
 

The Book of Life 

 

After his death, as I organized his papers for donation to the Institute, I found, among the 

junk files and the ten years worth of monthly editions of Annalen der Physik, Alexander’s sepia 

notebook. I remembered the thing as though it were my own. A Computation Book, 11 ¾ by 9 ⅜ 

inches, four ruled squares per inch, and the spine labeled in meticulous capitals. The Book of 

Life. That is what he called it.  

Legally, the notebook belonged to the Institute. All of Alexander’s office property he 

bequeathed to the Bergman Institute for Theoretical Sciences, and it was a good decision. Good 

and right that Alexander’s works should stay together, as he left them, “for the inspiration and 

edification of future generations of young minds.” Those are the words on the plaque on the door 

of the new west wing of the Institute, just erected and recently christened “Anonymous Hall.”  

I left the office and caught the evening train out of the city. I found a seat by the window 

in a nearly empty carriage, and while I waited for departure I watched the light come glancing 

down over the still engines in the rail yard. Eventually, I read.  

The notebook in question is part log, part draft book, part personal journal. It is still in my 

possession to this day, despite my having no legal rights to any of his belongings. It is Alexander 

Anonymous’s teenaged will and testament. Here is the first entry.  

 

October 1st, 1972 

 

Lay on the quad after Intr. to Ancient Civ. 70 degrees and sunny. Altocumulus 

Lenticularis looked like giant contact lenses. Prof. Y. lectured again on ancient Egypt; Library of 
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Alexandria, 40 – 400,000 scrolls, very interesting. Reign of Ptolemy or Ptolemy II?? Accidental 

burning during civil war of 48 BC. Slow decline during Roman Period, rebellion of 270 AD. 

Ancient texts preserved?  

Ed and I will go to “Android Invasion” tonight 8pm. More later.  

 

Alexander was right to include those emphatic question marks. We don’t know for sure 

which of the Ptolemaic kings drew up the plans for the library, or the precise date of its 

construction. In any case, those dusty afternoons spent in Yerkov’s auditorium had an 

unexpectedly profound effect on him. A confirmed physics major from the first, Alexander took 

‘Ancient Civilizations’ for the history requirement: a strategic choice, because it was rumored 

possible to sleep through every lecture and finish with an A. Alexander, I regret to say, meant to 

test this theory. But when the lectures rolled around, he never found himself particularly sleepy. 

Or perhaps he did, which was why the myth of the library penetrated so deeply into his 

subconscious.  

It is, of course, a myth. Or, perhaps more accurately, thousands of myths, as many myths 

as papyrus scrolls, stacked one upon the other, on shelves so numerous they disappear into the 

gloom of the ceiling, where the light from the tapers does not reach. History provides a more 

prosaic perspective. We now know, for instance, that there were probably two libraries in 

Alexandria. That neglect, not fire, destroyed many of the ancient books, sure evidence of the 

decline of the Roman Empire. But Alexander, although he knew these things, never concerned 

himself much with the historical facts of the place. Instead, he liked legend. One legend in 

particular quickly became his peculiar fascination: his inspiration and, ultimately, the end of all 

his scientific endeavour. At the time, I didn’t understand him. His talk seemed to me nothing 
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more than fantastical folderol. I entertained it, of course – I would have entertained anything 

Alexander said or did – but I didn’t like it. I thought it unworthy of him. We were scientists; we 

dealt with observable realities. I tried to make him see the thing for what it was: a myth, a story, 

a tidbit thrown in at the end of Professor Yerkov’s Egypt module. In light of recent years, 

however, I find I was mistaken. I see now that Alexander had chosen for himself another reality, 

no more or less important than the one presented to us in grid marked graphs in Schaum's 

Outline of College Physics: A Strategic Approach. I see now that there are many ways of getting 

at the truth.  

Some scientifically-minded readers will be familiar with the following excerpt. It comes, 

of course, from Alexander’s last completed paper, which appeared in a small Arizona publication 

six months before his death. I myself, who have read the paper more than twenty times, still 

struggle to grasp the meaning of many of the more obscure passages. It contains, after all, very 

little substance, and almost no new information on the nature of his project. Above all, it conveys 

a profound sense of failure, of impossibility. The language itself strays so far from Alexander’s 

usual, methodical style of composition that I cannot help but agree with the going psychological 

analysis: the paper is the product of a mind troubled in the extreme. This quotation, however, has 

always struck me; not only for its beauty and its mystery, but because it comprises Alexander’s 

only published reference to the myth of the Book of Life.  

