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Introduction 
 
Already known for his works of speculative fiction, author John Edward Lawson uses 
Discouraging at Best to take a look at the “real” world. On the pages within are five 
interlinked tales that, when pieced together, paint a panorama of apathy, greed, and 
manipulation. We follow the self-inflicted plight of working-class families and their 
efforts to step on others in the race to get ahead. We watch the petty wars of Nobel 
laureates. We become immersed in the minds of those caught in an ankle-biters rebellion. 
We are drawn into the intrigues and incompetence of those pulling the strings at the 
highest level of government. And, ultimately, we wonder: why? Here the absurdity of the 
mundane expands exponentially creating a tidal wave that sweeps reason away. For those 
who enjoy satire, bizarro literature, or a good old-fashioned slap to the senses, 
Discouraging at Best offers extra helpings of each. 
 
 

About the Author 
 
This book was written from November 2000 through mid 2001. On September 11, 2001 
the author sat down to complete the final pages, and within half an hour the terrorist 
attacks occurred. In the United States of America that emerged from the aftermath the 
writing took on new meaning for Lawson, leading him to shelve the book for many years. 
In the interim he removed the stories which might not be construed as so politically 
charged and published them as the bizarro collection Pocket Full of Loose Razorblades, 
and went off to achieve notoriety as a poet, after which he felt comfortable at last 
bringing Discouraging at Best to the public. 
 
 

Things to Think about While Reading 
 

Reviewers frequently have trouble categorizing Discouraging at Best as either a novel or 
a collection, and even Kevin Dole 2 ponders this in the book's introduction. Does it 
function better as one or the other as you read it? 
 
 

Discussion Questions 
 

In "Whipped on the Face With a Length of Thorn Bush: Yes, Directly on the Face" is 
there really a squirrel tormenting Quadira, or is something else at play? 
 
In "A Serenade to Beauty Everlasting" does Willard really want to sleep? Is there a 
possibility the whole thing is a dream? 
 
"The Ankle-Biter's Guide to Slithering" is a five part story, the first part of which is 



focused on the subject of disillusion. Is disillusion present in the other four sections?  
 
The theme of dysfunctional families is explored further in "Maybe It's Racist" than 
perhaps any of the other entries here. But what, exactly, is the family in question: the 
nation, our species, or the President and his immediate family members? 
 
The notion of perspective is key to each section of Discouraging at Best. How is this 
exemplified in the book's concluding piece, "Deface the Nation?" 
 

 
 

Books/Films/ Media that Inspired the Author 
 
American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis 
Le Haine 
Man Bites Dog 
Notes from Underground by Fyodor Dostoevsky 
Slaughterhouse Five by Kurt Vonnegut 
 

 
Recommended Reading 

 
Sailor and Lula: The Complete Novels by Barry Gifford 
 


