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Slouched over his poorly illuminated proofreading desk, Dunbar considered what a wretched, miserable, and altogether terrible day he was having.  He had just finished three straight hours of proofreading a complicated article detailing the recent rise in osteopathic illness in the local Greentown area and was currently seeing double from the boring and irrelevant statistics that he had been required to verify.  Dunbar hated statistics.  He also hated his job.  “Goddammit, I hate this job,” he muttered as he took a sip of his now cold lemon tea.  He grimaced as the citric acid inflamed the canker sore that had begun to fester on the inside of his lower lip.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I love proofreading,” he told himself.  “If only I had something good to proofread, then I’d be as happy as a lark, whatever the hell that means.”  He turned his head back to the desk and began inspecting his newest piece of work, an article on overcrowding at the town zoo, when his boss, Mr. Rose, approached him from behind.


“Dunbar!” Mr. Rose wailed.  “Under what conditions do we utilize a semicolon within a sentence?”

Dunbar was started by this rude interruption and squirmed in his seat as he tried to recall the rules for semicolon usage.  They escaped him for a moment, but soon he remembered the pertinent section in the English grammar textbook that he had unfailingly carried around throughout college.  Within moments, Dunbar was able to recite from memory the exact rules governing semicolon use.  “There are four situations in which a semicolon is used,” he began.  “First, to separate the clauses of a compound sentence having no coordinating conjunction.  Second, to separate the clauses of a compound sentence containing internal punctuation.  Third, to separate the elements of a series in which the items already contain commas, and fourth, to separate clauses of a compound sentence joined by a conjunctive adverb such as ‘nonetheless’ or ‘therefore.’”  He took a deep breath.  “Is that right?”


“Yes, that’s right, Dunbar!” thundered Mr. Rose.  “Now why don’t you tell me how come there’s no semicolon in this sentence?!”  He slammed down a copy of the “Animals Need Blood Too: Greentown Announces First Animal Blood Drive” article that Dunbar had been working on earlier in the day and pointed to the sentence in question.  Dunbar looked at the sentence that Mr. Rose’s chubby, hairy finger was pointing at.  It read: “Dogs and cats are by far the most needy, nevertheless, other pets such as birds and lizards also occasionally require blood transfusions.”  Dunbar immediately realized his mistake, but he was far from surprised.  He considered himself a damned good proofreader, but proofreading articles like this one was too much to ask from a professional like him.  He vaguely remembered trying to pop his canker with his teeth while working on it.


“Well, Dunbar?  Is there any good reason you can give me for screwing this up?” Mr. Rose demanded.


“Because you’re wearing that hideous mustard-green shirt?” Dunbar thought.


“I don’t know.  I’m very sorry,” Dunbar said.  “I’ll try to be a better proofreader in the future.”


“You better be, if you want to remain affiliated with this local newspaper for any length of time,” Mr. Rose said, and then he grabbed the article, spun around on his wingtip shoes, and left the room.


“What a bad man,” Dunbar thought to himself as he took another agonizing sip of tea.  Dunbar had been at the Greentown Crow now for four months and blamed the entire misfortune of his working experience on Mr. Rose.  Dunbar felt that he was a promising young proofreader; after all, he had served as the head proofreader for his college newspaper, hadn’t he?  He simply needed a chance to sink his teeth into some real stories at the Crow to prove how good a proofreader he was.  Then he was sure he could land a job at a major urban paper.  Why did Mr. Rose hate him so much?  Why was Mr. Rose giving him such a hard time?  As he did every day, Dunbar once again concluded that Mr. Rose was a moron, and then he returned to his piece.


“Hey, why do you look so down today, Dunbar?” Blatz, one of Dunbar’s senior colleagues, inquired.  Blatz had just returned from lunch at the rib joint down on Murphy Avenue and was looking round and content.  Dunbar had to admit that although Blatz got all of the good articles that Mr. Rose himself didn’t get, and although he had no ambition whatsoever (he had worked at the Crow for twenty-five years), nevertheless, there was nothing really bad to say about him.  In fact, Dunbar seriously respected Blatz’s sobriety and moral character.  Dunbar considered his own sole fault to be an occasional glass of sherry, but never, in all his time working at the paper, had he heard Blatz so much as mention alcohol.  Every once in a while, Dunbar imagined that, by combining his own talent and hard work with Blatz’s uprightness concerning liquor consumption, he could become an absolutely unstoppable proofreader.


