LATE CITY
[bookmark: _Int_Hn6H3XTo]This is the most recent novel of the American writer and academic Robert Olen Butler, who won a Pulitzer Prize some years ago with a short story collection A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain. It’s a short novel or novella and has much in common with a short story in that it has a single theme and the narrative, or rather a series of recollections, is contained within a single conversation.
[bookmark: _Int_HEwcqH8v]The narrator Sam Cunningham is dying. It’s 1.45 am on November 9th 2016, just ten minutes after Donald Trump has been declared the next President of the United States. Sam is a ‘newsman’, for many years the Editor of the Chicago Independent, a newspaper of record for which facts are sacred. He is 115 years old having lived through the twentieth century and well into the next – until the beginning of a ‘post fact’ age and the end of an idea of America. It’s time for him to go.
The ‘conversation’ I’ve referred to is a conversation between Sam and God. That’s a highly risky strategy for an author to adopt because whimsy and sentimentality are difficult to avoid. In the main he succeeds in doing so by never making it clear whether the God who talks to Sam is GOD or a phantom conjured up by his dying imagination. It’s left to the reader to interpret it as he will. Nevertheless, you are perhaps too conscious that this is a literary device calculated to test the narrator’s understanding of the key events that occur during his long life.
Just how accurate are Sam’s judgments? For example, is he fair to his abusive father, whom he rejects and whom, in his role as a sniper during the Great War, he symbolically murders in the form of a German soldier? We trust him because he prides himself in the scrupulous accuracy of his reporting yet, as is revealed only at the end of the book, his understanding of the two most important people in his life, his son and his wife, is tragically flawed. ‘I reported but I did not see. I cared but I did not do. I loved but I did not comprehend.’  That irony is the main theme of the book.
[bookmark: _Int_fQgMXCaQ]There are many incidental pleasures for the reader as vicariously we live Sam’s life. There is a beautifully observed confrontation on the sidewalk of the small town in segregated Louisiana where he’s brought up between his father, with his hand on Sam’s shoulder, and a negro accompanied by his son of a similar age. There’s a delicately and sympathetically described scene in a French brothel. There’s a rabble-rousing political meeting led by the Louisianian demagogue Huey Long, a Trump from another age. There’s an agonisingly moving scene between Sam and his wife Colleen when they hear of the death of their only son. And finally there is redemption for Sam when as the last act of his life he’s able to comfort his ninety-year-old neighbour Walter in a way that he shamingly failed to do for a friend and fellow soldier nearly a century before.
Of the appeal of Trump and other populists, as reported by the janitor in the nursing home: ‘... he still has the mind of one of us, like a guy who’s got jack shit and is pissed about it.’ Now that’s the truth.
 