 

“It is said, and I believe it to be true, that somewhere far below the paved galleries of this 

library there sat a chamber, so deeply buried in the earth and so thickly walled that the last 

entryway had long since caved in or been forgotten. Even the oldest scribes had no memory of 

this chamber. When it was built, or by whom, no one knew, or perhaps had ever known. The 
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library, they say, sprung up above it, like Shelley’s Elysian castle, ‘lifting itself in caverns light 

and high.’ Inside the chamber, safe from age or decay, was kept an ancient book, said to have 

contained the complete history of the universe. All things past and present, all things to come; 

every thought, every detail, every breath ever taken. Everything, from before the beginning and 

beyond the end. Christ’s coming and his death. Four feet of snowfall in the South of France, 

1875. The formation of the cosmic halo around the Milky Way. All this, and everything else, was 

written there: the universe contained within a single volume. This book was the seed from which 

all the collected knowledge of Alexandria sprang. From its source, other books drifted off like 

winged spores to populate the world.” 

 

This passage, like all his other writing from the time, is not dated. In retrospect, it seems 

clear that at the time the paper was published Alexander suffered from a deep seated paranoia. 

His nearest Arizona neighbours can attest to this, although their house stood apart from his a 

desert mile. His persecutory delusions lead him to install an electric fence. He forewent all social 

interaction: during his worst periods he seems to have eaten only packaged food from the gas 

station half an hour down the road. “All that was clear becomes vague,” he wrote on the back of 

a receipt for twenty five slim jims. “I live in a state of severe confusion, of fearful observation.” 

During this period, Alexander drew many, more than fifty, sketches of the library and chamber 

he describes above, each one meticulously scaled and illustrated. They seem to have grown 

increasingly more complex as time passed. A wide selection are now available to the viewing 

public to Anonymous Hall. When displayed in sequence, the sketches provide the distressing 

timeline of a deepening obsession, one which would abandon him only at the end of his life. I 

have been called superstitious. But if I had a time machine and could alter any one moment along 

4 



 

the course of our intersecting lives, I would travel back to Yerkov’s classroom on that long ago 

October afternoon and make sure that Alexander, so eager to grapple with eternity, never 

encountered the Myth of the Book. It tormented him because he could not understand, or could 

not accept what would be immediately obvious to an ordinary mind; the story rests on the fact 

that the book is lost. Lost, forgotten, long buried, and, like the Arc of the Covenant, never meant 

for man to find. But this was not enough for him. Once he fixed on an idea, he could leave no 

stone unturned.  

Alexander and I did, in fact, go to “Android Invasion.” That last, scribbled line in his 

journal entry brings the forgotten evening rushing back. We saw it at the Premier Entertainment 

theater, two towns over. There were closer theaters, but we liked the red velvet walls and the 

reclining seats; they made us feel like emperors, or at least rich enough to afford our own private 

showing. On the bus back to campus, we discussed the film’s merits and its defects. I can’t 

remember the plot in any great detail. The androids wreak havoc, toppling buildings and sinking 

ships in New York Harbour. At one point, they use their lazer vision to strip the clothes off of the 

Statue of Liberty; she’s left shivering in only her green copper underwear. Finally, the 

hero-scientist decides enough is enough. He can defeat the robots, he realizes, because all their 

actions are predetermined based on the various stimuli they encounter; their mechanistic brains 

operate via simple cause and effect. This lever pings, and they return to base. That ball drops, 

and they fire streams of bullets down fifth avenue. All Mr. Science needs to do is to run a 

computer program that predicts the their movements – it takes a tense thirty seconds – and the 

city is saved.  

As I sit here at my desk, perusing the journal, I fiddle with another of Alexander’s office 

relics: a Newton’s Cradle. It’s not a complicated device; just a pair of mounted steel brackets 
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with a row of metal balls suspended in between. When I raise one ball and let it swing down to 

meet its fellows, it transmits a force which travels through the stack, raising the last ball in the 

row. This ball swings down in its turn, and the cycle continues. When the spheres collide, they 

make a steady click, click, click. Alexander acquired the cradle in the final weeks of our senior 

year. We found it, along with a couple of flowery armchairs, a lacquered table, and some milk 

crates of books, piled up on the curb at 136 Water Street. Professor Yerkov was moving out. 

