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Mail

Hey, You Brought it Up

Dear Cow,

 As I read “(No longer) Scammed in the Bathroom” 
I was surprised that no mention was made of  no-
cost alternatives to toilet paper.  It is very common 
in Asia to use water in place of  roll tissue.  With 
the  Asian population nearing four billion, The Sa-
cred Cow can not afford  to overlook such a wide-
spread method if  it expects to be taken as  serious 
publication.  Please cancel my subscription.

 Sincerely,

 Zachary Garber, Westbrookville, N.Y.

Matt Swartz responds: Zachary, I don’t think that 
the preference for water as a bottom-cleaner in 
certain parts of  Asia is motivated directly by cost. 
I think an application of  Occam’s razor will shed 
helpful light without adding any heat; in the parts 
of  the world where feces tend to be liquids, they’re 
rinsed with a liquid, while in the parts of  the world 
where they tend to be solid, they’re wiped away 
with something solid. I find this arrangement em-
inently sensible on both sides. Please reconsider 
your withdrawal of  subscription, as the serious-
ness of  our publication depends directly upon our 
ability to remain in front of  well-trained eyes.

Jared Stuzman, Sarcasm Editor, also weighs in:  
Mr. Garber, I’m disappointed that you would re-
fer to water as “no-cost.” It could easily be debated 
that water use is a bigger environmental concern 
than the use of  toilet tissue. Plus, as is plain from 
Mr. Swartz’s use of  language to communicate his 
ideas, as opposed to a series of  grunts and yowls, it 
should be patently obvious that he was only inter-
ested in solutions that take into account the sen-
tient and civilized nature of  human beings.

We Were Surprised Too

Dear Cow,

I read the entire issue, and I didn’t mean to. 

Yours,
Hans Shenk 

Dear Mr. Shenk, 

We are very pleased that the magazine failed to be 
as unreadable as you expected. 

Sincerely, 
The Editors

An Editorial Position

A tradition in publishing is for the editors to 
come up with a thoughtful position on some topic 
of  the day, and sermonize on it. When you have a 
group of  people who are opinionated enough to 
be editors, however, this can be a challenge. The 
usual solution is to carefully craft the editorial in 
question to reflect the views of  the owner of  the 
publishing company. 

Unfortunately, we don’t really have an owner, so 
to write such a piece, we’d have to just all agree on 
whatever we were writing about. 

Hmm. 
You may notice our two articles in this issue on 

climate change have some things in common, such 
as that they both have titles, and are made up of  
words. After that, they diverge somewhat. 

This will happen from time to time. Our editorial 
staff  holds opinions ranging from conservative, to 
liberal, to independent, to crazy monarchist. And 
that’s just Matt Swartz. The rest of  us add still 
more variety. 

This is bad for writing consensus pieces, but good 
for stimulating conversation. 

We think that’s a good thing. 
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Of Carbon and Consequences
By JARED STUTZMAN

am about to utter a heresy—a cringe-inducing, 
social embarrassment of  a statement to those 
who consider themselves intelligent. Here it 
is: the level of  carbon in the atmosphere is not 

a moral or religious issue. The use of  fossil fuels is 
neither evil nor good, and it should not be preached 
about from your church pulpit. Gasoline does not 
deserve to be the primary focus of  your duty as a 
Christian or even as a secular humanist. But wait—
before you pull out your hockey-stick charts and 
accuse me flat-earthism, let me explain.

It is our moral duty to care about earth around 
us—the trees, the dirt, the water, the animals, the 

air, the Mississippi river, the Magnolia tree, and 
the Monarch butterfly. It is also our duty to care 
about the quality of  life of  the seven billion peo-
ple on the earth, and these two duties are, to some 
extent, intertwined. The problem is that we have 
become obsessed with catastrophic global climate 
change as the face of  all environmental concerns. 
It is a fallacy—a terrible, divisive distortion—that 
the duty of  conserving the natural beauty of  the 
earth is limited to concerns about climate change. 
Because of  the near-insoluble nature of  this prob-
lem, and because of  the ignorance, impracticality, 
and ineffectiveness of  the solutions proposed to 

it,  this issue has alienated the segments of  society 
who would normally be most concerned with envi-
ronmental issues—farmers, ranchers, hunters, and 
others who live closest to the earth. 

If  impending climate change had a definite, clear 
cause and a definite, clear, practical solution with 
little or no human cost, then taking steps to avoid 
its consequences would be our moral duty. But that 
is not the situation in which we find ourselves. In-
stead, the solutions we see are driven by moralistic 
fervor, born out of  first-world arrogance, are ex-
tremely unlikely to have any real impact, and would 
likely cause as much human pain and suffering as 

I
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the problem they’re trying to solve.
Let’s be clear. It is entirely logically consistent 

to hate the idea of  dead fish floating belly-up in a 
stream while also questioning the efficacy of  the 
Kyoto treaty. It’s entirely possible to love being 
in the forest, to love Yosemite and the Blue Ridge 
Parkway and the Everglades, while also hating the 
idea of  a carbon tax. There is no reason that some-
one who decries the use of  artificial preservatives 
in prepackaged food must also decry the use of  
gasoline. No one supports factories dumping nox-
ious chemicals into rivers. No one is celebrating 
overflowing landfills or littered roads. No one likes 
it when topsoil erodes. Farmers and environmen-
talists alike are opposed to suburban sprawl, and no 
one wants a side of  pesticide with his salad. No one 
is happy about high mercury levels in streams that 
prevent us from eating the fish we catch. 