“Oh, I just had a run-in with Mr. Rose,” Dunbar replied.


“Another apostrophe problem?” Blatz asked with a chuckle, referring to an embarrassing event of the previous week.


“No--semicolons this time.  I just can’t concentrate on these irrelevant articles,” Dunbar said, scratching his greasy head.


“Oh, it’s not that bad.  Things could be worse,” Blatz urged with his characteristically blank but optimistic manner.


“That’s easy for you to say!” Dunbar sat upright and exclaimed.  “You get great articles to proofread.  Just take today, for instance.  While I sit here and read Marlteby’s article on zoo overcrowding, you get to proofread Steiner’s front page piece on bribery in the state legislature.  If only you knew how much I wish I could be reading what you read.”


“That’s O.K., kid.  Stick around here as long as I have, and you’ll have all the front page pieces you want,” Blatz retorted before walking back to his desk on the other side of the office.


Dunbar reclined in his chair, put his hands over his face, and contemplated with dread a twenty-five year stint at the Greentown Crow.  He thought about staring at the same brown walls, the same faint, florescent overhead lighting, the same Mr. Rose, every weekday for twenty-five years.  The picture seemed almost too bleak to bear.  Dunbar considered getting up and quitting right then and there when Mr. Crenshaw, the Editor-in-Chief, came running frantically into the office with an article in his hand.


“Where the hell are the proofreaders?  I need a proofreader on the double!” he yelled.


Blatz turned to Crenshaw from his stooped-over position at the water dispenser where he had ventured to get a cup of hot water.  “I’m a proofreader,” he said.  “Maybe you recognize me from the twenty-five years of service I’ve put in here?  What can I do for you?”


Crenshaw looked quizzically at Blatz, obviously unable to remember who the portly man was.  “We have a huge story that just came in about an hour ago,” he said.  “I want to get it in the afternoon edition so I need it proofread right away.  Mr. Rose is at the sandwich shop getting a turkey sandwich, I’m not familiar with the intricacies of newspaper grammar, and I’m sure that I don’t recognize a single one of you.  So what the hell am I gonna do?”


Dunbar saw his chance at once.  “I’ll take it, sir.  I’ll be glad to take it.”   He leapt up and ran over to where Crenshaw was standing.  “I’m a proofreader, and a damned good one at that.  I welcome the opportunity to proofread an important article.”  Dunbar looked back at Blatz to see if he would object to the suggestion, but Blatz had an understanding look on his face and even gave Dunbar a slight wink.  “You’ve got to let me have the article, Mr. Crenshaw.  You’ve just got to,” Dunbar insisted, as he grabbed the article out of Crenshaw’s hand.


“Well . . .” Crenshaw considered Dunbar’s young and enthusiastic face.  “I don’t have any idea who you are, and there’s nothing in my past experience I can use to understand what the hell you’re so excited about, but I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t proofread the story if you want to proofread the story.  You did say that you’re a proofreader, didn’t you?”


“Yes, sir.  One of the world’s best.”


“In that case, have it on my desk in one hour.”


“Yes, sir!”


Suffused with enthusiasm, Dunbar hurried back to his desk to begin work on the new project.  He settled into his metal chair and placed the article down on the proofreading table.  For the first time in months, he felt like he was doing something valuable with his time.  Eagerly, he began surveying the contents of the piece.


“Hmmm.  A crime story,” he thought.


The article concerned a kidnapping that had taken place earlier in the day.  A student at Greentown University named Scott Robinson had apparently lost control after learning that he had failed to gain acceptance to the Molecular Biology Department’s Ph.D. program.  Robinson, who was described by acquaintances as clearly psychotic and absolutely unable to understand even the most basic concepts of molecular biology, had stormed into the department offices and taken the Chairman, Professor Glen Davis, hostage at about 10:00 a.m.  Robinson, in an effort to prove that he was “smart enough to get a degree from Harvard, never mind dumb-ass Greentown University,” had demanded that Harvard deliver him a full-fledged diploma within the next twenty-four hours or else he would kill Davis.  Harvard administrators, perplexed by the odd demand, announced that giving Robinson a diploma was an utter impossibility, as he had not even satisfactorily completed the Core Curriculum requirement.  Thus, the situation was at a standstill, and Greentown police, having never before faced a situation more dangerous than the freak child-biting incident that had occurred outside the grizzly bear cage at the overcrowded Greentown Zoo the August before last, were rendered entirely impotent by the whole affair.


