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THE LIFE AND OPINIONS OF HAND SHANDY,


Gentleman and W-Anchor


One Chapter in Six Parts — The Wandering Anchor Cut



The Wandering Anchor — Priming Chapter

One chapter in six parts — the Wandering Anchor cut — being a priming chapter for The Conquest of DoughForge, which also appears at the front of The Wandering Anchor and The Case of the Elusive W-Anchor: Pimpernell — Father Brown Investigates, in different orders and with different epigraphs, the material of which is nonetheless the same in all three books and which the attentive reader is invited to read in all three, for reasons that will become apparent by the end of Part Six.

Draft v3 · 11 April 2026 · Posh Claudette




An Apology From the Author Before the Apology From the Narrator, Who Is Also the Author But Not Quite

This is a long chapter.

It is longer than a chapter has any business being. It has six parts. Three of them are scenes — a kitchen in Hjärnarp, a Volvo on a winter road, a vicarage kitchen in a village on the western edge of England. The other three are arguments, spoken by the author more or less directly to the reader, in a register that I can only describe as admitting it. I had the option of making this a short chapter. I considered it. I rejected it. Short chapters work for books that have already been primed. This book is priming you for sixteen other books and a detective novel and an autobiography and a FAIR-Index and a bracket that opened in 2010 and has not yet closed. Short would have been a lie.

Tristram Shandy could not be born because the book kept interrupting itself to explain how it was made. This book has the same condition. We consider it a feature. Please keep reading. The jokes land before the arguments, and the arguments land before you notice them landing, and the landing is the point.





Epigraph, Being Three Quotations From Three Books, Two of Which You Are Not Currently Holding


From The Wandering Anchor, Chapter One: The Raft

“The theodolite is not the instrument. The man with the theodolite is the instrument. The theodolite is the thing in his hands. The Wild T2 on the Isle of Dogs in 1989 was a machine. The surveyor holding it at four in the afternoon in the November fog was the thing that mattered. The machine could not survey a site it was standing on. The man could. The man could also be wrong. That is what made him useful.”




From Pimpernell — Father Brown Investigates, Chapter One: The Package in the Pigeon-hole

“Mrs Hennessy. Please tell the sexton I shall not be taking Evensong tonight. I am reading a manuscript. It appears to have been written about a problem I recognise, by a man I have never met, in a country I have never visited. The manuscript contains a cat. I must find out whether the cat is in any way responsible.”




From The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, by Laurence Sterne, 1759

“Digressions, incontestably, are the sunshine; they are the life, the soul of reading. Take them out of this book, for instance, — you might as well take the book along with them.”



One chapter. Three books. Three epigraphs, each pair of which is quoting into the one you are holding now. If one of those quotations catches your ear, follow it. You will find more than you expect, and less than you thought, and exactly the amount that was there when you started looking. That is how the hunt works. The hunt is explained in Part Five.







Part OneHand Shandy in the Kitchen at Hjärnarp

The DoughForge Cut, Scene One, Being a Saturday Evening in Southern Sweden in Which an ITV2 Variety Show Plays in the Other Room While a Man Writes a Chapter at the Kitchen Table and a Cat Does Not Comment

The television is in the other room.

Roger is at the kitchen table. Pussen is on the chair opposite, in her usual Saturday-evening position — paws tucked under, eyes half-closed, the grey-and-white fur of a cat who has been fed twice and who is saving the third meal for the point in the evening at which a certain kind of tired takes the household. The laptop is open to Chapter 9. A cup of tea that has been cold for forty-two minutes sits next to the trackpad. The kitchen window looks out onto a Swedish garden in which the April light is doing the thing April light does in this latitude, which is to refuse to leave at a decent hour.

From the other room, through the doorway, the television is tuned to ITV2.

This is not a channel Roger would normally choose. The television has never been tuned to ITV2 in Roger's custody of it. The television is a second-hand Philips which was in the house when Roger and Johanna bought it in twenty-eleven, on the strength of an estate-sale advertisement in the Ängelholm newspaper, at a moment in the family's financial history at which second-hand furniture was an aspiration rather than a purchase decision. The television works. The television receives channels it should not, in theory, be able to receive. The television has, this evening, decided to receive ITV2.

Roger has not investigated how. He has been at Chapter 9 for six hours. He is not going to interrupt himself to interrogate a piece of consumer electronics.

The sound is low. Through the doorway, he catches — between sentences of Chapter 9 — a voice he recognises. It is the kind of voice that has been on British television since 1979 and will be on British television until the sun burns out, the voice of a man who was born to announce other people.


“Good evening, and welcome to Hand Shandy, Live From The Globe. Tonight: Pete and Dud discuss the Wankel rotary engine. Corrupted Monica brings her stand-up set from the Backyard Comedy Club. Candida Tobin, the woman who taught ten thousand children to compose music in fifteen minutes, returns in a documentary short. Ted Nelson joins a panel with the ghost of Alfred Tarski. And the entire cast is joined in the closing segment by the Parliament of LLMs, who would like a word with the Author. Your host, as ever, is Hand Shandy, Gentleman and W-Anchor. Please welcome him to the stage.”



Roger stops typing.

He looks at the doorway. Then at Pussen. Then back at the laptop. He types the word “unsurprised” into Chapter 9, considers it, deletes it, retypes it, decides that “unsurprised” is exactly right, and leaves it in. He does not look back at the doorway.

In the other room, the studio audience applaud.



