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Prologue  - The First Small Error
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The mistake was not dramatic.

It did not involve shouting, broken glass, or a decision made under the influence of despair. There were no witnesses. No one later recalled the precise moment when things shifted.

The mistake occurred while the narrator was writing a letter.

At the time, the narrator believed the letter was being written to a person. This assumption seemed reasonable. Letters traditionally require recipients, and recipients are usually people.

The narrator sat at a small kitchen table. The table had four legs, though one of them carried a folded piece of cardboard underneath it so that the table would not lean toward the refrigerator. The refrigerator itself hummed with the quiet persistence of a machine that believes it has been given a lifelong responsibility.

The narrator began writing.

The letter was not important. It did not concern love, apology, or business. It was merely one of those letters people write when they suspect that writing might stabilise a thought that otherwise refuses to behave.

The pen moved normally.

The first sentence was harmless. The second sentence seemed slightly unsure of itself.  By the third sentence something unusual occurred, though the narrator did not recognise it immediately.

Instead of addressing the letter to a person, the narrator addressed it to the mouth - not to a specific mouth,  simply the mouth.  This is the place where words enter and leave without permission.

The narrator wrote:

Dear Mouth,

The narrator paused after writing this.

The pause did not arise from doubt. It arose from the ordinary process of continuing a thought. The narrator simply stared at the page for a moment, as writers sometimes do, allowing the next sentence to assemble itself.

Nothing seemed incorrect.  In fact,  the phrase felt strangely appropriate:  words do pass through the mouth.  It seemed efficient to address them there.

So the narrator continued writing.



Outside, nothing reacted.

The street remained occupied by the usual quiet arrangement of parked cars, slow afternoon wind, and the distant sound of someone arguing with a lawnmower that had decided not to participate in its assigned task.

Inside the house, objects remained obedient to their categories.

The kettle remained a kettle. The clock continued measuring time with mild suspicion. The dogs slept:  at least, they appeared to sleep.

Animals possess a particular form of awareness that humans often misinterpret as relaxation. The dogs were lying with their heads down, but their ears remained slightly raised, as if listening to something that had not yet arrived.

The narrator did not notice this.  He just continued writing.



The letter became longer than expected.

This is not unusual: letters often expand when the writer discovers that explanation is more comfortable than silence.

The narrator began explaining several things that had not previously required explanation.

For example, the narrator explained that words had recently become unreliable - not necessarily incorrect,  just slightly loose.

Sentences had begun arriving with extra pieces attached to them, like furniture delivered with mysterious spare parts.

Advice had also become more common.  Advice appeared everywhere. Advice in newspaper, on the radio, printed on the sides of buses.  Sometimes,  advice was even offered casually by strangers who seemed to believe that proximity alone created authority.

The narrator did not resent this advice, regardless of the form it took.  He simply noticed that it continued arriving whether it was useful or not.

The letter attempted to describe this reservation in some detail.



Halfway through the letter, the narrator realised that the explanation had become strangely comfortable.

Writing to the mouth felt different from writing to a person.  People required consideration: the mouth required only passage.

The narrator wrote several additional pages.  The words passed easily across the paper.

The dogs shifted slightly in their sleep.  One of them raised its head briefly and looked toward the hallway.  Then it placed its head back on its paws.



At some point the narrator finished the letter.  There was no formal conclusion:  the narrator simply stopped writing when it seemed unnecessary to continue.

The paper lay on the table.  The words rested on the page with the calm confidence of things that believed they had arrived at the correct destination.

The narrator reread the letter once. It seemed coherent enough: nothing alarming appeared in the sentences.

The narrator folded the paper.  The act of folding felt like closure,  a ceremonial acknowledgement of termination.

The narrator placed the letter beside the refrigerator, intending to address an envelope later.

However,  the envelope was never prepared.



Evening arrived in the ordinary way.

The kitchen darkened gradually.  The refrigerator light briefly illuminated the letter when the door opened.

The narrator ate dinner.

The dogs resumed their usual behaviour.

Nothing appeared to have changed,  but several small adjustments had already begun. They were not visible adjustments: They were structural.

Language had been introduced to a place where language was not accustomed to receiving correspondence.

The mouth had been formally addressed.  This may not sound important, but only to one who fails to realize that the mouth is not merely a passage: it is also a threshold.

And thresholds possess a particular difficulty: once acknowledged, they become difficult to ignore.