Dunbar dove into his proofreading job with relish.  He fixed several misplaced colons, adjusted numerous spelling mistakes, and scratched out a superfluous hyphen.  He even took the liberty of fixing up a couple of dangling modifiers.  When he was in college, Dunbar had often argued for the expansion of the proofreader’s role into the area of editing; once, in a fit of passion, he had even been compelled to claim in a paper that: “With the advent of a new breed of proofreader, the editor might someday become entirely obsolete.  At least we can only hope so!”  Dunbar was definitely not going to pass up such a splendid opportunity to do a little editing.  Indeed, Dunbar was as happy as he had been in months.  He was whistling “Oh, Suzanna” and joyfully slashing, erasing, and crossing things out when a livid Mr. Rose came barging into the back office, bits of turkey dangling from his prickly mustache.


“Dunbar!  What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yelled.


Suddenly returned to a state of insignificance, Dunbar turned around and faced Mr. Rose with a quivering lower lip.


“Well?  Are you proofreading that kidnapping story or what?” Rose repeated.


“I guess so,” Dunbar squealed.


“Not any more you’re not!  Who do you think you are, talking poor Mr. Crenshaw into letting you proofread an important article?  Don’t you know by now that you’re not qualified to be proofreading such a prominent news item?  Now, suppress those dreams of glory you’re always howling about and get back to that zoo-overcrowding piece for Christ’s sake.  Section D, page 26 is dying from empty space.”


“But . . . I’m not even finished.”


“You’re finished now, Dunbar,” Rose screamed as he grabbed the article and left the office.


Crestfallen, Dunbar slowly returned his attention to the zoo piece and halfheartedly proofread it until 4:30, when he put on his brown coat and his brown hat and shuffled off to the bus which delivered him to his dark and depressing home.


The next morning, when Dunbar awoke from habit at 7:30, he decided that he absolutely could not go to work after the previous day’s humiliation.  He got up, fixed himself some corn flakes, and sat down at his white, crumb-covered kitchen table.  The weather outside was miserable.  Between spoonfuls of cereal, Dunbar considered what he could do to brighten the day. After a bit of deliberation he decided to listen to the radio.  He got up and turned on his favorite AM station.  The lead news story was coming to the very end.


“To repeat: This morning, two Greentown citizens, Scott Robinson and Glen Davis, lie dead, and one sorry, pathetic proofreader is being asked to shoulder all of the blame.  We will have more on this story later as additional information becomes available.  WNUS newstime is 8:00, and I’m John McFee . . .”  The announcer’s voice faded away as Dunbar tried to process the information he had just heard.  “Did they say a proofreader was to blame?  For two deaths?  What did they mean?”  Dunbar turned these questions over in his groggy brain as he quickly shoveled the soggy cereal down his throat.  Realizing suddenly that something important might be going on at the newspaper office, Dunbar decided that he had better get there as soon as possible.  He ran into his cluttered bedroom, threw on a pair of unlaundered pants, a soiled shirt, and his shoes, and ran out the front door to catch the eight o’clock bus.


When Dunbar arrived at the Greentown Crow building, he was met by a roomful of frightened and inquisitive faces.  Luckily, Mr. Rose had not seen him entering the office, so Dunbar had some time to find out what was going on from Blatz.  Quickly, he approached Blatz’s desk.


“Blatz, what’s going on?”  Everyone in the office looks like they’ve seen a ghost, and I heard something on the news about some deaths and a proofreader and . . .”


“Read the fourth paragraph,” Blatz said coolly as he handed Dunbar a folded up copy of yesterday afternoon’s newspaper.


Dunbar immediately recognized the kidnapping article that he had been working on the day before.  After gaining his bearings by reviewing the first three quite well-proofread paragraphs, Dunbar turned his attention to the fourth.  At first, he could find nothing noteworthy, but after a couple of times through, he realized the problem.  It was in the final sentence, which read, “According to sources close to the kidnapper, Robinson had decided to take the hostage and demand the Harvard diploma when he was humiliatingly denied admission to grade school.”


“Uh oh,” Dunbar thought.


“GRADE SCHOOL?!  GRADE SCHOOL?!  Where’s that twirpy Dunbar and his crappy little proofreading pencil?  I’ll shove it right through his heart,” Mr. Rose roared as he came barreling towards the back office.  