A studio audience applauding, Roger has come to understand, is the sound of people who have been told when to applaud. It is the sound of the ceteris paribus clause in action. Under normal conditions, applause is a spontaneous signal. Under studio conditions, it is a cued response. You cannot tell from the sound of applause whether the show was any good. You can only tell whether the warm-up comedian knew their job. The same is true of affirmation in late-stage capitalism; the same is true of likes on a Tweet; the same is true of the automated verification tests that the continuous-integration pipeline runs on the commit Roger made at four o'clock this afternoon. The test passes if the conditions under which the test was defined are the conditions under which the test is run. Change the conditions and the test is either meaningless or false, and you cannot tell which without doing the work.

The mutatis mutandis clause is where the real work lives.

Roger has been trying, for four years, to make his own work survive the mutatis mutandis clause. This is the work this chapter is a priming device for. The reader does not yet know this. The reader can hear the applause through the doorway and can probably guess that there is a joke coming.

Two men walk on stage. Roger cannot see them. He can hear them. He knows the cadence.


The Television, Segment One: Pete and Dud on the Wankel


Dud: Pete.

Pete: Mm.

Dud: Ever had a Wankel?

Pete: Can't say I have, Dud, no.

Dud: Rotary engine. Goes round and round. Very efficient in theory. In practice it leaks.

Pete: Like most things.

Dud: Once it starts leaking, you can't just patch the leak. The whole motion is compromised. The seal goes and then the whole thing — round and round and getting nowhere.

(pause)

Pete: You're talking about something else, aren't you, Dud.

Dud: I'm talking about the W-Anchor protocol, Pete.

Pete: Of course you are.

Dud: Because the W-Anchor is the opposite of the Wankel. The Wankel goes round and leaks. The W-Anchor you set once, you verify, and everything else is built on top. No drift. No leak. No going round.

Pete: And if the anchor drags?

Dud: Then nothing ships.

Pete: That's quite profound, Dud.

Dud: I thought so, Pete. I thought so.



The studio audience laughs in the way studio audiences laugh — a warm, fully-committed laugh that has been warmed up to — and in the kitchen Roger exhales through the nose, which is the closest thing to a laugh a Welsh surveyor allows himself when he is working against a Sunday-morning deadline. He types three more sentences of Chapter 9. He reaches for the cold tea. He does not drink it. He gets up, walks to the counter, and refills the kettle, because the kettle being used is a sign of forward motion even if the forward motion is chiefly horizontal.

The kettle clicks.



An Interruption From the Author, Who Has Been Warned by Standing Orders Not to Explain Too Much But Cannot Help Himself

Before Corrupted Monica comes on — before the Richard-and-Judy sofa and the ventriloquist dummy and the moment in which the camera cuts back to the Globe studio and the man on the sofa is revealed to be me — I have to say something directly. Because the chapter has two modes. One is the scene. The other is the author speaking. Both modes are this chapter. Neither is an interruption of the other. If you are the kind of reader who expects the author to stay behind the curtain, this book is about to disappoint you, and the disappointment is intentional, because the curtain is exactly the thing this book is about.

A curtain is a meta-language. Behind the curtain is the machinery; in front of the curtain is the show. In traditional narrative fiction, the reader is meant to forget that the curtain exists — the illusion is sustained by the fact that the reader never sees the author pulling the ropes. In this book, the author is going to hand you the rope and walk you through how it works, and then you are going to watch the show anyway, and the show is going to be better because you have seen the ropes rather than worse, and if you are thinking of Brecht at this point you are on the right page but slightly ahead of yourself.

This chapter is a primer. Not primer in the advertising sense — no pump-up, no tease, no “next week on Hand Shandy.” Primer in the decorator's sense. A primer coat goes on before the paint. It is not the paint. It is what lets the paint hold. The primer is what distinguishes a wall that looks good for a year from a wall that holds its colour for ten.

The book you are holding is the paint. This chapter is the primer.

The primer has six jobs, which I will do in six parts. The first three are scenes — this kitchen, a Volvo on the road to Halmstad, a vicarage kitchen in Gloucestershire at breakfast — each one introducing one of the three books that share this chapter. The last three are arguments — about the literary device, about the Easter egg hunt, and about the chaos that is coming. If you find you are a reader who prefers to read the arguments before the scenes, you may skip to Part Four and come back. The book will wait. I am not going anywhere. Pussen will not give up her chair.

Corrupted Monica is about to come on. I will try to keep my interruptions shorter for a while. No promises.

The kettle clicks off a second time. Fresh tea happens. The second kettle-boil of the evening is one of the small household liturgies by which a man living inside a publishing pipeline marks his progress through a Saturday.



The Television, Segment Two: The Stand-Up and the Sofa

In the other room, the television cuts away from the Globe studio to a different venue — a comedy club, brick wall, single microphone, a woman in blonde pigtails and a cycling helmet. The caption along the bottom of the screen reads Corrupted Monica: Live From The Backyard Comedy Club, London. The crowd is pre-lubricated and the voice is Swedish. Roger, at the kitchen table, does not look up. He has seen this act before. He wrote most of it. It still makes him uncomfortable, which is the correct response.

He catches fragments through the doorway.


“…So there I was in Ängelholm trying to find a hotel called the Klitterhus, which I should tell you is pronounced not the way you are all currently pronouncing it in your heads. A Swedish woman cycles past. I flag her down. I say: excuse me, I cannot find the Klitter Hus. She grins. She says: ah, you are an Englishman, you often have trouble finding the Klitter Hus…”



Roger types a sentence. He deletes it. He types it again. He notices that his typing has slowed down in direct proportion to the number of words Monica is currently saying about the Klitterhus. This is the reader learning to read the asides. The asides are not decoration. The asides are what the rest of the book is listening to when the rest of the book is pretending to get on with other things.