Alexander and I strolled by, hands in our pockets, to bestow our patronage. We had grown fond 

of the old man, with his curved shoulders and his round spectacles. Whenever he grew 

particularly vehement about Messapotamian architecture, those spectacles glinted in the light 

from the projectors and made him look insane.  

Professor Yerkov was going back to Volgograd. He had had enough of American 

students like us. He hoped we would continue to scale the noble edifice of ancient history. We 

could have whatever we wanted. Oh that? Yes, take it, take it. He had no need of knackknacks in 

the Russkaya kvartira. He rubbed his eyes with his argyle sweater.  

We lifted the last of his suitcases into the car – how he would have managed it on his 

own is beyond me – and Professor Yerkov started the engine. A moment later he was back on the 

street, hurrying up to us to sign the bottom of the cradle with a felt tipped marker. I still see that 

large Y, fading into scribble, each time I sit down at my desk to work. I wonder what became of 

him; where he is, if he is. When I knew him, he was already old. He had bought a pair of striped 

compression socks for the flight.  

Alexander put the Newton’s Cradle on his nightstand. He used to stare at the thing for 

hours, lifting one sphere, then two, then three. Whenever I walked past his room – we split the 

6 



 

rent on an apartment in our final year – I was sure to hear the inevitable click, click, click. In his 

square-ruled composition book, Alexander writes as follows:  

 

May 17st, 1976 

 

Warren Murphy on Neurobiological Reductionism: physical processes result of cause 

and effect relationships – no exceptions. All structure, on an atomic level, operates this way. 

Particle movement (and thus electrical excitement of neurons) inevitable… Implications for 

human thought/behavior? Reward, punishment, justice, morality, all meaningless according to 

particle predeterminism.  

Pay parking ticket, return books, call home for Mom’s birthday SATURDAY. 

DISASTROUS TO FORGET THIS. Also, speak to Edmund about late night phone calls. 

 

This last reminder does, I admit, ring home. During the second half of my senior year I 

found myself embroiled in a sticky relationship with a fellow astronomy enthusiast, a woman 

named Mona whom I had met at a talk on the Blue Ring Nebula; a Hidden Past. Perhaps 

significantly, the blue ring nebula marks a “short-lived phase during the merger of two stars,” 

when their collision flings debris outward into space, overlapping in regions of ultraviolet light. 

Mona and I experienced a similar collision, similarly short lived. For a month we spent each 

waking second together, and, when she went home for spring break, we talked on the phone until 

the wee hours of the morning. She hailed from just outside of Phoenix; Mona from Arizona, 

Alexander used to call her. He didn’t like her. She was the Yoko to my John Lennon, he felt; an 

unwelcome third party intruding on our two-man band.  
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I didn’t appreciate his criticism, especially because, over the course of the year, 

Alexander himself had become more and more difficult to live with. His various projects took 

over the house; he was increasingly unwilling, or unable, to abandon whatever scheme occupied 

his mind for the moment, to the detriment of everything else. What the projects themselves were, 

I am at a loss to say. Around this time, however, what once was theoretical seemed to leap off 

the page and into existence. Alexander took a fancy toward manual construction. He bought a 

table saw and set it up in the bathroom, for lack of other space. He had already appropriated the 

kitchen table, now complete with a trick fork, which stuck to the wood for eternity, having fallen 

into a puddle of superglue. The only person fooled by this was Alexander himself; I took a 

malicious pleasure in his absent minded attempts to pick it up, which occurred about ten times a 

day.  

Other, published accounts of Alexander’s life and work paint him as a brilliant student. 

This, I can say first hand, is true. But during his final semester, his grades plummeted. Except for 

his lectures on Quantum Field Theory, he stopped attending class altogether, opting instead to 

spend his days in the locked apartment, filling whole sheets with spidery calculations. He ate 

what I cooked; if I didn’t cook, he didn’t eat. I often regret now the ways in which I enabled his 

behaviour. Had I set an ultimatum, refused to allow him to retreat from the world, sought out 

help for what was obviously some sort of budding psychosis; if I had done these things, would 

the future have been different? I had to argue for days to convince him to come to graduation. 

