
The impasse 

 

They had fashioned a house out of fish bones and seaweed on a mound of undigested matter (the 

Commodore maintained it to be a tumour) in the belly of the whale, and decorated the interior with 

artefacts half-eaten by the lake of acid that lapped along the shore.  

 Small creatures gave out a weak light, and existed in abundance; they attached themselves to 

everything: the naked bodies of the island’s inhabitants, the house, the springy surface of the mound, 

and, far in the distance, the walls and ceiling of the cavern. The inhabitants - four men and three 

women - supposed these boundaries to exist, but did not hope to ever reach them. 

 In the same way, they assumed that time continued its progression outside the whale. 

 

The island was circular, and, they thought, quite small - not fatally large, the Commodore said. It was 

nonetheless big enough to allow solitude, which the inhabitants embraced, regrouping only to eat and 

to enter their individual rooms to sleep (although in this activity they were also alone).  

 Meals were accordingly charged affairs, as the two halves of the species implemented various 

stratagems concocted in private. These games of speculative lust were inevitably fruitless, given the 

disparity in numbers and total uniformity of the players. Perhaps because of this absence of 

consummation, the inhabitants grew ever more obsessive in their attempts to break the impasse. These 

attempts were always academic; an unconscious collective decision had been made at some stage, and 

the men and women maintained it even as they tried to find a way through. 

 Verbal acrobatics of amazing dexterity soon developed; every word was infused with multiple 

meanings, depending on pronunciation, a furtive glance, a smile. In their solitude, they tried to account 

for all possibilities that might ensue, and imagine ways of circumventing them. Thus, the number of 

meanings increased exponentially, and the degree of incomprehension became a new kind of time, far 

more agreeable than that known by the whale, although finite. 

 

Objects flowed in silence into the whale’s belly constantly, and were absorbed into its being. Some 

drifted on to the shores of the island, and for a moment would divert its inhabitants from their musings; 

they were examined, carefully brought back to the inside of the house, arranged along the walls, and 

finally forgotten.  

 The walls swelled with these findings; it is possible that the house had never been knowingly 

constructed. The rooms of the women were marginally thicker than those of the men. 

 

In sleep, freed from the enclave of choice, they dreamt the same dream. 

 The women grew heavy, with the suddenness peculiar to dreams. The unequivocal nature of 

the change sheared through the swathe of constructed meaning so that all that was left on the island 

was an artifice, its creators, and urges made powerful by their namelessness. 

 And so the departure of the Commodore into the murk elicits no relief; nor does the discovery 

of a boat, large enough for six. Paddling into the gloom brings no hope. Upon discovery of their 

island’s equivalent, they explore it as a matter of course. When someone finds the Commodore’s dead 



body in one of the rooms of the house (rectangular, like their own), he, or she, is unable to tell the 

others, unable to determine whether such a communication would have worth. Meaningless itself has 

lost its meaning. 

 In the boat, they continue, and may find other islands, and, in other constructions, other 

corpses. 
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