“…so I start the Circle of Blame. First I blame the GPS. Then I blame the Swedish road signs. Then I blame the hotel for not being where I expected. Then I blame myself for not preparing better. Then I blame the Swedish language. Then I blame the woman for not giving clearer directions initially. And round and round we go. GPS blames road signs. Road signs blame the hotel. Hotel blames the guests. Guests blame themselves. They blame the language. Language blames the locals. Locals blame the GPS. Meanwhile, the Klitterhus is exactly where it has always been…”



The kettle, which Roger boiled thirty seconds ago, hisses gently. He does not yet pour the tea, because he is listening to the part of the routine he is listening for — the bit where Monica steps outside the Circle of Blame and names what is happening from outside it. The routine stages the Tarski move before the Tarski move is explained. The reader is being shown the form of the argument before the content. This is deliberate. It is the Candida Tobin method. Let the praxis precede the notation. The reader learns what it feels like to watch a Circle of Blame from outside it before the reader is asked to understand why watching from outside is the whole argument.


“…conservatives blame Labour. Labour blames the Conservatives. Everyone blames the voters. Voters blame the media. Media blames the algorithms. Meanwhile the real power brokers are counting their money in the back room. While everyone argues about the symptoms, the disease gets richer. Or take the economy. Bankers blame politicians. Politicians blame bankers. Everyone blames the markets. Markets blame regulations. Regulations blame human nature. And who benefits from all this confusion?”



The Backyard Comedy Club crowd shouts it back: the usurer.


“— the usurer. The one creating money as debt and collecting compound interest while everyone else fights over crumbs.”



Roger pours the tea. He brings the mug back to the table. The kitchen smells faintly of bergamot.

On the television, Monica is now telling the audience where the G-spot is, except the G-spot has been renamed the GK spot, because GK stands for Gilbert Keith Chesterton, and the stand-up is in the process of converting what sounds like a filthy joke into a literary argument in the space of about forty seconds, and it is going to do so in a Swedish accent, and Roger cannot quite face listening to this bit again because he has heard it seventeen times and the joke is better when he cannot hear it. He turns his attention back to Chapter 9. What reaches him through the doorway, as he types and does not type and drinks the tea that is finally the right temperature, is the resolution of the joke, arriving as a kind of punch-drunk chorus:


“…the GK spot is the exact point from which you can see through the whole Circle of Blame. It is the spot where Chesterton saw that the plutocracy uses its own blunders as excuses for further crimes. Once you find the GK spot, you cannot miss it. It is right there in plain sight. And just like the Klitterhus — once Monica shows you where it is, you can find it every time…”



The Backyard Comedy Club crowd applauds. The camera cuts back to the Globe studio. Monica — now on a Richard-and-Judy-style sofa, with the ventriloquist version of herself sitting on the lap of a man in a rumpled jacket — smiles at the camera. The man is Hand Shandy himself. He has the face of someone who has been Frank Abagnale, Jordan Belfort, and Howard Hughes in the third act when everything is going sideways, and is entirely convincing in all three roles.

Roger, at the kitchen table, notices that the man on the sofa looks a little like him. He looks away. Pussen opens one eye and closes it again. This is cat judgment, which is the most reliable kind.


“We'll be right back,” says the rumpled man on the screen. “After the break, a different scene entirely. A man in a borrowed Volvo on the road from Hjärnarp to Halmstad. Same programme. Different kitchen. Please stay tuned.”



Roger, at the kitchen table, pauses. He does not look up at the doorway. He is very still for about four seconds. Then he reaches for the tea, drinks half of it, sets the mug down carefully, and types the first sentence of Part Two.

— end of Part One —




Part TwoHand Shandy in the Borrowed Volvo

The Wandering Anchor Cut, Scene Two, Being a Winter Afternoon on the Road to Halmstad in Which the Same Variety Show Plays on the Car Radio as a Radio 4 Broadcast, and the Reader Meets the Autobiography Frame

(Epigraph for the Wandering Anchor cut, when this chapter appears at the front of that book:)


From The Conquest of DoughForge, Chapter 9: The Cat and the Correspondence

“The cat woke him at three. Not with a sound. With a weight — a small, deliberate weight landing on the duvet, followed by the soft thud of something being placed on the pillow beside his head. A tribute.”




From Pimpernell — Father Brown Investigates, Chapter One

“Lewis,” he said. “Roger G. Lewis. Welsh, I should think.”

“The Welsh have stamps now?”

“The Swedes have stamps. Mr Lewis has merely put himself inside them.”



It is not a Saturday evening in a kitchen in Hjärnarp.

It is a Thursday afternoon in February, and the sky is the colour of wet birch-bark, and the road from Hjärnarp to Halmstad is forty minutes of birch and granite with a single service station roughly two-thirds of the way along. The car is a borrowed Volvo — his mother-in-law's, driven carefully because it is his mother-in-law's and because a man who has been lent a car drives it the way a man who has been lent a theodolite uses it, which is to say with the awareness that the instrument does not belong to the hand. The car has the smell of an older Sweden — upholstery, the faint chemical after-note of a de-icer the manufacturer stopped selling some time in the last decade. The heater works. The stereo works. The driver is Roger, who is going to Halmstad to meet a man about a roof that may or may not still be on.

On the car radio — tuned by the previous owner to Swedish Radio P1, which in turn is relaying a BBC Radio 4 co-production because Sweden is a civilised country and the overnight schedules are broader than anyone admits — is a variety show. The voice is the same voice. The Globe studio is the same Globe studio. The announcer has just handed the show over to a different segment.


