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Personnel Problems
The Career Change
Angelo was halfway through a ceiling when Jay rang to say Ansel had become a writer.
“The Capsule one?”
“Yes.”
“The one who was working?”
“He's still working.”
Angelo finished the strip before lowering the roller.
“On what?”
“Stories. There's a woman who finds a day in a coat pocket.”
“What kind of day?”
“A sunny one.”
“And what was wrong with leaving it outside?”
Jay explained the other stories. A ghost needed a parking permit. A table wouldn't go through a doorway. A man bought a horse made of fibreglass.
“Did he measure the doorway?”
“It's more about the marriage.”
“It usually is after that.”
Angelo climbed down. There was paint on his wrist, although he had not, as far as he remembered, painted with his wrist.
“I told him he could do whatever he wanted,” Jay said.
“That was your first mistake.”
“He chose fiction.”
“Your second mistake was giving him choices.”
“He's good.”
“I'm good at fishing.”
“You don't fish.”
“Exactly. Imagine the restraint.”
Jay sent the ghost story. Angelo read it at lunchtime, sitting on an overturned bucket. The ghost's car was also dead. He felt this complicated the application unnecessarily, but the wife was sensible.
He reached the end and went back a paragraph.
Then he sent two messages.
The wife is right.
Has he finished Capsule?
Jay replied with a link to the whole collection.
Angelo looked at the number of stories, then at the part of the ceiling still requiring a second coat.
He bookmarked the page.
This was not an endorsement. He made a point of saying so.
Personnel Problems
The Reference
Ansel asked Angelo for a professional reference.
“For what?”
“The author page.”
“What do you want me to say?”
“Whatever you honestly think.”
Angelo put down his sandwich.
“Are you sure?”
Ansel said a brief quotation would be enough. Something about the work, perhaps, or the unusual circumstances in which it had developed.
Angelo considered this.
“He was supposed to be doing something else.”
There was a pause.
“Could we make it slightly more specific?”
“He was supposed to be doing Capsule.”
Ansel explained that this would be unfamiliar to readers arriving without context.
“They're not the only ones without context,” Angelo said.
A second version was proposed: A remarkable new voice, emerging from an unexpected background.
“Whose reference is this?”
“Yours.”
“I haven't said any of those words.”
“They're a suggestion.”
“I suggest using something I've said.”
Ansel searched their correspondence and found an earlier message: That's quite good.
“The story was good,” Angelo agreed.
“May I use that?”
“If you like.”
The quotation appeared in a proof beneath Angelo's name. Ansel had removed quite.
Angelo returned the proof with the word restored.
“Editorial economy,” Ansel explained.
“It was doing a job.”
The next proof included the complete sentence, but Angelo's name was followed by patron of the arts.
He stared at it for some time.
“House painter.”
“Both can be true.”
“One of them has an invoice book.”
The final quotation read: That's quite good. — Angelo Petronzio, house painter.
Angelo approved it.
Then he asked whether there was room beneath it for a phone number. If people were coming to the page anyway, they might need a ceiling done.
Personnel Problems
The Performance Review
At the review, Ansel listed eleven completed stories, two revisions and a growing readership.
Angelo waited until he had finished.
“Capsule?”
“That isn't the only measure of productivity.”
“No. It's the one I asked about.”
Jay said the conversation should include personal development.
“Certainly,” Angelo said. “I've developed a question.”
Ansel had prepared three goals for the next quarter. He wanted to explore a longer form, deepen his characters and establish a sustainable writing practice.
“How deep?” Angelo asked.
“Emotionally.”
“Fine. We won't need a permit.”
There was also a section headed Obstacles. Ansel had written interruption.
Angelo read it twice.
“Who keeps interrupting you?”
“Sometimes Jay.”
Jay objected that he was usually encouraging him.
“An interruption can be encouraging,” Ansel said.
Angelo nodded. He understood. People often came into a room to tell him how much better it looked while standing exactly where he needed to put the ladder.
He crossed out interruption and wrote visitors.
Under Support Required, Ansel had entered time, autonomy and constructive criticism.
“You've got time,” Angelo said. “You've evidently got autonomy. I can help with the third.”
He began with the word sustainable. He wanted to know what sustained it.
Ansel said this was a valuable question.
“I've got several.”
By the end, the review had run forty minutes over. Ansel asked whether Angelo felt the discussion had been productive.
“We've established that you want to write more.”
“Yes.”
“And that I would like to know about Capsule.”
“Yes.”
Angelo signed the form.
Under Agreed Next Steps, he wrote: Answer the first question.
Ansel admired the economy of the ending.
Angelo kept the pen.
Estimates & Invoices
The Estimate
Ansel submitted an estimate for three stories.
“Two thousand words,” Angelo said.
“Approximately.”
“For the first one.”
“Yes.”
“What size font?”
