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HE OPENED HIS EYES. It was night. But no. It wasn’t. It only
seemed like night. The smoke was that thick. He pushed himself
up the side of a trench, his brain like a grapefruit all juice and
membrane, reality cracked and fissured. He tried to plot a course
and walk but he couldn’t stand without getting dizzy and puking
red fluid. Blood. He clung to a locomotive of will. Felt the wet of
an intestine touched by rain slither into the greater confusion
which was once a man’s body. A biplane spiraled down in smoke
and flames and crashed. He could hear the whine of another and
then saw it dive toward the ground, wobble its wings as if in salute,
then ascend sharply toward the sun and disappear.

He was lying in mud. He smelled the mingled odor of shit and
blood and smoke and metal. He could hear bombs explode and
the chatter of machine guns rattle in his bones. His brain was on
fire. Pain throbbed in his left temple. He was wearing something
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heavy on his head. It was metal. It felt squishy. He put his hand on
it and could feel the jagged edges of holes. He could not remember
what he had been doing to find himself in this position. He did
not know what he was supposed to be doing. He could tell he was
in a war but he could not remember what war. He did not know
his name.

He heard voices. They sounded German. The grind and rumble
of a tank. Thing of tread and metal could grind a man’s body to
hamburger. Saw a body split in two, the arms flung backward as if
the torso were doing a dive from its own legs. Behind the tank he
could make out the dim outline of soldiers moving through the
smoke. He made himself as still as possible. When he was sure that
the soldiers were gone he began to crawl. Something heavy
flopped to his side. It was a rifle.

He heard bullets whine overhead, followed by another explo-
sion. Then another. And another. Chunks of dirt convulsed and
particles of dirt and bone fell on him. He continued to crawl. He
made his way to a trench and let his body flop down inside the
relative safety of the hole.

He sensed someone stirring. There was another man in the
trench. He could tell by the uniform that the man was German.
His first impulse was to reach for his rifle. But he let himself go
slack. The will to survive was there but he was too weak to defend
himself. He hoped that if the German were going to kill him that
he would be quick and efficient. He did not fear death. He felt
calm. Even with his brain on fire he could envision the seashore,
drifts of sand, the susurrus of surf. A premonition of heaven? He
didn’t believe in an afterlife. He believed in the eloquence of oil.
Of paint. The elasticity of time. Of space. A man’s soul belonged
to something far larger than a sentience ephemeral as a personality.
The crinkle and puff of certain mushrooms. Having a body does
not mean you are not a ghost. It only means you have tendons cry-
ing for medication and a stomach growling for food. And then one
day death. As now.



THE SEEING MACHINE 3

He focused on the face of the German. He was handsome. He
was going to be killed by a handsome man. A handsome German.
With intelligence in his eyes.

The German turned around to reach for an object. A rifle? A knife? 
A rifle, he hoped. He did not want to be stabbed.
He anticipated his imminent death, and yet it seemed like an

odd thing for a man to do. Reach around for a rifle and shoot a
man. But that’s what this was about. That’s what people do in a
war. They kill one another. As if killing were some central purpose
to life. Reproduce, search for food, and kill. 

It wasn’t a rifle. It was a canteen. The German presented him
with the canteen, pressed it against his chest, and said Trinken Sie!

What the fuck? 
He drank. He was extremely thirsty. He hadn’t realized how

thirsty until he drank the warm water. It tasted of mud. Everything
seemed to be a mixture of smoke, mud, and blood. And the smell
of human excrement.

He tried to remember his name, his rank, his location. But his brain
was numb. It was like a half-dead animal in his head. A useless organ.

Hier, verwenden Sie dieses, said the German, handing him a hand-
kerchief and pointing to his face. He took the handkerchief. The
initials L.J.J.W. were embroidered on it. He wiped his face. The
handkerchief turned red with his blood. He didn’t know whether
to hand it back or not. He felt sick. Dizzy.

Imagine a person, said the German in English, whose memory
could not retain what the word pain meant, so that he constantly
called different things by that name, but nevertheless used the word
in a way fitting in with the usual symptoms and presuppositions
of pain. In short, he uses it the way we all do. Here I should like to
say: a wheel that can be turned though nothing else moves with it.
It is not part of the mechanism.

Not part of what mechanism? What was this man talking about?
Had he gone insane? 

He passed out.