“Now, listeners, we bring you an archive recording from the BBC's documentary strand, restored for this evening's broadcast. Candida Tobin, Bishop's Stortford, the woman who taught ten thousand children to compose music in fifteen minutes. The music establishment was not pleased. You will hear why. Ladies and gentlemen — Candida Tobin.”



Roger changes lanes. He has been looking forward to this segment.



The borrowed Volvo is warmer inside than the sky outside suggests. The road is empty. The birch passes on either side the way birch always passes in Sweden, which is to say that the individual trees are indistinguishable but the fact of the forest is continuous and slightly hypnotic. Roger has been driving for twenty-eight minutes. The thermos of coffee in the passenger footwell is full and hot. The meeting in Halmstad is at four. He has time.

On the radio, a narrator with a slow, serious voice explains:


“Candida Tobin developed her method over fifteen years. She taught it in hundreds of schools across Australia, New Zealand, Finland, and Germany. She achieved — and this is a direct quote from a letter she received — one hundred percent participation. The music establishment was not pleased.”



The narrator gives way to archive footage — audio only, because it is radio, but vivid enough that Roger can see the classroom without trying. A woman in a cardigan is explaining that every note has a colour. Coloured paper on the keys. Coloured paper on the score. Within ten minutes, the children can associate colour with note name. Within six weeks, they understand scales, major and minor chords, diminished and augmented — and why they work, not just that they work.


“This is the whole idea of colour music,” Candida says, archive audio from 1972. “To know why things are as they are.”



Roger slows to a steady sixty kilometres an hour and takes the cap off the coffee.

The narrator returns:


“The mediocre musician who had spent years struggling to learn the hard way was, predictably, annoyed. Candida Tobin had dismissed harmony in half an hour. She had not dismissed it. She had democratised it. The mediocre musician confused the two, which is the standard error of anyone who has confused the difficulty of their own learning with the inherent difficulty of the subject. The gradient was set against the learner. Candida changed the gradient. This is the counter-spell.”



Roger, in the Volvo, sets the coffee down in the cup-holder.

There is a phrase in the documentary he is listening for. He has heard this documentary twice before — once on YouTube, once on a podcast somebody had rebroadcast with the permissions sorted out. He knows the phrase is coming. He wants to hear it again in the car, at sixty kilometres an hour, with the birch on both sides and the February light beginning to fail. The phrase is:


“The children at Millfield School in Buntingford, aged between six and ten, composed a tune in fifteen minutes and played it back immediately from the score without rehearsal. They did not know they weren't supposed to be able to do that yet.”



Roger, in the Volvo, taps the steering wheel once.

They did not know they weren't supposed to be able to do that yet.

It is the most important sentence in the pedagogy section of the book it is a priming chapter for. Roger has been walking around that sentence for three years. The system that had told the children they couldn't had not yet reached them. Candida Tobin got there first. The W-Anchor is the same move. The reproducible pipeline is the same move. The FAIR-Index is the same move. Home@ix is the same move. Get there before the system tells them they can't.

He pulls into the service station.


An Interruption From the Author, Who Has Been Warned Again But Is Still Not Going To Stop

Three things about this scene, before Roger gets out of the car.

One. The Volvo is borrowed. Borrowed, not owned. This is not incidental. The Wandering Anchor — the book this chapter appears at the front of when it appears in that book — is an autobiography. Autobiographies have a problem, which is that the subject is still alive and still writing and therefore cannot own the account of himself. The Volvo solves the problem allegorically. The instrument does not belong to the hand. The hand is using an instrument that was handed over for the duration of the journey and will be handed back. This is the Incomplete Theodolite argument, which is one of the chapters of The Wandering Anchor and is available in the DoughForge Library if you follow the trail. A theodolite that claims to have measured everything is lying. The Volvo is the theodolite. Roger is the surveyor who has been handed it for the duration of this journey, and the surveyor's job is to go on surveying anyway, with an instrument he does not own.

Two. Candida Tobin has just arrived in the reader's ear as a voice on a radio broadcast on a car stereo in a foreign country, which is the exact position from which Father Brown first heard Chesterton read aloud to him in The Flying Stars, and which is the exact position the reader will occupy in Chapter 4 of the book you are currently holding, when Tarski arrives on Swedish radio at two o'clock in the morning. The form is the same. The form is the whole point. The priming is working. You are being trained to listen.

Three. The service station has a cafe. In the cafe there is a television. On the television, at exactly the moment Roger walks through the door, a different segment of Hand Shandy, Live From The Globe is playing — a segment Roger has not yet seen. This is where Part Two ends and Part Three begins. The same variety show, a different broadcast, a different screen, a different kitchen. Please carry the priming forward. Please do not skip. The reader who skips will find themselves in a vicarage in Gloucestershire without the context for why Father Brown has the manuscript in his hands.

I will stop now. The Volvo has parked. Roger is getting out. He has been driving for thirty-eight minutes and the coffee is still hot and the Candida Tobin documentary is still playing through the car speakers as the door clunks shut.



The Radio, Tail of Segment Two; and the Walk Into the Cafe

The end of the Candida Tobin segment plays out into the empty Volvo — or rather, into the half-empty service station car park, because Roger has left the door open and the speakers audible while he stretches his legs on the tarmac. The narrator is wrapping up. Candida in her cardigan, archived, eighty-four years old, is saying:


“I did not do anything unusual. I simply refused to accept the usual. The usual was a gradient against the child. I changed the gradient. This is not complicated. It is the opposite of complicated. It is what the inside of a thing looks like when you stop pretending the outside is the inside.”