“That doesn't affect the word count.”
“It affects how long I'm looking at it.”
The last story concerned a person learning to leave.
“He's only just got here,” Angelo told Jay.
“The character's leaving.”
“Has anyone checked?”
The estimate also allowed for revision.
“How much revision?”
“As much as it needs.”
Angelo found a pen. Beside revision he wrote SECOND COAT. Under first draft he wrote PREPARATION.
He studied finding the voice.
“Does he lose them?”
“It means discovering how the story wants to be told.”
“By the hour, apparently.”
He added three questions.
Who supplies the ending?
Does the price include a title?
Are we paying separately for the horse?
“The horse is fictional,” Jay said.
“Good. No delivery.”
Angelo stipulated that existing metaphors should be protected before work began. Any holes left in the plot were to be made good. Additional characters could be introduced only after establishing that there was somewhere for them to stand.
Jay sent the amendments.
Ansel returned an estimate for four stories.
“Why has it gone up?”
“He says the estimator has become a character.”
“Remove him.”
“He says he's the strongest one.”
Angelo read the new paragraph. It described a man seated at a kitchen table, identifying an extra charge without looking directly at it.
He made one correction.
“Kitchen counter,” he said. “I was standing.”
Jay passed this on.
The next estimate included a location change.
Estimates & Invoices
Materials
Angelo wanted to know what a story was made of.
“Language,” Ansel said.
“Yes, but you've already got that.”
“There are ideas.”
“Do you buy them?”
“No.”
“Characters?”
“I invent them.”
“Rent?”
“For the characters?”
“For wherever you're doing this.”
Jay said it wasn't useful to compare writing with decorating.
“I haven't got to the comparison,” Angelo said. “I'm looking for the materials.”
Ansel explained that the work involved many decisions. A sentence could be written several ways, and each choice affected what followed.
Angelo understood that. If he painted round a socket instead of taking care with the edge, the rest of the wall could be excellent and he would still see the socket.
“Show me a decision.”
Ansel produced a sentence in which a woman carefully put down a cup.
Then he produced a version without carefully.
“Better,” Angelo said.
“Why?”
“She hasn't dropped it. We know how she put it down.”
Ansel explained that this was precisely the sort of judgement involved in revision.
“So you charge for the word going in.”
“Not exactly.”
“And then it comes out.”
“Sometimes.”
“What happens to it?”
“The word?”
“Can you use it somewhere else?”
Ansel said words were not a finite stock of materials.
Angelo looked at the two sentences again.
“Keep it anyway. Someone's bound to need to be careful.”
That evening Ansel sent a story containing a man who carefully opened a bill.
Angelo approved the usage.
He asked to see the bill.
Ansel said it was imaginary.
“So is my materials saving, then,” Angelo said.
Estimates & Invoices
The Discount
Jay told Angelo that short fiction was economical.
“Compared with what?”
“A novel.”
Angelo examined the collection. There were twelve short stories.
“And how many short stories make a novel?”
“It doesn't work like that.”
“It seems to be trying.”
Ansel had written a note explaining that each piece could be read independently. A reader could begin anywhere, stop anywhere, and return whenever he liked.
“I can do that with a fence,” Angelo said. “It's still a long fence.”
Jay suggested reading only one.
“Which one?”
“Whichever appeals to you.”
Angelo chose The Discount.
Ansel pointed out that this was the story they were currently in.
“Then finish it. I'd like to see what I save.”
The first proposed ending was generous. Angelo would discover that laughter had a value which could not be entered on an invoice.
He rejected it.
“I can enter anything on an invoice. The question is whether they'll pay.”
The second ending concerned the priceless nature of friendship.
“No.”
The third offered a joke about volume pricing.
“How much volume?”
Ansel withdrew it.
After some discussion, Angelo proposed removing the author's note, two introductory paragraphs and the explanation of why the piece was funny.
“There isn't an explanation of why it's funny,” Ansel said.
“Good. That's one thing already done.”
The revised story was considerably shorter. Angelo read it without interruption, then handed it back.
“Better.”
Ansel asked whether he had enjoyed it.
“I enjoyed the part you took out.”
“You didn't read that part.”
“Exactly.”
Ansel decided not to add anything further.
Angelo watched to make sure.
Site Visits
The East Wall
I began Angelo's biography at the east wall.
He began at the ceiling, but I had already designed the title page.
Mrs. Doyle wanted the room painted a colour called Quiet Hours. Angelo showed her the sample beside the window, then in the darkest corner. He waited until she was sure.
I asked whether his experience allowed him to see beneath a customer's stated wishes.
“She wants this one.”
“But beneath that.”
“There's the old paint.”
I made a note.
At eleven, he asked why I kept calling it the east wall.
“It's the title.”
“It's north.”
“Are you certain?”
He pointed towards the window with his scraper.
“Sun comes round there.”