But these kinds of  conservation concerns no lon-
ger match our concept of  “environmentalism” be-
cause that word now refers almost exclusively to 
catastrophic global climate change. The older term, 
“conservation,” fits better. Most of  the people who 
are opposed to environmentalism feel differently 
about conservation. They can appreciate localized, 
common-sense solutions to known problems—they 
want to take care of  the land we live on while ap-

preciating and cultivating its long-term beauty and 
health. But they also want no part of  the sweeping 
hubristic global predictions, the arrogant self-righ-
teous fervor, and the futile, silly, thimble-in-the-
ocean solutions of  environmentalism.

In 1975, Newsweek magazine published an article 
about climate change—it was entitled, “The Cool-
ing World.”

“There are ominous signs that the earth’s weath-
er patterns have begun to change dramatically … 
The evidence in support of  these predictions has 
now begun to accumulate so massively that mete-
orologists are hard-pressed to keep up with it … 
the most devastating outbreak of  tornadoes ever 
recorded. ... To scientists, these seemingly dispa-
rate incidents represent the advance signs of  fun-
damental changes in the world’s weather. The cen-
tral fact is that after three quarters of  a century of  
extraordinarily mild conditions, the earth’s climate 
seems to be cooling down…they (meteorologists) 
are almost unanimous in the view that the trend 
will reduce agricultural productivity for the rest of  
the century … satellite photos indicated a sudden, 
large increase in Northern Hemisphere snow cover 
in the winter of  1971-1972. … Climatologists are 
pessimistic that political leaders will take any posi-
tive action to compensate for the climatic change, 

or even to allay its effects. … The longer the plan-
ners delay, the more difficult will they find it to 
cope with climatic change once the results become 
a grim reality.”

Sound familiar? The article even speculates about 
possibly melting the polar ice cap by covering it 
with black soot. It’s all there—the scientific con-
sensus, the data, the satellite photos, the extreme 
weather, the dire consequences. The only item that 
doesn’t fit the climate-change discussions of  2013 
is the detail—admittedly tiny and insignificant—
of  the direction of  the thermometer’s imminent 
precipitous shift. 

Thanks to climate-change deniers, it has become 
the single most-quoted article in Newsweek’s his-
tory. The fact that a single article has achieved such 
notoriety is evidence of  its rarity, and contempo-
rary environmentalists justifiably point out that the 
article’s claim of  consensus was drastically over-
stated—that our current consensus on a warming 
planet is far more universal than what amounted to 
the collective educated guesswork of  the 1970s. A 
single mistaken article in a popular news magazine 
40 years ago in no way proves that global climate 
change isn’t occurring.

But, while the Newsweek article hardly invali-
dates the entire field of  climate science, it does give 
us some things to think about: 

•	 First, and most obviously, it illustrates 
that predicting a century’s worth of  global 
weather is, to put it mildly, an inexact science 
with a high degree of  uncertainty—and that 
localized severe weather events (tornadoes) 
have been used before as evidence for such pre-
dictions. 
•	 Second, it demonstrates that doomsday 

scenarios play well in magazines, newspapers, 

Next page

“There are ominous signs that the earth’s weather patterns have begun to change 
dramatically…The evidence in support of  these predictions has now begun to 
accumulate so massively that meterologists are hard-pressed to keep up with it.”
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books, PowerPoint slides, and movies, but that 
their ubiquity or popularity does not necessar-
ily correspond with their reliability—I’m look-
ing at you, Mr. Gore. 
•	 Third, it raises questions about con-

firmation bias and group-think—there was at 
least some kind of  consensus about a wrong-
headed prediction in 1975—how did that hap-
pen, and how should that affect our trust in cur-
rent predictions produced by computer models 
created by climatologists, which use and pro-
duce data interpreted by climatologists, which 
is compiled into reports written by climatolo-
gists, which are peer-reviewed by climatolo-
gists?
•	 Fourth, and most importantly, it shows 

that our proposed solutions to these types of  
scenarios—that is, sweeping global environ-
mental catastrophes dependent on millions of  
variables forecasted decades into the future—
are poorly understood and ineffectual at best 
and downright harmful at worst.