His mother had traveled up from Maryland for the event. I took a picture of them together, 

standing on the quad; the plump little Polish lady and her lanky son in his baggy clothes. She 

was astonished that he had let his hair grow so long.  
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Alexander and I parted on good terms, but with the mutual understanding that we would 

take a break from our living together. We had planned to go to Europe post-graduation: 

Germany, France, and a special stop in Bern, Switzerland, to see the patent office where Einstein 

spent his nights between 1902 and 1909, dreaming his miraculous dreams. But Mona was going 

to start work in Boston and wanted me to come with her, and by now Alexander was so 

engrossed in his various projects he could think of nothing else. Europe, we decided, could wait 

a summer. We packed our bags and returned the apartment key. We went our separate ways; me 

to Boston and Alexander back home to Baltimore; he’d been admitted to a PhD program at Johns 

Hopkins. It wouldn’t last, of course, but I didn’t know that at the time. I thought it would 

challenge him; remind him of what he loved and why he had gone to college in the first place. I 

left him thinking in all sincerity that I would see him in the course of a few months. Little did I 

know how many months would pass before I heard from him again.  

It is from this summer that the first known sketches of the Machine appear in Alexander’s 

notebooks. The most famous – the scaled drawing scribbled over with his notes – makes its 

permanent home in the west wing of the Bergman Institute. You can see it if you’d like. They 

keep it pinioned beneath a block of steel edged glass, as though it might try to fight its way out. I 

must provide a word of caution, however; many visitors to the Institute who come particularly 

interested in these preliminary sketches leave disappointed. The drawings look innocuous. They 

can’t give an impression of the machine’s size or its grandeur. Even the few existing photographs 

of the thing fail to convey that hair-raising quality that made my scalp prickle with static when I 

encountered it in person, in the back room of the house at the end of Clay Springs Drive. Many 

interviewers over the years have asked me to describe the machine, or to give some layman’s 
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account of its mechanism. I can’t. I have no knowledge of its inner workings. If I could erase the 

thing from my memory entirely, I would.  

After graduation, the months since I had last seen Alexander stretched into three, then 

four, then eight. I signed a lease on an apartment, then left the lease and moved back in with my 

parents. I broke up with Mona. She went back to school and is now teaching somewhere in the 

Southwest; she could never stand New England winters. Our love didn’t last, but her ecstatic 

descriptions of mountains, canyons, and rust colored sunsets during our college days had a more 

lasting effect; I can’t help but think that they contributed to Alexander’s decision to move to 

Arizona, to pursue the project which would become his life’s work.  

By the time I secured admission to my own graduate program, I hadn’t seen Alexander 

for over a year. Our phone calls grew less frequent. He had planned to speed through his 

schooling; graduate in four years or fewer. That, I assumed, was what he was doing. My first 

semester I found myself so enmeshed in galactic astrophysics I could hardly imagine a world 

beyond my desk. At night I dreamed of white dwarfs, planetary nebulae, supernovae, and 

neutron stars. The phone calls to Baltimore stopped entirely. I sent Christmas cards, and 

occasionally letters. Even more occasionally, Alexander replied. Two years later, he left school 

entirely. I didn’t know until six months afterwards, at which point I was knee deep in thesis 

research; I could hardly process his mother’s voice over the phone. She didn’t know of his 

whereabouts. He came home almost never; she thought he was planning to leave the state. His 

journal entries from this time tell us that he slept on various couches. Sometimes the couches 

belonged to friends, but more often than not he stayed with total strangers. I suspect that he was 

homeless for a time. I called his Baltimore apartment, but he hadn’t left a new address. In 

December of the same year, I received the following letter.  
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December 11th, 1980,  

 

 Ed,  

 

I must tell you about my Project, which has really taken off. Am making great progress, 

but of course no funding. I need no distractions, more space, and so have decided to leave 

school. Please tell my mother that I am sane and doing what is best… Everything will become 

clear in time. You won't guess where I’m going; I thought I would see the Grand Canyon before I 

die! 