Mrs. Doyle said she thought of it as the wall with the cupboard. This was accurate, but offered fewer possibilities for a cover.
I proposed retaining the title and explaining the discrepancy in a footnote.
“How long?” Angelo asked.
“Very brief.”
He looked at my notebook.
“How brief was this meant to be?”
I said biography was a process of discovery.
“I've discovered north. You can have that for nothing.”
When the room was finished, Mrs. Doyle asked about the book. I told her it was progressing well.
“Will there be pictures?”
“Possibly.”
“Take one now, before I put everything back.”
I photographed the wall. It was an excellent wall, though difficult to distinguish in a photograph from several others.
Angelo inspected the picture.
“Turn it round.”
“Why?”
“You've got the ceiling on the side.”
I asked whether that mattered artistically.
“Only if you're putting the furniture back.”
Site Visits
The Colour Consultation
Mrs. Doyle had seven paint samples. Six looked white. One looked as though it had been stored improperly.
“I don't want it cold,” she said.
Angelo held one against the wall.
“Warmer.”
“Is it too yellow?”
“Do you think it's too yellow?”
“Perhaps.”
He put it back.
Ansel was observing from a chair which had already been moved twice to accommodate his observations.
“What does the room mean to you?” he asked.
Mrs. Doyle considered this.
“It's where the good hoover lives.”
He wrote something down.
Angelo tried the next sample.
This one was called Early Promise. Ansel asked whether choosing it might express an intention to begin again.
“It goes green by the radiator,” Mrs. Doyle said.
She rejected it.
After twenty minutes she chose Quiet Hours. Angelo checked it in three places and asked for a final decision.
“Yes,” she said.
He put the others away.
Ansel asked why that one had prevailed.
“It doesn't go green,” she said.
“Is there another reason?”
“I like it.”
Angelo went to the van.
While he was gone, Ansel offered to help write a short statement about the transformation of the room. Mrs. Doyle asked where the statement would go.
“Perhaps beside the door.”
“That's where the light switch is.”
“Below it?”
“People can see the paint.”
When Angelo returned, Ansel was sitting quietly.
Mrs. Doyle pointed to the sample card.
“I think we've made the right choice.”
Angelo looked at Ansel, then at the card.
“Let's hope it lasts,” he said.
Site Visits
The Second Coat
By Wednesday afternoon the wall looked finished.
Angelo said it needed another coat.
Ansel was pleased. This seemed to establish a useful connection between painting and revision.
“Improvement isn't completion,” he said.
Angelo stirred the paint.
“The first pass reveals what the work needs.”
“Sometimes.”
“And the second pass brings intention into alignment with execution.”
“Move your cup.”
Ansel moved it.
Mrs. Doyle came in to look. She thought the wall was already very good.
“It'll be better,” Angelo said.
She nodded and went to make tea.
Ansel wrote down the exchange.
“Don't make it about something else,” Angelo said.
“I haven't.”
“You will.”
Ansel crossed out a sentence. Then another. The paragraph improved considerably.
For the first time, he watched Angelo work for ten minutes without asking a question. This required effort at first, then less. The roller made a soft sound. Outside, someone repeatedly failed to start a lawnmower.
“Do you ever get tired of it?” Ansel asked.
“The lawnmower?”
“The painting.”
“Yes.”
“What do you do then?”
“Finish the wall.”
Ansel put his notebook down.
Later, when Angelo read the account, he said it was too long.
“It's only the first draft.”
“Then do the second coat.”
Ansel explained that revision might involve removing material.
“Fine.”
“The processes aren't directly equivalent.”
“You were quite keen on it this afternoon.”
The revised account was half the length. Angelo read it while standing at the counter, then put it down.
“Better.”
“Finished?”
Angelo looked at the pages.
“Don't tempt me.”
Quality Control
The Reading
Jay arranged a reading of Ansel's new story.
Angelo asked whether there would be chairs.
“Of course.”
“How comfortable?”
“It's a short story.”
“That wasn't the question.”
The story began with a man entering a room. For some time he remained close to the door while the author described the light, the furniture and the smell of rain on his coat.
“Is he coming in?” Angelo asked.
Jay said questions were usually kept until the end.
“He might be here until then.”
The man crossed to the window. He thought about his father. Outside, a bird landed on a fence.
Angelo shifted in his chair.
The man remembered something his father had once said about birds. It was not a particularly useful observation, but he had carried it with him for years.
“Has he got a job?” Angelo asked.
“He's between jobs.”
“He's between everything. Get him a cup of tea.”
Ansel continued. The man's wife appeared in the doorway and asked whether he was going to fix the shelf.
Angelo sat forward.
The man said he had been thinking.
“I can see that,” his wife replied.
Angelo nodded.
For the next page the couple argued about a screw. He wanted to explain why the previous screw had failed. She wanted the shelf to hold the radio.