It is this fourth idea that brings us back to my 
original distinction between environmentalism and 
conservation. Conservation proposes simple, com-
mon-sense solutions to localized problems where 
there is a clear understanding of  cause and effect. 
It takes into account both the human cost and the 
effectiveness of  any proposed solution. Use zoning 
to protect farmland from suburban sprawl. Prohib-
it companies from dumping chemicals into rivers. 
Fine litterers. Encourage terrace farming to protect 
topsoil in hilly areas. Plant trees in riparian buffer 
zones next to streams as a haven for wildlife. These 

are common-sense local solutions, the outcomes 
of  which are well-understood and predictable, and 
the human cost of  which is low. Covering the polar 
ice-caps with soot, in contrast, is laughably wrong-
headed and impossible, and we may well one day 
look back on current attempts at carbon restric-
tion with the same feelings of  mirth…if  we aren’t 
crying. Environmentalism prescribes sweeping na-
tional and international policies which may or may 
not be effective in preventing a future catastrophe, 
but which often have an immediate and definite hu-
man cost in the present. 

o make this point a little clearer, let’s take a 
detour and talk about DDT. It was one of  
the earliest pesticides created, and it was 

used in the U.S. to help eradicate malaria (by killing 

or repelling the mosquitoes that carried it). It was 
also used extensively as a farm pesticide. In 1962, 
Rachel Carson’s book, “Silent Spring,” pointed out 
that widespread DDT use was harming birds and 
insects and having a detrimental effect on the en-
tire food chain. It was a watershed moment—in the 
U.S., where malaria was already gone, DDT was 
eventually outlawed. The environmental outrage in 
the U.S. affected its availability in developing coun-
tries in Africa where the battle against malaria was 
still ongoing. Though several countries had almost 
beaten the disease in the early 1960s, it came roar-
ing back in the absence of  DDT. Today, malaria still 
kills nearly a million people per year. The World 
Health Organization finally re-recommended the 
use of  DDT against malaria in 2006—34 years af-
ter it was banned in the U.S. 

Carbon continued

T
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DDT was a harmful residual chemical—it 
shouldn’t have been in widespread use on farms. 
But the knee-jerk, global condemnation of  it had 
profound consequences, and probably cost millions 
of  African men, women and children their lives. 
That’s serious stuff—it wouldn’t be too much of  a 
stretch to compare it to genocide. 

It is our God-given responsibility to take care of  
the natural world around us. But our solutions need 
to take into account the human cost of  any action. 
The earth may, in fact, be warming and the oceans 
rising. New York City and Florida might be under 
water in the year 2100. The burning of  fossil fuels 
may, in fact, be a part of  the reason. Nevertheless, 
environmentalism’s solution to this problem—
some kind of  world-wide carbon restriction—has 
a high human cost and an extremely low prob-
ability of  making an actual real-world difference. 
Carbon restriction policies require costly global 
cooperation between countries that are not allies 
in an attempt to reduce one of  the many variables 
scientists believe may affect climate change decades 
from now—can you see, perhaps, why a policy of  
that sort might be laughably ineffective? Even if  
a miracle occurred and the nations of  the world 
cooperated with each other and burned less oil, has 
anyone proven that earth’s temperature wouldn’t 
rise anyway due to other factors, such as changes in 
land use? The world looks nothing like it did 150 
years ago. This isn’t a controlled experiment in a 
science lab where we can change one variable at a 
time to see what the real culprit is. 

More to the point, however, think about the hu-
man costs if  we succeeded  in drastically reducing 

coal and gasoline use worldwide.  Just as occurred 
with our DDT policy, those who suffer the most 
would be the poorest in their societies, who would 
suddenly find themselves priced out of  basic heat, 
transportation, and home electricity. Carbon re-
strictions like “cap-and-trade” disproportionately 
hurt both the poorest in any given nation (i.e., the 
U.S.) and the poorest in the world, who tend to be 
most dependent on fossil fuels and have the least 
access to alternatives. Think about how depen-
dent an industrial or developing society is on oil. 
Think about how environmentally and humanly 
devastating a pre-industrial society, with its low 

population density, extremely low crop yields, and 
archaic tillage methods would be with our current 
population. Would it really be worth it to return 
to a pre-industrial society if  it drastically reduced 
the life expectancy of  seven billion people? If  it 
caused mass starvation? How is that ethical?

It is nice, if  wildly optimistic, to think that al-
ternative energy sources will one day provide the 
necessary electrical power for the world. But al-
ternative sources aren’t pristine, either … witness 
the fight over solar farms in California that inter-
fered with a desert habitat, or look at the gigan-
tic armies of  wind turbines clawing at the prairie 

Next page

The knee-jerk, global condemnation of DDT had profound consequences, 
and probably cost millions of African men, women and children their lives. 



Carbon continued

skies of  Illinois, with their vast concrete bases 
forever spoiling a patch of  the richest farmland 
on earth. Nuclear power, which has the most po-
tential as a long-term energy source, has its own, 
obvious set of  objections. It is at least debatable 
that a world full of  enough wind turbines, solar 
farms, and nuclear plants to meet our electricity 
needs would despoil the earth more in the long 
term than our continued use of  fossil fuels—it is 
absolutely certain that it would cause more im-
mediate damage and direct disruption in the short 
term. The solution—even if  it is attainable—
might be worse than the problem.