Later that night, the narrator washed the dishes.

The house remained quiet.

The hallway light flickered once before settling into its usual weak illumination.

The narrator dried the plates.

The letter remained folded beside the refrigerator.

Nothing in the room suggested that the letter had done anything at all.

|In a sense, this was alarmingly correct.  The letter had not done anything: it had merely recognized a location - the mouth. The place where words wait before deciding whether they are explanations or instructions.



From the narrator’s point of view, he had done nothing remarkable -  he had only written a letter.  

He turned off the kitchen light and walked toward the hallway.

At that moment something else occurred. A presence entered the house: without noise, drama  or apology.  It did not open the door, or step across the threshold.  It simply stood in the living room, as though it had always intended to stand there.

The narrator did not see it immediately, and continued walking down the hallway.

But the dogs lifted their heads:  animals recognise certain kinds of arrivals.  One of the dogs looked toward the living room and then toward the narrator, as if deciding whether the narrator had authorised this new arrangement.



The presence in the living room waited.

Waiting was not difficult for it: it had the relaxed posture of something that understood that eventually someone would notice it.

The presence looked around the room with mild interest.

The furniture seemed adequate.  The air in the house possessed the ordinary density of places where conversation has occurred for many years.

Finally the presence spoke, just loudly enough for the words to exist.  “You should probably keep things simple.”

The sentence floated briefly in the air of the living room.

There was no response.  The narrator was making his way along the hallway.

However, the dogs stared toward the sound.

The presence nodded slightly, as if confirming its own observation.  “Sure,” it said.

Then, after a small thoughtful pause:  “Sure, sure.”

The presence remained standing in the room.  It appeared in no hurry to leave.

After all, the letter had only just arrived.



PART I - THE ADVICE PROBLEM
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Chapter 1 - Written to the Mouth
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Writing, not speaking

I wrote to the mouth, not the face. That was the mistake, if it was a mistake, which I’m no longer sure it was. At the time it had felt precise. Practical. The mouth is where things enter and leave. The face is decorative. The face absorbs blame and projects sincerity, but the mouth does the work. Food. Orders. Apologies that don’t stick. Advice.

I addressed the letter carefully. No name. No salutation. Just the mouth. I imagined it open, mid-sentence, waiting. I imagined my words arriving and being taken in without resistance, as if they were already half-owned. This is how advice works, I thought then. You don’t convince the face. You feed the mouth.

The house was quiet when I sent it. Too quiet, in retrospect, which should have warned me that something incommensurable was likely to happen. The dogs had paused at their bowls, listening. That happens sometimes, when something outside the normal bandwidth approaches. You don’t hear it yet, but the dogs do. They stopped chewing and looked at the wall, the way animals do when the wall has started preparing itself.

I wasn’t angry when I wrote. That’s important. People assume advice comes from anger or superiority, but most of it comes from a milder place: concern mixed with irritation, the irritation that someone else is failing to manage their life efficiently. It’s a professional irritation. Business-life irritation. You see the problem, you offer the solution. You move on.

So I wrote. I said, roughly, that if you’re in a lousy number - financial, moral, situational - it’s nice to give you some advice. I said there is a guy who is rough. I said I had heard things -  not accusations exactly, more like atmospheric conditions. I said, shouldn’t you be in our house right now? That part may have been rhetorical, but rhetoric has a way of turning literal if you’re not careful. 



When the reply came, it didn’t come in writing. That should have been the second warning. Advice, once written to the mouth, tends to come back as presence.

A man, absolutely invited, was standing in the house – very clearly present.

There was no sense of history about his arrival or entry. He was just standing there.  It was as if he’d always been there and I had just failed to notice him because I was busy managing my own sentences. He stood near the bench, hands loose, posture relaxed in the way that suggests confidence without grace. The house didn’t react immediately. Houses are polite like that. They give you a moment to explain yourself.

“My God,” I said. I said it softly, because softness sometimes buys you time. “My God,” I said again, to see if repetition would change the outcome.

He looked at me the way someone looks at instructions they don’t intend to follow.

“You don’t understand,” he said, though I hadn’t claimed to. “Pinhead. What I’m about to say.”

This is how advice escalates. It starts with concern and ends with vocabulary. He was already vocabulary-heavy. I could feel the nouns lining up behind him, waiting to be deployed.