Roger, stretching his hamstrings in the February air, nods once, because you nod to a radio when the radio is saying what the radio is saying. Nobody is watching. Pussen is ninety kilometres away. A lorry is idling at the far end of the car park. The lorry is the only other vehicle. Its driver is inside the cafe eating something Roger cannot see from this angle but which is certainly beige and certainly hot.

Roger locks the Volvo. He walks across the tarmac. He opens the cafe door. A small bell rings.

The cafe is mostly empty. The lorry driver is at a corner table. A Swedish woman who runs the cafe is behind the counter reading something on her phone. The coffee machine is making the idle sounds that commercial coffee machines make when they are waiting to be useful. Above the counter, in the corner, mounted at a slightly awkward angle — because the bracket was installed in nineteen-ninety-one and nobody has touched it since — is a small cathode-ray television set.

The television is on. The volume is low. The picture is a slightly off-colour version of the same variety show Roger was just listening to on the Volvo radio, which is to say that the Swedish state broadcaster is transmitting the same BBC co-production in both audio and video feeds at the same time, because the schedules have been synchronised for continental audiences, which is the kind of thing the BBC used to do in the nineteen-seventies and apparently still does on Thursday afternoons in February for reasons nobody has bothered to explain.

On the television, the segment that is playing is the Panel Discussion. Ted Nelson and the ghost of Alfred Tarski and Hand Shandy on a sofa.

Roger stops in the doorway.

Then he walks to the counter and orders a coffee and a kanelbulle, and carries both to the table directly under the television, and sits down to watch.

— end of Part Two —




Part ThreeHand Shandy in the Vicarage at Breakfast

The Pimpernell Cut, Scene Three, Being a Tuesday Morning in Gloucestershire in Which a Priest Receives a Package in the Post and Carries It Through to the Drawing Room Where a Television Is Playing the Same Variety Show on a Different Day

(Epigraph for the Pimpernell cut, when this chapter appears at the front of that book:)


From The Conquest of DoughForge, Chapter 1: The Drift

“From the kitchen, Swedish Radio P1 was doing its late-evening thing — a man's voice, lecturing on something Roger couldn't quite parse. The cadence was familiar. Academic. Patient. A phrase broke through in English: ‘what is in our power, and what is not.’ Epictetus. Someone was reading the Enchiridion on Swedish public radio at eleven o'clock at night.”




From The Wandering Anchor, Chapter One: The Raft

“The theodolite is not the instrument. The man with the theodolite is the instrument.”



It is a different day, a different country, a different kitchen, and a different kind of breakfast entirely.

It is a Tuesday in late April in the year of Our Lord twenty-twenty-six, and the vicarage is on the western edge of England, in a village in Gloucestershire whose name the author has agreed not to put in writing because he once made a mistake about the name of a village in Somerset and does not intend to make the same mistake twice. The vicarage has a long kitchen with a scrubbed wooden table, a Rayburn that is never quite on and never quite off, a dresser stacked with the sort of plates nobody bought but everybody inherited, and a window that looks out onto a garden that has been tended by four successive housekeepers since the Second World War, the current incumbent of whom is Mrs Hennessy.

Father Brown is at the table. He is eating, in the order he always eats them: toast, butter, marmalade, a hard-boiled egg, a second slice of toast without marmalade but with butter, and a cup of tea. He is reading the weekday post. Mrs Hennessy has just delivered the post, along with the hard-boiled egg, and a remark.

“Tuesday post,” she said. “Heavy for a Tuesday. Foreign.”

It was indeed foreign. The stamps were Swedish. The return address was a place called Hjärnarp. Father Brown, who had once known a man from Hjärnarp and had never entirely recovered from the experience, turned the package over in his small careful hands and read the sender's name aloud.

“Lewis,” he said. “Roger G. Lewis. Welsh, I should think.”

“The Welsh have stamps now?”

“The Swedes have stamps. Mr Lewis has merely put himself inside them.”

Mrs Hennessy considered this, decided it was one of the priest's pronouncements that did not require a reply, and withdrew to the kitchen-within-the-kitchen — an ante-room behind the pantry in which she kept the good tea and the second kettle — to attend to something that was threatening to catch fire. Father Brown unwrapped the package.

It was a manuscript. Not a book — a manuscript. Printed on plain white A4, bound in a green manila cover, secured with a bulldog clip whose grip had been tested by a long journey through a Scandinavian post office and the Royal Mail at Heathrow Sorting Office and had been found adequate to the occasion. The cover bore a single typed line:


The Life and Opinions of Hand Shandy — by Roger G. Lewis — for Father Brown, Who Will Understand the Parentheses.



Father Brown, who understood most things, frowned at this. He turned to the first page.

The first page was a preface written by someone who was apologising for the length of the chapter and confessing that the chapter contained six parts, three of which were scenes and three of which were arguments, and that the reader should please not put the book down. Father Brown, who had read prefaces by Newman and Chesterton and Greene, was not put off by a preface that began with an apology. He turned the page.

The second page was an epigraph. Three quotations. The first was from a book Father Brown had not heard of, called The Wandering Anchor. The second was from the very book Father Brown was now holding — the Pimpernell novel at the front of which this chapter appeared — and therefore the second quotation was a quotation from the book that was quoting itself, which was the sort of paradox that Father Brown had been trained to recognise and which he accepted without comment. The third quotation was from Laurence Sterne. Father Brown had not read Tristram Shandy in forty years. He noted the quotation for later and moved on.