So please … do not preach sermons about global 
warming and the use of  fossil fuels—or at least, 
if  you must, then preach about the human cost of  
your proposed solutions and do not make it heresy 
to question the effectiveness of  those solutions. 
Recognize that our moral duty is not to eliminate 
carbon from the atmosphere, but to care about 
people and the world God has created, and that 
decisions about how to carry out that duty involve 
tradeoffs and are never black-and-white. Do not 
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accuse those who disagree with your particular 
interpretation of  that duty of  pillaging the earth, 
being ignorant, and hating science and God and 
humanity. They don’t—they just prefer to spend 
their energies where they can actually make a dif-
ference without making matters worse.
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broody hen bedded down
living feather pillow
flossy tufts, bright-eyed peeps
burst through the seams behind your wings

At Night
By SARAH MAST GARBER
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September 12, 2132

President Rodriguez
The White House
1 Capitol Square
Washington, D.C. 43215

Dear Mr. President:

I wanted to drop you  a line after our dinner the other day. You sounded 
a little upset and stressed at the time, and so even though I was uneasy 
about what you were saying about energy policy, I thought I would wait 
until later to send you some thoughts in a letter. 

Mr. President, I can’t sugarcoat this—signing those agreements to cut 
carbon emissions would be a disaster. It has been almost 150 years 
since our nation’s narrow escape from the Kyoto protocol, and aside 
from a few halfhearted and laughable climate summits, the energy in-
dustry has not been threatened since. But now the rhetoric of a few  
marginal extremists has driven us to the brink of this unacceptable in-
ternational treaty that would be the death of our economy. 

In defiance of these radicals, I must remind you that despite all the 

dire warnings for the past century, we are still in fine shape. Once you 
get used to the summers, which I admit are a tad on the warm side, and 
a few violent storms once in a while, the new reality simply isn’t the Ar-
mageddon the alarmists were predicting. Yes, at first there were some 
troubling images on our media screens of family farms turned into family 
lakes, and the Maldives getting uncomfortably damp, and West Virginia 
rednecks taking potshots at “East Coasties” driving through the moun-
tains with loaded station wagons. But all that unpleasantness has settled 
down now and it turns out there was plenty of room in the Midwest for 
everyone. The mega-tornadoes and the hearty hurricane season keep 
our honest construction workers gainfully employed. And think of all the 
jobs we were able to maintain in valuable sectors like industrial cleanup 

Expedience
By ANDREW SHARP

600 Grant St.    Pittsburgh, PA   15219. .
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or advanced meteorology that would all have been lost if we had caved 
in to the demands of extremists back then.  

And of course, a side benefit to the ongoing march of heavy industry 
is that we’ve been able to neatly resolve a few thorny political problems. 
No more election controversies in Florida! And I hardly need mention 
the benefit you derived from not having to win any electoral votes in 
the Deep South (very deep indeed these days, eh?). China and Japan 
could have saved themselves that little war over those disputed islands, 
the Falkland Islands aren’t causing any tension either these days, and 
the drug legalization debate in the Netherlands was settled effectively. 

Since you insist on harping on the environment, where would we be 
without the Great Manhattan Reef? Or the Cumberland Gap lobster in-
dustry? 

And now that we have finally moved the District of Columbia to the 
high and dry side of the mountains, we’ve put a stop to all that panic 
about our capital flooding. See, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Besides, 
you have to admit the Buckeyes are more fun to watch than the Red-
skins ever were. 

No one regrets more than I do the extinction  of a couple of unadap-
tive species that couldn’t cope with the sudden changes in habitat and 
climate, but I must point out that we still have a little more than half of 
the species left, and how many kinds of frog do you need, anyway? (I 
certainly don’t need the loud species that currently resides in my canal!) 

Frankly, Mr. President, all of us in the nation’s energy and manufac-
turing industries are willing to make some reasonable concessions, but 
we have to balance the needs of the environment with practical con-
sideration of our economy. We can’t simply shut down our extraction of 
the last traces of coal and oil left behind by earlier clumsy technology. 

We would lose millions of jobs, and besides, clean energy is still inca-
pable of giving us the kind of lifestyles our lives depend on these days. 
A carbon cap would also drive the price of gasoline through the roof. I 
hardly need to point out what would happen to your re-election chances 
if people could no longer buy gas for $75 a gallon! 

And don’t tell me you are going to let a few lawsuit-happy malcontents 
poison your attitude toward our modern clean extraction methods. I will 
tell you again, we keep the water contamination and radioactive fallout 
to a minimum (and more or less within EPA standards, I might add). 

I hope I have been able to set you free from any worry and care that 
has been heaped on you by these environmental extremists. I want 
you to enter the election season confident and riding a wave of popular 
support, so that I can again have the pleasure of donating an enormous 
amount of money to your campaign. 

Yours sincerely, 

J. Delany Higgins
CEO       

Giant American 
Energy Corporation
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fear getting old far more than I fear dying. Be-
cause of  this, I have an insatiable fascination 
with the elderly; the octogenarians creaking 
along in walking frames, their life stories writ-

ten on their faces. I’ve seen two common types of  old 
people: one is warm, oozing love from every pore, 
joking about being spring chickens. The second is 
bitter, the grumpy old bastards who yell at bus driv-
ers. I’ve known both types, particularly more of  the 
grumpy old bastard variety who frequent coffee es-
tablishments, like the one I once worked at, and be-
rate teenage baristas. As I grow up and draw closer 
to joining their ranks, I wonder which type I’ll be 
and if  my story will be worth telling.  