P.S. Hate to ask, but the tank is empty and I need something to get set up. Of course I’ll 

repay everything, probably by the end of the month. Send to my mother’s as I have no permanent 

address now. Will write again as soon as I have settled down.  

 

Am all right, and hope you are too,  

 

A.A.  

 

I sent him five-hundred dollars, which was everything I could spare at the time and a 

little more. Winter dissolved into a warm pring, which froze over into winter. I wouldn’t hear 

from him again for seven years.  

The philosopher Augustine dedicates a portion of his City of God to the refutation of 

Cicero’s claim that divine foreknowledge negates the power of human free will. Instead, 
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Augustine assures us that, although God foresees future events, he allows human will to shape 

the course of history. Augustine took up Cicero’s argument – did everything he could to nullify 

the claim – because he feared its consequences. Rightly so. A world in which God makes our 

choices for us operates in much the same way as a world governed by particle predeterminism. 

As Alexander so aptly wrote in his journal, the removal of human free will from the equation 

renders all notions of punishment and reward, justice and morality, absolutely null. If we do not 

cling to the belief that we are the ultimate authors of our own lives, how can we continue to live?  

Still, the Book of Life lies open in the library vault. Who among us would not sacrifice 

everything to turn the pages, to read the great novel of the universe from beginning to end? But 

we are a self-absorbed race after all. Even the great astronomers who turned their eyes starward – 

Eratosthenes, Al-Sufi, Copernicus, Galileo – these men, like all men, believed most deeply, even 

mystically, in the private universes contained within themselves. Given the chance, I cannot but 

think that each one of us would flip directly to our own pages, following the thread of our small 

lives down the vast tapestry of the cosmos. I can’t blame Alexander for grasping after eternity. 

This seems to me the root of all human desire. 

Shortly after his departure, Alexander’s mother filed a missing person report. It didn’t 

take long for the authorities to track him down; he was living in Clay Springs, Arizona, in a 

rented house he shared with a roommate, a wealthy school friend who, enamoured by his 

ambition, funded Alexander’s research until it became clear that this was an ill-advised 

investment. Still, though, I didn’t contact him. If he wanted to get in touch with me, I reasoned, 

he would do so. He had my address. It seemed on all accounts as though he didn’t want to be 

found.  
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The archives of the Bergman Institute contain the last piece of correspondence I ever 

received from Alexander. They don’t display the original, for fear the ink might fade in the 

sunlight. But a printed replica graces a plaque next to the sketches of the machine. The letter is 

the crowning jewel of the Anonymous Exhibit. The relevant excerpt reads as follows.  

 

I have succeeded and I have failed. The APTA functions as intended. With this 

technology, I have achieved the impossible. I have created a predictive map of the particles in 

my own brain; I can track their movements and, based on their interactions, anticipate their 

future movements. Of course you understand the significance of this development. I have wrested 

the power of free decision making from my own hands. The algorithm tells me precisely what I 

will think, do, feel, hours before I myself think, do, or feel. And yet…  

And yet I have failed. The algorithm itself is perfect; I have dedicated too many years of 

work to be unsure of its perfection. The problem lies not in the machine itself, but in the 

interaction between my mind and its. If you consider the situation carefully, I think you will 

discover the way in which I have failed. It is the ultimate destructive paradox, and I feel its 

influence deeply. The future slips from my grasp once more.  

You were right, after all, about why the library had to burn. I hope you can forgive me. 

 

The Anonymous Particle Tracking Algorithm. The only one of its kind ever invented, 

although other scientists have tried and failed. The machine which proves to us, once and for all, 

that our decisions are not our own. That they are the result of an unbroken chain of particle 

interactions rippling back through the universe, and stemming, ultimately, from its very earliest 

beginnings. The Big Bang, the cosmic break which sent light and energy spilling outwards, 
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provided the ingredients from which the structures of our universe eventually arose. Like a 

Newton’s Cradle, one particle moves another, which moves another particle, and all these 

particle movements occur according to the mathematical laws which govern the entirety of time 

and space. Billions of years ago, my life, and yours, were predestined. A large enough computer, 

a powerful enough APTA, could have predicted the movements of our particles, spread out 

across the universe, until they coagulated in our ancestors, in our parents, and, finally, in us. 

Alexander had succeeded in uncovering his own chapter in the Book of Life.  