He appeared to be freaking out, but not in the way people usually mean. His agitation had direction. It moved outward. He paced the room without changing location, a feat I later admired. He spoke in bursts, each sentence colliding with the next, as if they’d all been released at once and were now fighting over priority.

“This guy is going to die,” he said, casually, as if noting a weather change. “That’s true.”

I waited for context. Context did not arrive.

“He’s going to get everything,” he added, which complicated matters. Death and acquisition usually don’t share a timetable. I tried to picture the ledger where this made sense. Perhaps the inheritance was metaphysical. Perhaps “everything” was a category error. Advice often traffics in category errors.

I said, carefully, that I was in business life. I said it twice, because credentials sometimes need reinforcement. I said it’s nice to give you advice. I said that twice as well, because kindness is fragile and repetition feels like padding.

He nodded, but not at me. He nodded at the idea of advice, which seemed to please him. He began to repeat my phrases back to me, slightly altered, as if testing their tensile strength.

“So, when you wrote him,” he said - though I hadn’t written him, I’d written the mouth - “You said, I’m in business life. It’s nice to give you advice.”

The dogs resumed eating. This worried me more than their earlier pause. Animals, I’ve learned, accept inevitability faster than humans.

I sat down - not because I was tired, but because sitting establishes a baseline. If things go wrong, you want to know from where they went wrong. I was swallowing my sushi, eating it for room, which is to say I was making space. Advice requires space. So does fear.



That’s when the fatwa arrived.

It didn’t come with ceremony. No one knocked on the door or delivered an envelope. It was a sensation, soft but airy, like a memo printed on fabric. It settled on me rather than striking. I remember thinking: this is manageable. This is a small fatwa. I’ve handled worse.

I’m not proud of the farm, whatever that means. I get fah-wee. The words started slipping at that point, phonemes shedding their responsibilities. We were shim-shim-shim-room. Sniff-and-shrink. The language contracted, as if embarrassed by its own ambition.

“Stop,” I said. I don’t know to whom. “See? See how I know that I’m slow?”

Slowness felt suddenly like evidence:  credentials of another kind. You should just hang in there right now, or you’ll be in New York. That sentence arrived fully formed, uninvited. Geography has always been used as threat and promise interchangeably.

The fatwa was small, but I felt like a ship that was human. Not human like a person, but human like a function. Surfing in the sea, I was a puss in a sack. Contained. Transported. If you’re honest, none of us is a bit human. We approximate. We manage.



“That’s just cat,” the man said at one point, dismissively. I still don’t know what he meant, but the dismissal landed. A spaceship went past in my head. We’re rich, you know. We know. Wealth, like advice, often arrives without improving morale.

He began repeating himself then. Or perhaps he’d been repeating himself all along and I’d only just noticed. “Sure, sure,” he said. “That’s how we get nice, isn’t it? And it’s cool.”

He said it again. And again. The sentence looped, comforting and hollow, like a corporate jingle for emotional survival. Sure, sure. Nice. Cool. The words lost weight with each pass, but gained authority. Repetition does that. It drains meaning and leaves structure.

I realised, then, what writing to the mouth had done. I’d bypassed the face - the part that negotiates, hesitates, performs remorse - and gone straight to the intake valve. The message hadn’t been interpreted; it had been metabolised. Advice, once swallowed, becomes presence. It stands in your house. It speaks with your sentences. It repeats itself until resistance feels rude.

By the time he stopped talking - if he ever did - I understood the new rules. Messages would miss their targets because targets had been misidentified. Houses would accept occupants because doors are polite. Advice would circulate, untethered from intention, seeking mouths rather than minds.

“And it’s cool,” he said one last time, smiling as if that settled it.

I nodded. Not because it did, but because nodding is another kind of advice: a signal to continue without improvement.
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Chapter 2 - Lousy Numbers
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Someone is counting on it.

The numbers were bad before anyone admitted they were bad. That’s how numbers usually are. They don’t announce themselves. They wait to be discovered, preferably by someone else, preferably too late. I noticed them the morning after the man stood in the house, though “noticed” is generous. The numbers had been present for some time, loitering in the margins of receipts, calendars, balances, conversations that ended early.

I’m not a numerate person by temperament, but I’ve learned enough to recognise distress. Numbers under strain start behaving strangely. They repeat when they shouldn’t. They round themselves without permission. They acquire adjectives. Lousy is one such adjective. Lousy numbers are numbers that have stopped pretending to be neutral.