To me, old age is a woman with white hair; a Lith-
uanian migrant who lives five doors down the road 
and sits on her front porch. She hates doctors and 
loves whiskey. Her name is Stasi and we met one 
random day 18 years ago.   

I can see the thick lines in her face, leathery and 
folded with an abundance of  brown sun spots, framed 
by elegantly curled hair that sometimes saw a hair-
dresser. Her response to a simple “How are you?” 
always the same: “Oh Cherie, I am done. I want to 
die now.”

The first and last time I ever saw her laugh, a 
delinquent rooster was running around her front 
yard. I was summoned to remove it. The sight of  
me chasing the warbling bird around the topiary 
had her in stitches. She had to wipe tears from her 
eyes with the corner of  her sleeve. This was a rare 
exception because usually, Stasi was not happy. She 
was one of  the bitter ones.

Stasi complained all the time. She would sit and 
tell me about her latest backache or the arthritis. I 
would dutifully listen while eating my slice of  cake 
and orange cordial, not sure how to respond. When 
you’re seven, a slice of  cake can pay for anything. 
Yet I would be back, almost every day, for a visit. 
Perhaps it was my lack of  playmates. My brother 
and sister were much older and had better things 
to do. For someone to give me the time of  day was 
a luxury. I guess we were both lonely.     

I met Stasi when a fellow neighbor had lost a gin-
ger corgi. Everyone on the street gathered to walk 
around and try to find the absconder.  I was walk-
ing next to Stasi. I must have thought she was hav-
ing trouble walking because I reached out and took 
her hand. She never forgot this. 

From then on, Stasi’s house became a physical fix-

ture in my world. I can still picture it so vividly: the 
black and white photographs of  people she would 
tell me about, the musty lace tablecloths, an ago-
nized Jesus on a silver cross and her huge Alsatian 
dog Rofy (possibly Lithuanian for “woof ”) slobber-
ing over everything. Then there was her backyard; 
a child’s paradise. It was a place teeming with life. 
Large stone pebbles led from the back door lead-
ing to a menagerie down the back. A huge walk in 
birdcage packed with tropical parrots and rainbow 
lorikeets, a fishpond made of  stone, full of  catfish 
with their comical open mouths. This yard, with its 
overgrown vines and exotic plants, was an Eden to 
my young self. 

As I grew up, my interest in Stasi waned. I would 
still say hello to her as I walked past her house on 
my way home from school. But some days I was 
a bad Samaritan and crossed the road so I didn’t 

Old Stories 
By CHERIE LEE

I

Next page
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have to. She would say “Cherie—I no see you 
anymore. Why you no visit me?” I would ex-
plain that things were different now. Year seven 
was very demanding. I had all these friends and 
a part-time job at a local fruit market. It sounds 
lame, even now. She would sigh glumly and take 
a sip of  the whiskey her doctor had banned her 
from, hiding the glass under a pile of  Kmart cat-
alogues. At the end of  a visit she would kiss me 
on each cheek, her breath heavy with the stench 
of  alcohol, and say “God bless you” as I walked 
down her front path. 

This was my first experience of  old-people-re-
lated guilt. The promise of  cake and cordial was 
no longer enticing enough to my teenage self. I 
would visit her because it was the right thing to 
do. She was lonely still, even as I was now not. 

I remember her telling me about her life once. 
She was born in the 1920s in Lithuania during a 
time of  newly re-established independence. This 
was not to last long with Stalin invading and 
occupying Lithuania in 1940. A year later Nazi 
Germany had primary occupation followed by 
the Soviets again in 1944. Stasi, in her 20s, was 
one of  the thousands of  people forced to flee for 
their lives during a period of  war against the So-
viets by Lithuania, leaving behind a son she was 
never going to see again.

She recalled being terrified and running for 
days on end without food, praying to a God who 
didn’t intervene. Caught by Russian soldiers who 
raped her, she begged God to let her die. This was 
not to be the case and she ended up in a displace-
ment camp in Northern Germany. It was there 

she met her husband, wed in the camp itself  in 
the clothes on her back and bare calloused feet. 

The house, five down from us, was bought by 
Stasi and her husband in the 50s after migrating 
to Australia. Matt was a tradesman while Stasi 
worked as a maid for an awful woman. She re-
mained in the house even after Matt’s death in the 
90s, his study remaining exactly the way he had 
left it to the day they knocked her house down. 

 As I grew up and finished high school, I saw 
Stasi less and less, and one day she was moved 
into a retirement home. Apparently she was a 
nightmare to the staff. She had no visitors except 
Mum who would try and coerce me into joining 
her. I was just too busy, Mum; I have to wash my 
hair; I have to clean my car. I really just wasn’t 
sure if  I could stomach Stasi’s death-wish talk. 

Then, the inevitable happened: she got her wish. 
Five people turned up to her funeral; myself  and 
Mum included. The priest (or minister?) said 
the last rites while I squirmed away with guilt. I 
imagined my final conversation with Stasi. 

“I’m really sorry I didn’t visit you before you 
died.”

“Is OK Cherie. You busy. I know.” 
“No, I’m really really sorry. I’m sorry I was one 

of  the few people in your life that knew you and 
I failed. I’m sorry.”