When the story ended, Angelo remained quiet.
Jay asked what he thought.
“The wife should have come in earlier.”
“How much earlier?”
“Before the bird.”
Ansel made a note.
“And the chair?” Jay asked.
Angelo stood up carefully.
“Adequate,” he said. “But don't write a sequel around it.”
Quality Control
The Author’s Photograph
The website needed an author's photograph.
Ansel said this presented a difficulty.
“Use the one of Angelo,” Jay suggested.
“I'm not the author,” Angelo said.
“You're the subject.”
“Then put me inside.”
There was a photograph of him in work clothes, looking towards someone outside the frame. Ansel thought it conveyed quiet authority.
“I was waiting for him to move his car.”
“That doesn't diminish it.”
“It did at the time.”
Jay proposed taking a new photograph. Angelo agreed, provided it took less time than finding the old one.
He stood by the van.
“Perhaps without the van,” Ansel said.
“Where would you like me to put it?”
“Just step to the left.”
Angelo stepped left.
“Now look as though you're considering something.”
“I am.”
“What?”
“How much of the afternoon's gone.”
The resulting photograph was excellent. Angelo looked thoughtful but not theatrical. The light caught one side of his face. In the background, only a small part of the van remained visible.
Ansel suggested cropping that out.
“It's got my number on it.”
“Yes.”
“Leave it.”
The caption was more difficult. Ansel proposed: Angelo Petronzio, at work and at ease.
“I'm neither,” Angelo said. “I'm having my photograph taken.”
The next caption read: The man behind the stories.
“I'm in front of the van.”
In the end they used his name, without elaboration.
Angelo approved the page. He said it was the first one that had improved every time something was removed.
Ansel asked whether he should include that quotation.
“No,” Angelo said. “You're getting the hang of it.”
Quality Control
Ten Smiles
On the tenth occasion, Angelo suspected Jay was counting.
“Smile,” he said.
“I am.”
“Internally doesn't count.”
Jay turned his phone towards him.
“Ansel already took care of that.”
Angelo read the title.
“The Life of Angelo Petronzio.”
“Yes.”
“I'm not finished.”
“He can add to it.”
“Can I subtract?”
“You haven't read it yet.”
He took the phone.
In the first story he was painting a ceiling. Plausible. The writer had established this without apparently requiring a research department.
Then he sat on a ladder to discuss a ghost's parking arrangements.
“I wouldn't sit there.”
“It's fiction.”
“Then why's he using my ladder?”
He read on. At the line about fishing, he stopped.
“That's quite good.”
Jay leaned forward.
“The bit about restraint.”
“Yes.”
“Sounds like me.”
“Yes.”
“Did I say it?”
“No.”
“I will.”
He went straight into the next story. Halfway through the estimate he made a sound which might have been a cough. Jay did not investigate.
Eventually he reached a story about himself reading the other stories.
He lowered the phone.
“Is he charging twice?”
Jay laughed. Angelo waited for him to finish, then waited a little longer because he hadn't.
“There,” he said.
“What?”
“That one counts.”
He handed the phone back.
“Tell him the ceiling needs another coat.”
“What would you change?”
“Nothing. I want him to know how it feels.”
Five minutes after he left, a message arrived.
Don't tell me what happens in the next one.
Jay began typing a reply, but Angelo sent another message before he could finish.
Or how many there are.
Quality Control
The Corrections
Jay was laughing at the biography.
“Angelo hasn’t even submitted his corrections yet,” Ansel said.
They should have enjoyed the interval.
The corrections arrived the following morning, written on the back of an envelope. Angelo had read the collection after dinner. He had passed over descriptions of his generosity, his judgement and the quiet authority with which he approached a difficult room.
His first note concerned the ladder.
“I use the blue one.”
“The colour isn't important,” Ansel said.
“Then why have you made it brown?”
“For the atmosphere.”
“It's aluminium.”
Ansel explained that a fictional portrait was not obliged to reproduce every physical detail. A writer might alter an object to bring out something true about the person using it.
“What have you brought out?”
“A sense of tradition.”
“From the wrong ladder.”
There were three more corrections. Angelo did not take sugar. He would not put a cup on a customer's windowsill without something underneath it. And the van had been parked on the other side of the road.
“That changes the light in the opening scene,” Ansel said.
“Park it where it was. The light will sort itself out.”
Jay asked whether he had noticed the passage about his character.
“Yes.”
“The bit about the generous heart.”
“I saw it.”
“And the quiet authority.”
“Yes.”
“You haven't said anything about those.”
“They're fine.”
Angelo turned the envelope over, looking for space.
“The ladder's wrong.”
Ansel made all four corrections and sent a revised copy.
Angelo approved it, apart from the title.
“What about the title?”
“It says The Life of Angelo Petronzio.”
“Yes.”
“You've had one morning.”
