
The Thin Black Line 
by George Samuel 

 
Dear Santa Claus: 

I guess you don't get very many letters from 55-year-old men, but the thing 
is that I still have some unfinished business from when I was six months or three 
years old or whenever it was that I began to miss my mom -- I'm still a little boy 
missing his mom.  Absurd as this may seem.  I feel in fact that my story is full of 
absurdity and that it comes from my struggle to tell the absolute literal truth.  
Here are none of the symmetries of fiction.  Why for instance do I try to tell the 
truth here to a person of fiction or fantasy in whom I had stopped believing by the 
age of five?  Is this a therapeutic exercise, to tell the truth as a kind of lie, to lie to 
the imaginary person that I believe he exists?  For my story begins with the 
occasion of my first time in memory being caught in a lie, at the age of five, and I 
call this episode "Getting caught in the lie of the line".  It is Christmas morning, 
and I tell some people, my parents and some others, "I saw Santa Claus last 
night, and he passed before my window like a line.  He looked like a black line 
across my window."  Or words to this effect, in the childish lisp; but I can 
remember the visualization I was having as I spoke, if not the words I used, and I 
can remember the rejection I felt, as the adults dismissed my creativity with some 
kind of defensive sarcasm.  I feel it wasn't the kind of cute little lie adults can 
forgive in a five-year-old.  There was something precocious about it, because 
there was an indigestible absurdity, a horror of chaos; I can't begin to imagine 
why my little imagination came up with this line across the window thing, why I 
imagined the adults would find this a charmingly childlike imagining. 

 
Not only did I not believe in Santa any more, but I felt they would expect I 

should and believe I did and believe I could actually believe my little dream or 
hallucination of a vertical black line moving in a horizontal path across the 
window was something I actually saw and that I could actually believe it was 
Santa Claus I was seeing even though a thin black line is about as far as you can 
get from a fat red blob, excuse me, Santa, nothing personal.  I felt my absurd 
story would convey my faith in Santa, and in dreams or hallucinations, in an 
interesting and pathetic way.  That I’d get lots of attention for it not some kind of 
nervous dismissal.  The absurdity of this story I’m telling now, of my fabrication of 
a vision of a "line" (a line isn't even a visible thing; it's an abstraction a theoretical 
construct; what I meant was "an appearance as of a thread stretched taut 
vertically between two objects capable of so holding it but invisible in the 
darkness above and below the window", and so on): the absurdity of this story 
now is a sign that it's a true story, as I said--who would fabricate such as story?--
and is also a question whose answer can only be approached but never reached.   



The whole answer to that question "why a ‘line’?” can’t ever be found but part of 
the answer is that this “line” and so on was calculated to get me some attention 
and the reasons why I needed the attention were as follows: 

 
1. World War II, 
2. My being a refugee during WW II, 
3. My being an abused child, 
4. My intense experience of sibling rivalry,  
5. My temporary experience of being an orphan, 
6. My bitter disillusionment with my family, after reunion with them 

showed that things were going to be just as awful as before. 
 
So, Santa, if you do exist, why did all this terrible stuff happen to me? 
 
I'm not even mentioning here all the terrible stuff that happened to me for 

the next 50 years. 
 
But maybe I should mention the good luck, the miraculous hairsbreadth 

escapes.  I'm not complaining, why would I?  But as terrible as the bad luck was, 
it was the good luck that kept setting me up for more bad luck, in hope and the 
love of life that kept me alive.  Which was good luck. 

 
The good luck that kept me alive in a world where the strong continue to 

hammer the weak, only more and more every day.  Do you see what I mean, 
Santa? 

 
Once I was lucky not to be killed just for being a little kid; soon I may get 

lucky not to be killed just for being old.  Maybe if I were a person of color or a 
woman or gay or lesbian or disabled I wouldn't be so lucky. 

 
I get it, Santa.  You aren't a little old man at all.  You're younger than I am, 

as well as white, male, heterosexual, able, and rich, all of which I knew. 
 
 
 