“No worry Cherie. I know you care. I just happy 
now to die. Thank you for saying goodbye.” 

She closed her eyes and went back to sleep in the 
coffin. The minister told us he was going to play 
her favorite song. We waited for some well-worn 
Catholic hymn. “I’ve got a lovely bunch of  coco-
nuts” jingled from the CD player. In my mind’s 
eye, I saw her laughing; wiping a tear from her 
eye with the corner of  her sleeve.

Toward the end of  her life, Stasi looked like a 
bitter old woman. But her story made her who 
she was, and it was terrible and fascinating. 

found a silver hair not long ago. Nestled among 
the brown, the embodiment of  my inevitable 
demise. I plucked it out straight away, hoping 
to sabotage the aging process. Then I Googled 

“Is it normal to turn gray at 25?” 
The old people are drawing close, drawing me 

into their fold ... and I’m terrified. I start to wonder 
what song I want played at my funeral.   

 Old age is my Grandpa, Papa, whose being 
didn’t contain a single trace of  bitterness. He was 
a 70-something with energy to boot; bursting with 
enthusiasm for life. Every visit to our house was 
heralded with a long ‘helloooooo’ as he made his 
way in through the back door. He would come over 
to do our gardening, or drop off  medicines from the 
pharmacy he owned or talk about his worm farm 
with glee. He loved visiting his customers who 
were too ill to come in and pick up their prescrip-
tions themselves. Every morning he swam laps in 
the pool followed by a cold shower. 

He died suddenly, without fanfare. His death was 
so unceremonious; it was as though he planned to 
sneak out the back door as quietly as possible, so 
as not to upset anyone. I never got to say goodbye. 
My Grandma, Mama, was distraught, and still is 
to this day, although she never lets on. Her positiv-
ity waned, as though it was borrowed from him, 
and now every conversation is sprinkled liberally 
with complaints of  her latest ailments. Cue dra-
matic pause, then: “I just don’t know darling, it’s 
not looking good ...” she says with a hint of  hope 
after a detailed account of  her various “illnesses.” 
We all know she’s really just suffering from a bro-
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ken heart and would give anything to join her be-
loved husband. 

 After Papa died, I started to experience the old 
old-person guilt with Mama. As her outlook on 
life became more and more depressed, she became 
less palatable to me and my rosy-eyed view of  the 
world. I felt the anxious apprehension of  regret. I 
knew how it would end.  

But Mama was on my case. She started asking 
about me. “When is Cherie going to come and in-
terview me? Preferably sooner rather than later ...” 
She wanted some kind of  record of  her life. And I 
was the writer, so obviously the family custodian. 
I was not keen. Knowing Mama, she would rattle 
on about her life, just the facts, with no emotional 
depth ... when I was young yada yada yada.

So I changed my perspective. Instead of  being 
the granddaughter listening to the grandmother 
regale me with tales of  “the good ol’ days,” I was 
a writer, investigating the incidents that made this 
woman who she is today: the good and the bad.

I would use her as a channel through which to 
understand my own life. All the questions I imag-
ine asking myself  at the other end of  my life look-
ing back. Had I lived well? What were my regrets? 
What difficulties shaped me as a person?

So my cousin and I sat down with her, held up an 
iPhone to record and started chatting. As she start-
ed talking, a whole world opened up and I could 
picture this place, this time that she was a part of: 
Sydney in the 1940s.

Roseville bridge was small and wooden. Horses 
and carts were around (but mainly for people who 
made deliveries, it wasn’t a symbol of  socioeco-

nomic standing as I had thought), Sydney harbor 
bridge was opened. Papa was there. The same Papa 
who “hellooooo-ed” his way into our house had 
actually witnessed the opening of  the bridge that 
now singularly defines the city of  Sydney. 

She talked about the war and how it changed ev-
erything. How Japan bombed Darwin. “Were you 
scared?” I asked.  “No darling. You just got on with 
it. We were all in the same boat.” We talked about 
her family, the dynamics of  a having three girls. 
Her father and his utter devotion to them. Her sis-
ters and their illnesses. The one time she remem-
bered him getting upset at her (they were playing 
“weddings” and their youngest sister was always 
relegated to the role of  the minister and never got 
a chance to play the bride, until intervention from 
their father).

I pictured myself  in her shoes. She was heading 

into teenager-hood. What was she thinking at that 
age? Had she wanted to get married? How did she 
learn about sex? Did anyone actually talk about it? 
Did she ever want to pursue a career? Why did her 
mother-in-law make life so difficult for her?

We talked for over an hour. I thought she would 
get tired after 20 minutes but the longer she talked, 
the more energized she became. Eventually I called 
it a night. She grabbed my hand and said “You’ve 
opened up a whole world for me.” I felt overwhelmed 
and all of  my old-people-guilt dissipated. 

It was a new level of  connection. She wasn’t just 
my hope-less grandmother, but a fellow human be-
ing, made of  the same DNA as me, living through 
completely different circumstances and now at the 
end of  her life, a place that I’m heading as time 
rolls on and the silver hairs multiply.  

