Seven Books in Seven Days
Jo Ann Beard
You have to take a week off work, or be like me and get your summers off.   Which is when I discovered that I had somehow developed reader’s block.  [keep these?  See last sentence, 1st paraMe,] who used to claim I had never been bored in my life, because who could be bored in a town with a library, was bored all the time.  [Me,] whose attention span was formerly suited to novels so long that I had a whole special and embarrassing arrangement for reading in bed, involving yoga props and dedicated throw pillows, was now unable to read more than a sentence or two before optically hopping ahead, to see what the next paragraph was getting ready to say.   My mind was suddenly prone to flitting; I had become bird-brained.  And I was using not-great grammar (see sentences above beginning with “Me”).  

As summer commenced, I alternated between mowing the tall green grass, watching the dirt for signs of lettuce, and checking on various electronic devices to see if anyone had anything meaningless to tell me.  I was reading dashed-off columns by half-wits and whole-wits, making me sick of wit in general; I was reading political blogs, which is the equivalent of a bored neighbor listening in on a party line to hear…well, the party line; I was making daily Google mistakes (sample: “coyotes in New York state” called up a series of coyotes in steel leg-traps, either cowering before their murderers or bloodied and limp); I was YouTubing down the river, watching whatever videos anyone sent me and then all the “related” ones.  And worst of all, I was reading the vile and inane commentary that followed everything posted online, the spat and whispered comments that give you to understand that however unhappy you are with your mowing and lettuce watching, there are invisible others all around you who are way, way more unhappy and venomous and possibly murderous.  My entertainment attention span had devolved from movies to television shows, and then from hour-long dramas to half-hour comedies, and finally to 5-9 minute blooper reels.   

Where were the long, slow days of summer that felt endless in a rich and challenging way, the beautiful June evenings I had once read about in some book my birdbrain now couldn’t recall.  Men watering lawns as darkness lowered like fog over the town, children called in to dinner and then released back out, into the dusk, with crickets making their comments in the drowned grass.  Then I remembered the opening passage, a strange floating essay that appeared at the beginning of A Death in the Family, a book put together after its author died: James Agee, writing about evening descending on a Tennessee town in the summer of 1915.  The flickering electronic light I was staring at had nothing in it of Agee’s deep, pulsing hiss of water, the limpid sense memory that it provoked, and it had nothing in it of the other flickering light, the green beacon that drew a man to his dock in summertime and reflected his longing back to him.   The Great Gatsby on a meltingly hot day.  Now that’s summer, and I wanted it back.  

So, I quit.  Cold bird, as they say.  

Reader, it worked. 

Turn off your machines for a week.  Including e-readers, all you e-reader people.  Allow yourself to experience a book the way you used to, by forming a relationship not just with the characters and the story but also with the actual object.  Bond with the image on the cover, almost drop it in the tub, keep flipping back to look at the face of the author (he’s so young! and he was smoking for his author photo!), and when you stop reading for a few minutes or an hour, mark your place in your old ritualized way, by turning it upside down over the arm of the couch, or folding down the corner of the page, or slipping the store receipt or the jacket flap in there as a bookmark.  

Go backwards, is all.  Read like it’s 1999.  


Begin the prep a day before, with three short stories about vivid life in the face of death.  Read “Honored Guest” by Joy Williams, “Walking Out” by David Quammen, and “The Gardener” by Rudyard Kipling.  In between, eat ice cream sandwiches and think about Lenore, crying out her own name in the night, and about David, staggering through the snow carrying his impossible burden, and about Aunt Helen, staring at the merciless sea of black crosses, bearing little strips of stamped tin at all angles across their faces.  You see, there is death and there is death—sure, you miss your machines, and in a week you can turn them back on and resume staring into cyberspace.  But for now, go out; it’s Saturday night.

Sunday, take up William Maxwell’s little masterpiece, So Long, See You Tomorrow: a pistol shot, a milking stool in lantern light, a tongue-tied farm boy named Cletus and a grown man who conjures an unknowable story from a handful of details and a thin luminous thread of memory.  At the end of the day, emerge from the dream of the book to realize that you read all day.  Also that your machines didn’t miss you.  Turn out your lantern light.  Sleep a strangely blissful sleep, filled with images that aren’t backlit.  

Monday is Pnin, Vladimir Nabokov’s comic novel about a Russian émigré who relocates to a college campus in what he thinks of as the New World.  Deadpan and piercing, Nabokov writes, “[Pnin] had a deep admiration for the zipper.”  No less than yours will be for Pnin, I daresay.  When you sleep, have strange dislocated dreams about color-coded fondue forks and tinseled toothpicks piercing cocktail wieners at academic parties.  Which, if you’ve ever been to, are nightmares.    

Tuesday is Tove Jansson’s The Summer Book, about a girl just starting out and a woman just ending, who make their brilliant way down one beach and up another, talking and talking, drawing pictures in the sand and just generally hypnotizing you for the entire day.  As one of the blurbers put it:  “the novel reads like looking through clear water and seeing, suddenly, the depth.”  Read more slowly toward the end because you sense what’s coming.  After, sleep the sunburned sleep of someone who has spent all day in the wind and tide, listening to a child talk.  

On Wednesday, realize that you don’t miss the machines the way you thought you would, and that, in fact, there seem to be a lot more minutes in the hours and a lot more hours in the day.  Like more than sixty and more than twenty-four, respectively.  Realize that you are no longer saying “irrespectively.”  In honor of all this, reward yourself with The Postman Always Rings Twice by James Cain, a book about a pair of rapturous creeps.  Wednesday night is hump night, so act accordingly.

Thursday, and you are basically there, you’ve more or less done it, so for a moment believe you might as well go ahead and turn the machines back on and see what you’ve been missing.  Take a moment to stop yourself and realize: you were missing, but now you’ve been found.  Because you are feeling slightly frail for some reason, read a graphic memoir called Stitches by David Small whose talent isn’t.  At the end, experience what everyone else does—the impulse to turn back to the beginning and read it again, more slowly.  Go ahead, you’re not feeling strong today, and when you’re done, spend the evening drawing your grandmother from memory.  Give her glasses just like she used to wear, and don’t put any eyes behind them.  Sleep the sleep of a peevish child, because today you kind of are.

Take a moment to remember the original meaning of penultimate, before the Internet and various graduate students got hold of it.  In this case, though, the penultimate actually is the “ultimate of ultimates” because you get to read A Way of Life Like Any Other by Darcy O’Brien.  You know by now to check—155 pages but the print is weirdly small.  Happily, it begins not on page one but on page five, due to a skippable introduction that you can read at the end, when you’re done with the book but wish you weren’t.  In honor of not wrecking it for you, here’s just one little line, chosen more or less at random: “Mr. Pines was propped up [in bed] reading the latest Variety.  He had on silk pajamas with tiny lions all over them and he was wearing a hairnet.”  Finish the intro, turn off the gooseneck lamp, and sleep like a lion, because you’re almost done.  

On your last day, circle back around to Fitzgerald’s flickering light, burning green across the harbor: The Great Gatsby.  All day, read, read, read, just like you’ve been doing for the past week.   At the end, rise from the dream and join your friends at the dinner table.  Some call Gatsby the greatest American novel ever written.  You are welcome to join the argument, now in progress.  