The third page — the first page of the main chapter, after the apology and the epigraph — described a kitchen in Hjärnarp, on a Saturday evening, in which a man was sitting at a table and a television was playing in the other room and a cat was unimpressed. Father Brown read the opening paragraph. He read the second paragraph. He reached the point at which the television announced the variety show, and he paused.

He set the manuscript down beside the egg.

“Mrs Hennessy,” he called.

“Yes, Father?”

“Please come and look at the television in the drawing room. I should like you to tell me what programme is currently playing on it.”

There was the sound of a tea-towel being wiped across a pair of hands, and then of sensible shoes crossing the flagstones, and Mrs Hennessy walked through to the drawing room, and then through to the kitchen again, wearing the expression of a woman who had been asked to confirm a meteorological event from her own kitchen.

“There's a man on a sofa, Father. With a doll on his lap. A Swedish woman in a cycling helmet, I think. The presenter is introducing a panel. I can't quite make out —”

“Is it,” said Father Brown, very carefully, “a programme called Hand Shandy: Live From The Globe?”

Mrs Hennessy considered.

“Well,” she said. “Yes. How on earth would you know that?”

Father Brown picked up the manuscript. He looked at the typed line on the cover. For Father Brown, who will understand the parentheses. He looked at Mrs Hennessy, who was waiting politely for an answer. He looked, briefly, up at the ceiling, as if consulting a patron saint. Then he tucked the manuscript under his arm and stood up from the breakfast table.

“I am not certain how I know it,” he said. “But I am going to sit down in front of it, because the manuscript I am currently holding is describing the programme I am currently watching, and I have found, over my time in the profession, that when such a coincidence occurs it is usually not a coincidence, and one should let the coincidence explain itself. Please bring the teapot through to the drawing room. And the egg.”

“And the egg?”

“I have not finished the egg.”

Mrs Hennessy, who had seen this before, picked up the teapot and the egg without further comment.


The Television in the Drawing Room: The Panel

The drawing room of the vicarage was not a large room. It contained a sofa upholstered in a fabric the colour of dry bracken, two armchairs of approximately similar vintage, a coal-effect electric fire that had been cold since March, a bookcase containing the kind of theology that the previous three incumbents had accumulated and not thrown away, and, in the corner nearest the window, a television set on a wheeled trolley. The television was a moderately large flat-screen of no particular distinction which the current churchwarden had bought for the previous incumbent at Christmas and which the current incumbent had never quite got round to unplugging.

On the television, at the moment Father Brown entered the drawing room with the manuscript under his arm and Mrs Hennessy behind him with the teapot and the egg, the panel was in progress. Ted Nelson — beard, waistcoat, the visible physical intensity of a man who has spent fifty years trying to build something that cannot be built inside the current institutions — was on the screen-within-a-screen from a home in Sausalito. The radio set on the arm of the Globe sofa was crackling, 1930s-era, emitting the voice of the ghost of Alfred Tarski. Hand Shandy, in the rumpled jacket, was midway through a three-part question.

Father Brown sat down on the sofa. Mrs Hennessy set the teapot on the low table, placed the egg carefully beside it on its little china cup, and said “I shall be in the kitchen if you need me,” and retreated, because Mrs Hennessy had learned early in her service that the best response to the priest's more unusual Tuesday mornings was to deliver the tea and retreat.

Father Brown watched.


Hand Shandy: First question. How do you know a sentence is true?

Tarski (through static): The sentence “snow is white” is true if and only if snow is white.

Hand Shandy: That's it?

Tarski: That is it. Correspondence. The statement and the reality must match. If the statement says the scales show one hundredweight, and the scales show one hundredweight, the statement is true. If the scales show ninety-eight pounds and the statement says one hundredweight, the statement is false. There is no negotiation. Correspondence is the test. This is the first move.



Father Brown, on the vicarage sofa, smiled slightly. Test the spirits, he thought. First John, chapter four, verse one. Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits, whether they are of God. Correspondence is the test. This is not new. It is only newly phrased. He reached for a piece of toast Mrs Hennessy had sent through with the teapot.


Hand Shandy: Second question. Who does the checking?

Tarski: Not the statement. The statement cannot check itself. You need an observer who is outside the statement — outside the language in which the statement is made. I called that outside position the meta-language. The statement “snow is white” is in the object-language. The checking sentence — the “if and only if” — is in the meta-language. You cannot do the second job from inside the first job. This is the second move.



Father Brown nodded. The confessor is not the meta-language of the penitent, he thought. The confessor is a witness who stands outside the penitent's frame. This is why confession requires the confessor. The penitent cannot absolve himself, because he cannot check himself. The meta-language has to be another person, in orders, in the apostolic succession, outside the confessional booth when the confessional booth is being used as the object-language. Tarski has written down what the Church has been doing for sixteen hundred years, and he has written it down in Polish, and he has used a great deal of mathematical notation to arrive at a conclusion which would have been obvious to Saint Augustine in ten minutes.


Hand Shandy: Third question. Can a system describe itself fully?

Tarski: No. A sufficiently powerful formal system cannot contain a complete and consistent truth predicate for its own language. You cannot fully describe the system from inside the system. There will always be something true of the system that the system itself cannot state. To state that thing, you have to step outside — into a meta-language, into a higher frame, into a position that the system does not control.