In the end, all we have is our stories. Our life sto-



ries are like maps, charting the people that we have 
become. Older people, particularly those in the 
West, are rarely taken seriously. We bundle them 
off  to retirement homes so that we can get on 
with our lives and try not to feel too guilty about 
not visiting them. But my Grandparents, Stasi, 
and even the grumpy old bastards I used to make 
coffee for, have had a profound role in my life—
even if  it’s taken me this long to realize it. Their 
lives force me to examine my own, and question 
my foundations: what makes a meaningful life, and 
how can I live in a way that will prevent me from 
yelling at bus drivers when I’m 80? 
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i. unexpected
one time
you looked at me
and there was a strange shifting of  my tectonic plates
the world around me turned, briefly, to shades of  gray
and then
you were gone
and I couldn’t bring myself  to look at you.

that was the first time you said I love you.

a trilogy of moments
By RUTHIE VOTH

ii. anticipation in 
repose
you, lying cradled in my arms
a dark night
— we’re laughing

iii. temporary
I promised
to love, honor and cherish you
     until death.

maybe the cherishing part
   didn’t kick in
   until after the day I thought you were dying.
that might have been the point when I realized
   that life is short,
   the end will be unexpected,
   and a lifetime with you is not a given.

or maybe it was the morning I felt your skin
   loose over your muscular arms
and in the darkness
   I imagined you covered 
   in wrinkles and age spots,
   balding,
   thin…
you’re slipping away from me
faster than I realized.
(oh, to be wrapped in a skin that is not frail and       
   time-dependent.)



he squeegee left a band of  clean glass be-
hind as Lucas pushed the cleaning solution 
down the window. The stars blazing out of  
the dark sky were now sharp, dusted off, as 

if  they had been washed clean by a sudden rain 
shower. He paused to take them in, just for a second. 
The view was breathtaking, but Lucas’ breath was 
not taken. The stars made a nice picture, but they 
did not rise or set. The view would keep. Sometime 
he would take time to sit and look at them again, 
when they did not come crowding in on him, their 
immovability and remoteness squashing him. 

When he had imagined star travel, back home 
in Indiana, the stars had always been slowly float-
ing by the window like billboards in the cornfields 
off  the interstate. In his mental picture, an occa-
sional comet would flash past, or a planet would 
loom up and slide by the window, a glowing bulk. 
But the planets were long gone. If  there had been 
billboards outside, their passing would have been 
only an impression, a sense that the emptiness had 
been disturbed, here and gone before the eye could 
track. But despite their rushing speed, the frozen 
stars mocked the fragile and tiny ship’s efforts of  
the to reach them.

It, he remembered. They were not traveling to 
“them,” they were traveling to “it.” One lonely star, 
or more precisely, one of  its planets. They hoped. 
After that would be only more vast emptiness, the 
next star yet more generations away. 

He hungered to see something more than pricks 
of  glowing light on the other side of  the newly 
clean glass. He would have killed to see the large 
blue earth hanging there again, as it had been on 
the departure day. He had expected to feel a tinge 
of  regret in his excitement as they prepared to fire 
the ship’s nuclear engine. Instead, it was like the 
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day he stood at the edge of  his grandfather’s cof-
fin, staring at the face that was so familiar and yet 
not real, almost unable to feel that this was the last 
time, and desperately wanting it to not be the last 
time. 

People in Asimov or Douglas Adams buzzed off  
to other planets and never felt this way. They were 
going to hop in a wormhole and be back in a few 
weeks. A few hours in hyperspace, and they were 
sitting in a warm bar on a new and exciting planet.

There was no cheering along the ship’s windows 
as the 287 passengers had stared out while the floor 
began to vibrate under them. Then they had pushed 
out of  orbit, gaining speed so gradually they hard-
ly felt it. As the earth began to shrink more and 
more quickly, the crowd drifted away from the win-
dow for the launch party, but Lucas had stayed for 
hours, watching it become a star. 

“Hey Lucas!” 
He jumped. Max and Carlos were looking at him. 
“You’ve got to stop thinking about the theory so 

much and just squeegee,” Max said, grinning at 
him. 

“Sorry,” Lucas said. 
“You OK?” Carlos asked. He was always able to 

pick up on what people were feeling, and if  they 
were down he was eager to make them feel better. 
Max expected people to get over things. They were 
a strange mix—Max, the stern-looking ex-soldier, 
who cared more than he pretended to, Carlos with 
his slow smile and gentle goodwill, and Lucas, the 
one who thought too much. 

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just forgot what I was doing 
for a second.”

He was not really fine. The problem was that he 
was not a space traveler, and neither was anyone 
else on this ship. They were space prisoners, serv-
ing voluntary life sentences. When they had walked 
up the ramp for the last time, they had known they 
would never leave it. They were rememberers, like 
living files, here to pass on human culture. They 
were, as Max put it bluntly, gene carriers. Behave, 
keep the ship running, and die. Repeat. 

These ideas, if  Lucas had said them out loud, in 
the wrong place, would have caused a thoughtfully 
alert expression on the face of  the ship psycholo-
gist, who dealt quickly with those who strayed 
from orthodoxy. They all knew, of  course, that all 
it would take would be one crackpot to ruin every-
thing, go crazy and tear apart their peaceful soci-
ety. They had to be good neighbors, or die. The au-
thorities were very careful. Not that that had been 
going so well. 