The first bad number was small. Almost polite. A discrepancy that could be explained away by timing, or mood, or the fact that nothing ever lines up perfectly if you look too closely. The second bad number arrived shortly after, and the third followed with enthusiasm. They began to form a set.

In business life, we call this a trend.

Advice arrived immediately. It always does, like emergency services for situations that no longer qualify as emergencies. People I hadn’t spoken to in years resurfaced with spreadsheets in their voices. Suggestions were offered freely, without collateral. Advice is the one commodity that inflates during downturns.

“You need to diversify,” someone said, though into what was unclear. Diversification has become a synonym for hope.

“You need to simplify,” said another, contradicting the first with equal confidence.

“You need to act now,” said a third, though action was already underway in several conflicting directions.

The numbers did not respond.



At home, the house began to participate. The kettle took longer to boil. The clock in the hallway gained three minutes overnight and refused to explain itself. The dogs ate too quickly, then too slowly, as if adjusting their internal algorithms. Animals, like markets, are sensitive to unseen forces.

I sat at the table with the paperwork spread out like a tarot reading. Income, outgoings, projections, liabilities. Each page was tidy. That was the problem. Tidiness gives a false sense of control. The catastrophe was not on the page. It was in the spaces between them.

Bad accounting is rarely about errors. It’s about assumptions that were once reasonable and have since gone feral. We assume continuity. We assume cooperation. We assume the future would recognise the past as relevant. These assumptions do not show up as line items, but they do accrue interest.



The man, again uninvited, manifested while I was counting. There was no obvious point of entry, no evocation of drama. He was simply there, leaning against the doorway, contributing nothing to the arithmetic while somehow influencing the outcome.

“Lousy number,” he said, peering at the figures as if they were insects. “That’s a lousy number right there.”

I didn’t ask which one. In situations like this, specificity is a trap.

“You know what the problem is?” he continued, generously. “You’re counting like it matters.”

I said nothing. Silence is often interpreted as consent, which is efficient if ethically dubious.

“Numbers don’t care about you,” he said. “You care about them. That’s the imbalance.”

He was right, which annoyed me. Advice becomes dangerous when it’s partially correct.



Outside, a neighbour was arguing with a delivery driver about a missing parcel. The argument escalated quickly, as these things do, because both parties had numbers on their side. Tracking numbers. House numbers. Order numbers. The conversation dissolved into reference codes, each more authoritative than the last. Eventually, the driver left, absolved by procedure.

Bad lives are often the result of good systems operating correctly.

I tried to adjust the numbers. Not falsifying them, exactly: more like encouraging them. A bit of creative alignment. This is not fraud; it’s optimism with formatting. I moved expenses to future columns. I reclassified some costs as investments. I rounded in my favour where rounding was inevitable.

The numbers tolerated this manipulation for a while. Then they retaliated.

A bill arrived that shouldn’t have existed. A fee appeared for a service I’d never used but for which I had been charged, somehow. A refund failed to materialise, caught in an administrative loop so elegant it might have been designed. I called the relevant office and was placed on hold long enough to forget my original question.

When the operator returned, she spoke with the calm authority of someone whose numbers were not her problem.

“I can see the issue,” she said. “But according to our system - ”

Her system was impenetrable. It had opinions. It had moods. It had already decided what I was allowed to understand.

“I can escalate this,” she offered, which sounded like a threat.

I declined.

Advice continued to circulate. Articles. Podcasts. Anecdotes from people who had survived similar situations by doing something decisive and vague. Everyone had a story that ended with relief, but no one could reproduce the steps. Survivorship bias wears a friendly face.

The dogs began refusing their food. Selectively – not blatantly. They sniffed, reconsidered, and walked away. This was new. Previously, they had eaten through uncertainty. Now they were curating.



That evening, I dreamed of a ledger that extended beyond the horizon. Every entry was correct, and every total was wrong. People wandered the aisles with calculators, nodding solemnly. Somewhere, someone was giving advice over a loudspeaker, but the volume was too low to be useful.

I woke to find the uninvited man in the kitchen again, making coffee without asking permission.

“You’re upside down,” he said cheerfully. “That’s your problem.”

“Financially?” I asked.

“Existentially,” he replied, which felt like an upsell.

He poured the coffee. He had made it far too strong, but I drank it anyway. Refusal felt like another cost I couldn’t justify.

“Here’s what you do,” he said, settling into the chair opposite
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