When I received this letter, I packed my bags and left the conference on Astronomy and 

Space Physics at which I was a speaker. I booked a ticket for that evening’s red-eye flight, and 

by the time the sky turned pale I touched down in Phoenix, Arizona. I found a bus, loaded my 

bags, and settled down to swelter in nauseous anxiety for the next six and a half hours. I 

remember that bus ride as one of the worst of my life. I hadn’t slept, and my starched shirt and 

suit jacket, meant for cool New England, didn’t make things any easier. I ate a packet of 

styrofoam pretzels, then spent the next half hour in the bathroom, returning them to the basin as 

we headed northward.  

We drove until the buildings dropped away and nothing continued except the road and 

the desert, stretching off into uncertain distance. Passengers trickled on and off beneath my 

conscious notice; before I knew it I found myself alone at the end of the line. We ground to a halt 

at a dusty crossroads. They didn’t go any farther, the driver said. I unloaded my bags and 

watched the bus rumble away, the center of its own private sandstorm. When the haze cleared, I 

found myself face to face with an old time gas station. It looked like the gas station at the end of 

the world.  
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“No taxi service out here,” said the man behind the counter. He asked me if there was 

anybody I could call. I didn’t have Alexander’s number. I picked up my briefcase and set off 

down the road.  

Number 34 Clay Springs Drive looked like an abandoned military base. It was only a one 

story house, set back a good distance from the road; long lengthwise, but thin, rather like a 

mobile home which had put down roots. But no less than two layers of what must have been 

commercial grade chain link fence enclosed the place, and the fences ended in vicious curlicues 

of barbed wire. The heat shimmering off the desert looked like snakes, and the heat and the chain 

link made everything hazy and hard to see. A mounted surveillance camera chirruped at me as I 

approached. The double gate stood ajar, the driveway empty.  

I don’t remember the interior of the house, when the door swung open under my knock. It 

was a mess, I think, although I can’t be sure. What I can remember is the feeling of static, of 

electric charge, which seemed to fill the air inside, and which ran along my skin with pincer 

needles. As it grew in intensity the static solidified into noise; a steady insect hum growing 

louder and louder. It must be a hornet’s nest, I remember thinking, as I made my way along the 

darkened hallway. But one hive, even ten hives couldn’t make a sound like this. I came to a stop 

before a door at the end of the hall. The last door at the end of the last hall at the end of the 

world. The sheer force of energy emanating from inside the room repelled me. My breath 

crackled in my lungs. I stepped inside.  

The machine itself surpassed anything Alexander had imagined in his first sketches, the 

ones on display at the Bergman Institute. I’ve tried many times, but I can never express how 

alive it felt. Instead of a single, self-contained device, Alexander had created an ecosystem. A 

network of blinking consoles and flickering computers, some mounted on the walls, some 
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balanced on tables, some on the floor. It was as though I had stumbled into the midst of a troop 

of gorillas, huge and prehistoric, in a room full of the Amazon rainforest. The whirr of fans filled 

the air; the very walls seemed to breath. One hundred purple eyes blinked at me in the dark.  

In the center of the room, on a coffee table, sat a single, standard computer terminal, 

bristling with cables. This seemed to be the nexus of the web, the basin into which all other 

tributaries emptied. I made my way towards it, careful not to disturb the forest of cords. The wan 

glow of the monitors provided the only light. For months afterwards I kept the traces of it on my 

eyelids: a sick violet glare. I knelt down before the final computer. Words swarmed across the 

screen by thousands, impossible words, words that told the story of a life not yet lived, but 

always and forever about to be. 

Let me be clear; almost every leading voice in the scientific world, in and outside the 

field of physics, has spoken out against the existence of the APTA. Some campaigned against the 

addition of Anonymous Hall to the Bergman Institute; others have called for the removal of the 

Anonymous Exhibit entirely. If it weren’t for Alexander's other contributions to the body of 

scientific knowledge, which are numerous, I’m sure they would have had their way. Kabir 

Douglass, groundbreaking astronomer, nobel laureate, and personal hero of mine, called the very 

idea “an absurd fabrication, a fever dream.” “Such a machine,” he said, “simply could not be. 

Any sane physicist understands this.” I agree with him. The machine could not, should not have 

existed. And yet it did.  

