno
Mizden. He was paler than ever, his eyes frozen in curious astonishment.
In his lap rested a disheveled printout of his manuscript. A bloody
straight-razor sat on the cover page in a splotch of blood.
I imagined how it’d played out: Stiegler had shattered him the previous
day – not just shattered his confidence, but him, Eno Mizden. So Eno
came home and tried to reconcile his life and his work. Genuinely
suffering, he manically worked on his manuscript until late last night. He
printed it out and reread it, doubting the quality of every word. Come the
morning, the insecurity’s too much.
So Eno fetched his straight-razor. The scars emblazoned across his
wrists rebuked him as a phony, so he decided to do it for real this time.
He picked up his phone – sitting on a small end-table adjacent to the
recliner – rang Stiegler, and … what? I didn’t know. But he indicated to
Stiegler there was a problem. He wanted to show Stiegler that he was for
real this time.
Then Eno hung up, cut himself to the bone, and bled to death.

“Call the police,” Stiegler said.
“I don’t know where we are.”
Stiegler pulled out his mobile and called the police as I sat on the couch.
This was meant to be a work placement, and yet here I was unravelling –
and had been unravelling, if I were honest, from the moment I’d walked
into Veracity. Was this the end you faced when you made the wrong
beginning? When you realized that everything you thought was real wasn’t
real at all?
The cops came, as did the paramedics, and even a few reporters, but
Stiegler handled the lot so clinically they may have bored him. Maybe they
did; maybe this was all in the fine print of his job description.
It was late afternoon before we were dismissed. Stiegler filched Eno’s
bloody manuscript, then drove us to Veracity to the same Wagner opera
(it must’ve been on loop). The offices were empty – a relief. I didn’t know
if I could face anybody else right now.
In my absence, Mount Slushmore had grown. Good on it. There was
one unassailable truth: people kept writing. They took their lives, their
dreams, and their fantasies, and tried to wrestle them into a coherent
narrative … for what? To tell their story? To share their story? For fame?
Riches? Self-gratification? All of the above?
I kept doing it despite my lack of success and only now, in the wake of
Eno’s death, found it wasn’t because I desired any of that, but I wanted
to share and connect with people in a way I usually didn’t.
Unlike Eno, I wanted to find that truth in myself.
“Sit down,” Stiegler said.
I sat at my desk.
Stiegler planted Eno’s manuscript on another desk, then wheeled out
the chair – dodging around a pot plant full of purple and yellow pansies
– so he could sit opposite me. He gestured at Mount Slushmore. So here
it was – despite everything that happened today, I still had to face my
crimes.
“You know,” Stiegler said, although now he was quite conversational,
“I was saying before, everybody’s a writer. No matter what they do in life,

no matter how capable they are, no matter how imaginative, they all try.
Do you know what that means?”
“Lots more tripe?”
“Yes.” Stiegler’s voice was a gleeful whisper. “Lots! Somebody needs to
be the silent guardian, the watcher at the door, the last vestige of quality
control. Somebody needs to uphold literary integrity while the digital
world drowns us in muck and shit and irrelevancies.”
“Why bother with a slush pile at all, then?”
“Because there will be that diamond in the rough.” Stiegler grinned – a
caricature of joy that escalated into a combination of malice and relish. “I
like your work on the slush pile. I like it a lot. It’s not enough to reject
these pretenders. They need to be discouraged. They need to be stopped.
And, you, are doing that!”
“What if—?”
“No!” Stiegler jumped up so abruptly that his chair rolled back into the
desk behind it. “Don’t question it! The ones who want to write will keep
coming back. They won’t be able to help themselves. That’s who writers
are. Well, genuine writers. True voices. You know that, don’t you?”
He was seeing inside me. Despite my rejection, despite my
despondency, I would dust myself off and keep writing, keep submitting
because that’s who I was. I’d done it before, and I’d do it again.
“Let the pretenders fall,” Stiegler said. “You just have to recognize the
uncut gems.”
“And if I get it wrong?”
“Leave that to marketing. You can sell anything if you want it bad
enough and are prepared to make sacrifices.”
Sacrifices. Like Eno? Had he been a sacrifice? His suicide would
popularize his book, and be a launchpad into best-seller strata. Had
Stiegler manipulated Eno to this very result? Could he be that cold and
calculating?
“Did I drive Eno to suicide?” Stiegler said. “That’s what you’re
thinking.”
I nodded slowly.

“What do you think?”
I couldn’t believe anybody could be so heartless, but I’d caught those
glimpses of Stiegler’s ruthlessness. Had I made more of them than they
were? Or hadn’t I feared them enough? Right now, I was too confused
to make sense of it, but if I sorted through it I was sure I would find an
answer.
The question was whether I wanted to face that answer.
I looked uncertainly at Eno’s manuscript on the other desk.
Stiegler must’ve read my indecision. His eyes were unblinking as he
nodded once.
“Your placement finishes today,” he said, “but I want you to work for
me when you finish your schooling. I can understand how this
unfortunate experience might’ve soured you. But if not me, if not
Veracity, I’m willing to recommend you to the publisher of your choice.”
He clapped me on the shoulder. “You’ve found your place. At least for
now.”
Smiling, he took Eno’s manuscript, entered his office, and closed the
door.
For a long time, I gaped after him.
Then I turned to the slush pile, grabbed an envelope, and opened it.
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