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Sidney Orr, a writer recovering from a near-fatal injury, chances upon a stationery store.  He is drawn to and purchases a blue Portuguese notebook that inspires him to write again.  He sketches a nightmarish story about the power of random accidents on our lives.  A novel Oracle Night, by Sylvia Maxwell is delivered to editor Nick Bowen. It chronicles the strange life of Lemuel Flagg, a man blinded in the First World War and discovered by two French orphans.  Back in Britain, Flagg begins to suffer from painful fits – episodes that give him visions of the future.  This oracular gift brings him fame and fortune, but on the night before his wedding, he foresees that his fiancée will soon betray him.  Overcome with his tragic foreknowledge, he commits suicide.

While walking home, Nick Bowen has a close encounter with a falling gargoyle.  Having come so close to meeting an absurd death, Bowen impulsively leaves his existing life behind him.  Auster’s narrator, Sidney Orr, tells us that the germ of this idea comes from a parable in Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon, where Sam Spade relates an anecdote about a successful businessman named Flitcraft who, after nearly being crushed by a falling beam, becomes convinced of life’s meaninglessness and leaves his family to go live in another city.  Bowen ends up working for a man named Ed Victory who collects old phone books as a result of his experiences liberating Dachau, and ends up locked in a converted bomb shelter in Kansas City.  At which point Orr gets writer’s block and shifts his attention to a screen play of The Time Machine by H. G. Wells, in hopes of paying off his medical bills.

In fact, the Flitcraft tale has and origin older then Dashiell Hammett, going back to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Wakefield.    Hawthorne relates:

In some old magazine or newspaper I recollect a story, told as truth, of a man – let us call him Wakefield – who absented himself for a time from his wife.  The fact, thus abstractedly stated, is not very uncommon, nor – without a proper distinction of circumstances – to be condemned either as naughty or nonsensical.  Howbeit, this, though far from the most aggravated, is perhaps the strangest, instance on record, of marital delinquency; and, moreover, as remarkable a freak as may be found in the whole list of human oddities.  The wedded couple lived in London.  The man, under pretence of going a journey, took lodgings in the next street to his own house, and there, unheard of by his wife or friends, and without the shadow of a reason for such self-banishment, dwelt upwards of twenty years.  During that period, he beheld his home every day, and frequently the forlorn Mrs. Wakefield.  And after so great a gap in his matrimonial felicity – when his death was reckoned certain, his estate settled, his name dismissed from memory, and his wife, long long ago, resigned to her autumnal widowhood – he entered the door one evening, quietly, as from a day’s absence, and became a loving spouse till death.

This outline is all that I remember.  But the incident, though of the purest originality, unexampled, and probably never to be repeated, is one, I think, which appeals to the generous sympathies of mankind. We know, each for himself, that none of us would perpetrate such a folly, yet feel as if some other might.  To my own contemplations, at least, it has often recurred, always exciting wonder, but with a sense that the story must be true, and a conception of its hero’s character.

The novel within a novel (Oracle Night, by Sylvia Maxwell) within a novel (Sydney Orr’s Flitcraft story) is not the real novel.  Auster digs himself out from beneath this avalanche of plot points and discovers that the real mystery involves the person with whom Orr is sharing his bed.  The strangely compelling blue notebook, which finally failed to jump-start his fiction, inspires him to sort our their love story.  Orr writes: “ The true story started only then, after I destroyed the blue notebook.” His wife, long his emotional rock, breaks down in tears and begins to act strangely. She disappears for a day.  His apartment is burglarized. Orr’s story appears to prefigure a situation that is coming into being in his own life. Orr recalls a celebrated French writer whose 5-year-old daughter drowned two months after he published a long narrative poem about the drowning death of a young child. Fearing that words could kill, the French author never wrote again (yet another story). 

But Orr’s writing mentor Trause maintains, “Thoughts are real.  Words are real.  Everything human is real, and sometimes we know things before they happen, even if we aren’t aware of it.  We live in the present, but the future is inside us at every moment.”  Here we are treated to a wealth of stories involving infidelity, hard love for the drug-addicted child, abortion, and true friendship.  

The first-person narrative dramatizes how painstaking a process it is to get a story right – to reflect how events were really shaped in time.  Orr supplements his account with footnotes, in which some of the most important information about the novel’s three main characters – Orr, his wife Grace, and their writer friend John Trause – is provided. The cumbersome counterpoint of the main narrative and footnote on the page is a first disconcerting, at times overwhelming, but some argue “ultimately compelling”.  I am not convinced. To me, the footnotes were annoying, especially since they sometimes spread over several pages.  This jumping back and forth was cumbersome.  It is clear why the technique is seldom used in fiction.

Auster’s  twisted tales mirror the randomness and illogicality of everyday life – a life in which arbitrary things happen with frightening immediacy, seemingly ‘normal’ people do unexpected things, and stories started get left unfinished.  Although Auster’s stories are certainly frustrating in their lack of resolution, they are faithful to our experience of the world, and are supremely readable.
Questions for Discussion
1. Does Sidney’s reality reflect Bowen, or vice-versa?  What does Sid’s real life have to do with Bowen?  What does Bowen have to do with his?

2. This is really a novel about love and forgiveness.  Comment.

3. What other examples of metafiction can you recall.  Does the story within a story within a story work here?

4. Are the footnotes essential to the novel, or could they be incorporated into the text?

5. Which of the many stories sketched would you like to see complete as a novel in itself?