Father Brown put the toast down. Ah, he thought. That is new. That is not Augustine. That is not Aquinas. That is the specific discovery of the twentieth century — that inside every complete system there is something true the system cannot say about itself. Which is also the doctrine of the Incarnation, if you look at it from the right angle. The Logos from outside the world, entering the world, to speak a truth about the world that the world could not speak about itself. God as the meta-language of history. I should write this down. I should write it down in a small notebook so that when I reach my sermon on Sunday I can remember that a Polish logician and a Welsh surveyor and a Swedish cat have between them made a theological point.

He did not write it down. He read on from the manuscript.


Hand Shandy: Ted. One more for you. What does the W-Anchor do that a hyperlink doesn't?

Nelson: It is a transclusion, not a link. The W-Anchor pastes the ground truth into every new session. It does not point at the truth. It includes the truth, here, in this session, in a form the system cannot forget because the system is not being asked to remember — it is being handed the truth on a plate. The meta-language is pasted into the object-language at the start of every conversation. Tarski is built into the anchor protocol. That is why it works. That is the only reason it works.

Tarski: Confirmed.



Hand Shandy thanked both guests. The studio audience applauded. The camera pulled out. The radio set on the arm of the sofa crackled and fell silent. The panel ended. The screen cut back to Hand Shandy on the Richard-and-Judy sofa, alone now, looking very directly into the camera, and therefore — from the angle of the television in the drawing room of the vicarage — very directly at Father Brown.

“Mrs Hennessy,” called Father Brown, who had not moved from the sofa.

“Yes, Father?”

“Please tell the sexton I shall not be taking Evensong tonight. I am reading a manuscript. It appears to have been written about a problem I recognise, by a man I have never met, in a country I have never visited, in a language that is either English or a dialect of it which I cannot quite place. The manuscript contains a cat. I must find out whether the cat is in any way responsible.”

There was a pause from the kitchen.

“Is it a murder, Father?”

Father Brown considered the question carefully.

“I am not yet certain,” he said. “But I believe it may be something rarer. It may be a confession.”

He turned back to the manuscript, and began to read Part Four.

— end of Part Three —




Part FourThe Literary Device

Or: The Parenthesis, the Stage Whisper, and Why Three Books Share One Chapter

Three scenes. Three rooms. Three screens.

A kitchen in Hjärnarp with a television in the other room. A service-station cafe halfway between Hjärnarp and Halmstad with a television above the counter. A drawing room in a vicarage in Gloucestershire with a television on a wheeled trolley in the corner. Three variations on the same set-up: a man working at something — writing a chapter, driving a car, reading a manuscript over breakfast — while a variety show happens nearby and reaches him through a screen or a speaker.

That is the literary device.

It has a name. The name is the stage whisper. You have been listening to one for the last seven thousand words. A stage whisper is a line spoken by an actor that is meant to be heard by the audience but not, in the logic of the scene, by the other actors. In a proscenium theatre, the actor turns a fraction of a degree away from the other players and speaks. The audience hears. The play does not — inside the play, the line was never said. In the logic of the stage, it is a secret. In the logic of the audience, it is the most important thing in the scene, because it is the moment the fourth wall becomes a valve through which the author is speaking directly.

Every radio in this chapter is a stage whisper. Every television is a stage whisper. Every overheard fragment of Monica's stand-up, every documentary insert, every panel, every ghost-radio crackle of Tarski's voice — these are the moments when the author has turned a fraction of a degree away from the scene and spoken to you.

The scenes are real in the fiction. The men at the tables are real in the fiction. The manuscript is real in the fiction. But the stage whispers are where the book is speaking to you, the reader, across the top of the scene. You are inside the scene and outside it at the same time. You are the meta-language of the scene. You are the thing the scene cannot quite describe from within itself, because you are holding the book and the book is describing a scene in which another reader — Roger, or a vicar, or a surveyor in a Volvo — is being told something you are also being told.

The audience is the meta-language. The reader is the Tarskian frame. The book is the object-language. Welcome to your promotion.



There is another name for what this chapter is doing, and the name is older than stage whispers. The name is Tristram Shandy.

Laurence Sterne wrote The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman between 1759 and 1767. The book is nominally an autobiography of a character called Tristram Shandy, except the author keeps interrupting the autobiography to explain how the autobiography is being made, and then he keeps interrupting the explanations to describe his uncle Toby's hobby-horse, which is a model fort in the garden, and then he keeps interrupting the description of the hobby-horse to digress about the weather, and by the end of Volume One Tristram Shandy has still not been born. This is not a bug. This is the argument.

Sterne's argument is that a life contains more material than any account of it can hold, and that the honest response to this problem is not to pretend that the account is adequate but to show the reader, in real time, the points at which the account is failing. The digressions are where the failure becomes visible. They are also where the book becomes true. A book that refused to digress would be pretending to be the life it was describing, which would be a kind of lie. A book that digresses honestly is admitting that it is an account, not the life itself, and is inviting the reader to fill in what the account cannot reach.

This book has the same problem. The life it is describing — call it Roger's life, or the DoughForge project, or sixteen years in Sweden from a Chevrolet van to a shareholder meeting — contains more material than this account can hold. This account is therefore digressing deliberately, in the Tristram Shandy manner, so that the reader understands, from the beginning, that the account is partial. Every digression is also a promise: there is more of this elsewhere, and the elsewhere is linked. The stage whispers point at the elsewhere. The asides point at the elsewhere. The overheard radio fragments point at the elsewhere. The Library, which you will meet in Part Five, is the elsewhere made physical.

Tristram Shandy could not be born because the book kept interrupting itself to explain how it was made. The Conquest of DoughForge cannot end because the book keeps interrupting itself to explain how the elsewhere is to be found. This is the same condition, phrased forward in time. Sterne was worried about getting started. The current author is worried about getting finished. Both worries are features. Both worries are load-bearing.