There was no time to hide, so Dunbar quickly prepared himself for the worst of disasters.


“There you are, Dunbar, you goddamned proofreader!” Mr. Rose screeched as he burst into the room brandishing the offending story.  “What possible explanation can you conceivably offer to explain how you allowed this article to say ‘grade school’ instead of ‘grad school’?  What fathomable excuse could you possibly fabricate to allow me to explain to every national newspaper and television station in the country that it wasn’t our fault that a freaked out lunatic who went insane when he couldn’t get into a Ph.D. program decided to kill himself and a university professor because he read in our newspaper that he wasn’t even smart enough to get into the third grade?”


“Uhhh . . .” Dunbar retorted.


“‘Uhhh’?  Is that what I should tell Stone Phillips when he and his Dateline staff ask me to explain why we’re responsible for the first murder in Greentown history?  ‘Well, Stone, that’s an interesting question, that question you have about our responsibility for the murder.  In response, I’d like to say uhhhh.’  Seems like a bad idea, Dunbar.  Got any other ideas?”  Mr. Rose stared openmouthed at Dunbar for an uncomfortable couple of moments before Blatz spoke out suddenly in Dunbar’s defense.


“Maybe if you had let him finish proofreading the article instead of running in here all turkey-faced and stealing it from him, there would have been no mistake.”


“Are you saying this is my fault?” Mr. Rose blurted.


“Well, you did storm in here and grab the article away from Dunbar while he was still working on it.”


Mr. Rose made a concerted effort not to kill Blatz.  He paused to recover his composure before carefully laying out his position.  “I may have stolen it away from him,” he said, “but Dunbar anointed himself head proofreader for the piece.  He proofread the thing for an hour and a half, and therefore he must be considered responsible for the goddamned murder that transpired due to his incompetency!”


“But don’t you think that by stealing the article away from him, you thereby anointed yourself the head proofreader for the piece?” Blatz responded.


Mr. Rose mulled over Blatz’s argument carefully.  “Don’t think that you can get your little pal Dunbar out of trouble with your convoluted logic, Mr. Blatz.  I’m far too smart for that sort of trick,” he said, grinning stupidly.


“Yes, I suppose you are, Mr. Rose.”


“Furthermore, I’m the boss, and don’t think for two minutes that I don’t know about your two martini lunches.”


Dunbar, who had been silent throughout the argument, now looked at Blatz with surprise.  “What two martini lunches?” he thought.


Blatz pounded the water dispenser with his fist.  “You’re being entirely unreasonable, Rose.  Trying to pin responsibility for a murder-suicide on a proofreader who wasn’t even responsible for proofreading the article you erroneously think is the cause of the murder-suicide is completely outrageous,” Blatz barked.  Having vented the last of his dissent, he threw his hands up in the air and returned to his desk, where he had been in the process of proofreading an article on the city gasoline tax.


Mr. Rose, who was completely baffled by Blatz’s uprising, began pacing around the office.  Apart from Blatz, everyone else in the office was silent and staring at Mr. Rose and Dunbar.  Dunbar, for his part, was standing motionless in the center of the room.  He was licking his canker and thinking about everything that had been happening to him.  He honestly could not remember whether he had proofread the “grade” or not, but he was fairly sure that he must not have, since he would never make that egregious an error in proofreading a document.  Nevertheless, everyone but Blatz seemed to think it was his fault, and now it turned out that Blatz was a drunk who imbibed martinis like they were lemonades.  Who was anybody to say what was true and what was not true?  If Blatz could guzzle gin and olives to wash down his pork ribs, then maybe Mr. Rose was right and he really did screw up the piece.  Maybe he was responsible for the murder, although that idea still seemed rather inconceivable.  And what did responsibility mean, anyway?  Just because Blatz lapped up vermouth like a fish, did that give Mr. Rose the right to yell at him in front of all these people?  Who the hell knew?  Dunbar continued to stand silently, wondering about all these possibilities when Mr. Rose, on the verge of exploding with anger, suddenly turned on his heels and addressed him directly.


“Well, Dunbar?  We’ve heard what Blatz thinks.  What do you have to say about the whole matter?  Are you going to accept responsibility for your actions or not?”


Dunbar considered the question dumbly for a few moments.  “Well, I have no idea why I should accept responsibility, but . . . of course I will,” he said, and Mr. Rose lurched off to his office to begin preparing Dunbar’s pink slip.
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