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The Book of Bad Ideas
—  a n  e s s ay  b y  —

brock cl arke

I moved to Cincinnati in June 2001, two months after an unarmed 
nineteen- year- old black man named Timothy Thomas was shot and 

killed by a white city policeman named Stephen Roach. Mr. Thomas had 
been the fifteenth black man shot and killed by Cincinnati police since 1995. 
This was a familiar story then, and it’s an even more familiar story now, 
and so it should come as no surprise to anyone (and yet plenty of people 
seemed plenty surprised) that the city was rocked by several days of riots after  
Mr. Thomas was killed.

Not long after I moved to the city, a national magazine asked me if I’d 
be interested in writing an essay about race and post- riot Cincinnati. I was 
interested. And I thought I knew how to do it, too: right after I’d moved 
there, I’d gotten my hair cut by a barber in my neighborhood, a barber who 
charged almost nothing for a haircut, a barber who’d said several racist 
things while cutting my hair for almost nothing. My essay, I thought, would 
use the barber as a unique way to tell the story of race and Cincinnati: a city 
in which even the right- minded would allow themselves to suspend their 
right- mindedness for something as small as a very cheap haircut.

There ended up being two problems to this approach. One, I went back 
at least four times over the subsequent months, and every time I was the 
only person in the barbershop except for the barber, and I thought it might 
be kind of suspect if I were to try to tell the story of the city by way of this 
barbershop when there was really no one in the city ever in the barbershop.

The other problem was that the barber didn’t once say anything racist 
during those four subsequent visits. Now, I’d definitely heard him say rac-
ist things before — I knew he had it in him — but he didn’t cooperate dur-
ing my official investigation (if you can call someone going to the barber 
once a month an official investigation). And since he hadn’t, I didn’t think 
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it would be ethical, let alone possible, for me to write an essay saying that 
the barber was a symbol of Cincinnati’s race problems. I could have written 
the essay anyway, could have written it in a more conventional way, but I 
suspected that it would end up being like many of the essays devoted to the 
subject — then, and since: literal- minded, sober, dutiful, dull.

And so instead I wrote a short story, a fable, in which a riot- torn city 
claims that the riots were caused not by white city policemen killing un-
armed black men, but by a white barber saying racist things while giving very 
cheap haircuts, which then causes four supposedly right- minded white men 
to suspend their political beliefs in pursuit of those very cheap haircuts. I 
then sent the story to the national magazine, which soon replied, saying “No, 
thanks,” while also pointing out that they’d wanted me to write an essay, not 
a story, and that in any case the story seemed like a very bad idea.

My new book, The Price of the Haircut, is full of very bad ideas. In this 
collection, the child stars of Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory fall in 
love with, and then into adulthood stay in love with, Gene Wilder, the actor 
who played Willy Wonka; a lonely, pitiable man in Florence, Italy, tries to 
win back his wife — who may or may not exist — from the writer Mario 
Puzo — who may or may not still be alive; a squabbling family allows its 
loud public arguments to be mistaken for performance art; a woman draws 
a cartoon about abortion and fast food and sends it to the New Yorker; a son 
keeps giving his mother gifts he knows she’ll just end up killing; a husband 
and wife decide to spend a night in a bed- and- breakfast that was once the 
house of infamous axe- murderer Lizzie Borden; a father knows he should 
treat his son better but can’t stop criticizing him for, you know, everything, 
including his style of hugging; a group of American soldiers return home 
and march around their hometown’s square in their pointy cowboy boots 
as a way to forget that their friend and fellow soldier has been killed in the 
war in Iraq — the war in Iraq being, one could argue, one of the worst of all 
these very bad ideas.

And of course there’s the title story, which seemed to the national maga-
zine like a very bad idea. Not as bad an idea, maybe, as allowing police to kill 
unarmed black people and get away with it. Not as bad an idea, maybe, as 
being shocked and outraged by the protests and riots that follow. Not as bad 
an idea, maybe, as just pretending, after the riots and protests are over, that 
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the problems will go away. And not as bad an idea as choosing to talk about, 
and write about, these things in the same way we usually talk about them: 
literal- mindedly, soberly, dutifully, dully. But still, a pretty bad idea. Possibly. 
But rather than thinking of this story, and the others in this collection, as 
bad ideas, maybe it’s better to think of them as absurd ideas. Because to my 
mind, absurdity is often the best way to fully appreciate how very bad our 
very bad ideas really are.
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