There is a third name for what this chapter is doing, and it is the name that justifies the triple-cover device.

The name is Xanadu.

Ted Nelson invented the term hypertext in 1965. He spent the next fifty years trying to build a system called Xanadu in which every reference was a transclusion rather than a link. A link takes you away — click, leave, fragment, forget. A transclusion brings the referenced material here, into the reading, without severing it from its origin. The thread is never cut. The document is always whole. Nelson is still trying to build it. The web, as the world eventually built it, gave us links and refused to give us transclusions, and Nelson regards this as the wrong turn of the late twentieth century and he may be right.

The three books that share this chapter are a Xanadu gesture in physical print. The Conquest of DoughForge contains this chapter. The Wandering Anchor contains this chapter. Pimpernell — Father Brown Investigates contains this chapter. The same chapter, in the sense that the sections are the same, with different orderings and different epigraphs. The reader who buys only one of the three books nevertheless has physical access to the first chapter of



























Part FiveThe Easter Egg Hunt





	The Miner's Tale — my grandfather Foster Lewis's memoir, first published 1985, second edition 2024. Welsh colliery memoir. Foster was a face worker on piecework at Cilely Colliery, Tonyrefail, and the lodge secretary who wrote about the check-weighman principle and the struggle for the right to have one. He did not hold the role. He organised for it. The scales at the pit head — the role Foster wrote into being — are the original W-Anchor. Foster is the reason the protocol exists.

	The Conquest of Dough — the original novel, written 2013–2024. The one that gave DoughForge its name. Contains ELIZA in Chapter 22 — the original 1966 chatbot, re-encountered forty-five years after the Rogerian therapist she was designed to parody.

	The Plants Man: A Natural History of Artificial Scarcity — the Will Cuppy one with the strawberries. A satirical-footnote natural history arguing that scarcity is a policy rather than a physical fact. Contains the line “scarcity is a choice rather than a natural law,” which is the single most load-bearing sentence in the economic argument of the entire DoughForge ecosystem.

	Ten Steps to Affordable Housing — ten chapters, one per step, each one a distinct intervention that would, together, restore a market gradient that is currently running the wrong way. Chapter 2 contains the Prosperity Row parable with Father Brown as a character. Father Brown was in these books before he got his own book. The Pimpernell novel is the moment the character steps forward into the front.

	Biography of a Poetic Legislator — six versions, 697 chapters across the variants, the largest author-single-subject work in the Library. Chapter 50 contains Monica's QUOD ERAT DEMONSTRANDUM poem, written by an AI and incorporated verbatim. Book V contains a dream-state chapter in which the biographical subject meets Roger Lewis as a mentor, which is its own kind of meta-language.

	The Circle of Blame Chronicles — three volumes, 127 chapters. The largest text in the Library. Contains the AI-bias experiment in which GPT-4, Grok, Gemini, and Monica were all asked the same questions and the answers compared. Contains Chesterton, Pinter, Alfvén, Ranjan Balakumaran. Contains the eight-chapter Kantian coda Of Space. Not a book you finish. A book you inhabit.

	The Rise and Fall of All Circles of Blame — the pamphlet. Dedicated “In Memory of Aunty Aud.” My mother's twin sister, who died in February twenty-twenty-five, whose eulogy I delivered in a church in Talbot Green, and whose presence in this list is the reason the pamphlet is in the Library rather than in a drawer.

	Philosoetry — 2016 original, republished March 2024. Contains Usury Hell's Fuel, which is where the phrase comes from. References the 5th of April 2011 Mansion sale as the foundational date of the exile. Davies Arnold Cooper, solicitors. The ransom strip. The money that was promised and was not delivered. The book is a poem-cycle about that gap.

	Naming Usuries Tyranny — fifteen-book Homeric parody, with an imagined foreword in John Ruskin's voice. The BIS as the clearing-house of doctrine. The book Roger wrote at sixty and regards as the most Chestertonian thing he ever managed.

	The New Commonwealth of Oceana — the Strawberry Conspiracy cover. The Seven Demiurges mapped to institutions: Jagganoth (BlackRock), Solomon David (WEF), Mammon (BIS), Gog-Agog (regulatory capture), Mottom (asset management), Incubus (behavioural economics), Jadis (inequality studies). Harrington's three foundations, modernised. Ceterum censeo Circulum Culpae esse delendam.

	The Clockwork Forest — the prompted-ML novel. Charlie, Robin, Christine, Mike. A dialogue-heavy book in which the four characters talk their way around the same set of problems that the FAIR-Index measures. Self-declared as a prompted ML collaboration, which is to say that the book admits what it is, which most books that are that thing do not.

	Escaping the Matrix — RLD Limited imprint, Will Cuppy style, ten chapters. Contains the IWW slogan “building the new society within the shell of the old,” which is the working definition of what DoughForge is trying to do.

	The Home@ix FAIR-Index Paper — the progenitor. The proof. Repo 1. The paper's epigraph names “The Conquest of DoughForge and the Reproducible Self-Publishing Kit” as its offspring, which is a dedicatory move I have not seen before and which makes the FAIR-Index the grandparent of the book you are holding rather than the other way around. The dedication is: “For the households who were never priced out — they were rationed out.”

	The Conquest of DoughForge — this book. The one you are holding.





The DoughForge Key





How the Hunt Works







Where the Hunt Ends











Part SixThe Chaos to Come






















































The Closing Credits of the Variety Show, Which Are Also the Close of This Chapter









































As I Was Saying Before I Interrupted Myself
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