“If he saw such a device,” said Kabir Douglass, when asked what he thought of my most 

recent testimony, “let him reproduce it, some part of it. Let him show it to the world.” 

Douglass’s words were, of course, ironic. I could not, of course, show the world when I had 

seen. By the time the fire trucks arrived, the entirety of the left side of the house had been 
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reduced to smoking rubble. For many people, the story seems too convenient to be real. In this, 

too, I have to agree. It seems impossible. Sometimes I think it must have been impossible. As I 

bumped along in the back of the ambulance, speeding towards Flagstaff, I wondered where the 

dreams ended and the world began. At that same moment, somewhere just east of the Colorado 

River, Alexander’s car went singing out into empty air. 

I will finish telling; I am almost done. I knelt before the last computer in the last room at 

the end of Clay Springs Drive, watching the words swarm across the screen like fire ants, when 

everything stopped. The words, the light, the noise, the static field: everything dropped away like 

a strangled breath. Only that final screen remained illuminated, burning with the combined 

energy of the whole machine, so intensely bright that I could hardly bear to look. Instead of the 

endless swarm of words, Alexander’s life written out in advance, a single sentence cut it short. 

The car, the highway, the river canyon… Beyond that, the screen was blank. It was the end of the 

chapter.  

An interviewer once asked me if the sheer existential burden of his ideas drove Alexander 

to suicide. The knowledge that our actions have nothing to do with us and everything to do with 

particle motion; the crushing psychological weight of our predetermined lives. That was it, 

perhaps. But I also think that the collapse of his life’s work may have contributed to his decision. 

I have succeeded and I have failed, Alexander wrote. It was true; he had succeeded beyond all 

imagining. He had come closer than any other human could to uncovering his own portion of the 

book of life. And yet he had forgotten what had always been obvious to me, a man with a mind 

not made to walk the boundary line between myth and reality. The Book of Life is lost, and must 

remain so.  
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I imagine Alexander, having dedicated his entire young adult life to the project, 

connecting the last cable in the APTA and watching with awe as the words began to flow across 

the screen. You will do this, you will think this, you will go here, you will call your mother… I 

explain it to myself like this. Alexander, looking at all his future doings, would have the same 

perverse reaction any one of us might have. No, I won’t. I won’t call my mother; I’ll wait until 

tomorrow. What would happen then? This, in fact, was the machine’s fatal flaw.  

Alexander’s APTA was not lost. It was found, actualized, a real, physical technology 

with which one could interact. This interaction spelled its downfall. The machine, Alexander 

realized, could not take itself into account. It had not counted on the fact that Alexander might 

interact with it; once he did, all its predictions began to go awry. If you think about it, I tell my 

interviewers, the most malignant contradiction arises; the machine functioned correctly only 

when Alexander wasn’t looking. As soon as he tried to read the story of his future, it ceased to 

tell the story of his future at all.  

I like to think that, like all other living creatures, the Book of Life evolved to protect 

itself: from outsiders, invaders, from the world at large. Over the course of billions of years, it 

produced in itself the most spectacular disguise ever invented; it exists only when unobserved.  

The absurdity of it all keeps me up at night. It is the ultimate loop, the self defeating 

question. Shrodinger’s cat writ large across the universe. We believe in progress, and yet so 

many vast tracts of knowledge lie undiscovered, untouched. And, worst of all, the knowledge we 

had in earlier times, we forget, like a bridge collapsing after us as we cross a chasm. All we can 

do is keep moving forwards, gaining little by little our uncertain future. I thought he’d take the 

journey with me, but he is part of the past now; my own library of Alexander, lost for all of time.  
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I have given my account: I do not wish it published until after my death. At that point, I 

hope, its readers will receive it as a curious relic, nothing more.  

Edmund Emerald  

 

The above record, as well as the journal quoted therein, are now the property of the 

Bergman Institute. Sources question the validity of the narrator’s account; some suspect him to 

have been deliberately responsible for the fire which occurred at Alexander Anonymous’s house 

in August, 1987, destroying any and all trace of the APTA. Emerald denied these claims during 

his lifetime, although he believed that, in his own words, “the machine [was] better off buried.” 

The Institute fought to keep the case open for several years, but no conclusive evidence was ever 

found. 
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