The psychologist would remind Lucas, if  he were 
crazy enough to go to her, about their happy and 
contented lives. What more could they want but 
food, housing, meaningful jobs, a stable society, and 
a couple of  good bars to choose from to relax in 
after work? Generations of  humans would have 
killed for such a life, even if  it was a tad small in 
scale. 

His squeegee hit the bottom of  the massive win-
dow frame. He glanced at his watch—5:30 p.m. 
earth time. Quitting time. The lift whooshed qui-
etly into motion as Max pushed down the lever, and 
like ants they crept their way down the gently slop-
ing outer wall. Lucas leaned on the rail and looked 
out over the familiar landscape, slowly rising up 
toward them. The first thing a newcomer would 
have noticed with surprise was the vast openness, 
then the breeze, then the trees, and how like a small 

slice of  earth it was. Something generic and Mid-
western—Ohio, maybe, or Illinois. Pleasant. It was 
not the fluorescent-lit hallways of  Star Trek, or the 
airplane-like interior of  a Star Wars ship. It was a 
square half  mile, 320 acres, of  fertile Ukrainian soil 
lifted out of  Russia’s breadbasket as that region’s 
primary donation to the cause. He could see a few 
small joggers bouncing along on the gray gravel 
path around the outside perimeter. 

Three hundred twenty acres made a big farm, 
but an extremely small world. A 320-acre trap that 
seemed shrink every day. Complaining was unrea-
sonable, of  course; even this size had cost as much 
as most nations’ entire five-year budget. 

From this height he could see down on the roofs 
of  the cluster of  small houses and apartments, the 
community center spire rising up out of  the mid-
dle, surrounded by the library, movie theater, and a 
few shops and restaurants on the nearby streets. He 
could see a few solid citizens taking the path he was 
going to take in a few minutes, through the door of  
the Blue Boar, where the huge fireplace looked ex-
actly like stone, the fire looked exactly like a wood 
fire, and the engineered yeast-and-algae beer tasted 
almost exactly like beer. He could only faintly re-
member real beer now, anyway.  

The lights of  the town were starting to gleam as 
the overhead lights, far up in the roof, began to dim 
for the evening. Lucas almost expected smoke to be 
rising from the chimneys, and he glanced toward 
the “horizon” only to miss the sunset yet again. 
There were many suns, but none of  them set. 

The platform hissed to a stop at the bottom and 
they stepped off  and began walking inland along 
the splashing stream that ran over never-moving 
boulders through the vegetable patches and fruit 
orchards. It was winter now in the scheduled cycle, 



just get him arrested, or start a riot. 
“What’s she going to do about it?” Max asked. 
Edgar shrugged and sighed. “No idea.” He 

frowned. “Where the heck is Cindy? I really need a 
drink.” 

“Give her a half  hour, she’ll be over,” Max said. 
“You’re sitting in the wrong part of  the room for 
quick service.” 

It was too familiar for Lucas. He had come on this 
trip partly to get away from his small town, where 
petty disputes over library fines or who knew what, 
important only in the small worlds of  the combat-
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so the patches of  vegetables were mostly full of  
winter greens, the trees were bare, and the ship’s 
crew wore long sleeves in the cool air. In a few 
months the sweet smell of  apple blossoms and lilac 
would drift along here, but now there was only the 
clean smell of  the damp earth.

Of  course, most of  their food came not from these 
patches but from the towering vats of  algae that 
rose solidly up in the distance over the dark of  the 
evergreens on the far side of  town, maybe not with 
the majesty of  mountains but creating a shadow of  
the same feel of  space and distance. 

A small group of  dirt-covered landscapers was 
walking toward them on the path. When they saw 
Lucas and the others, they stopped talking and 
looked past them, avoiding eye contact. Their feet 
scraped on the hard gravel as they hurried past, 
and then they were gone. Some of  Hunter’s group. 

“Bastards,” Max muttered. He glanced at Carlos. 
“Sorry. But they are.”

Carlos shook his head slowly. “We can’t take sides 
or we’re just part of  the problem.” 

“I’m not taking a side,” Max said. “I think they’re 
all bastards.” 

“That’s fair,” Lucas agreed. 
“So now it’s us against everybody,” Carlos said. 

“What does that make us?” 
They didn’t answer him. They were on the side-

walk along Main Street now. The street was very 
quiet; there were few pedestrians. Those few they 
did pass shot them dirty looks, or watched silently 
with arms crossed as they walked past. 

The three pushed in through the heavy oak door 
into the warm air that smelled faintly of  fried po-

tatoes, and gravy, and beer. They walked past the 
bar, and out into the middle of  the room, where 
they had their pick of  tables. Lucas tried to decide 
if  the room was half  empty, or if  everyone was 
just packed into the booths on opposite sides of  the 
room. At least a few people were missing, because it 
had been hard to find a seat anywhere a few months 
ago. 

They sat quietly for a long time, listening to the 
scraping of  silverware and the soft thunk of  cups 
set down on tables. Finally Cindy, the waitress, 
came over and stood silently at the edge of  the 
table. Cindy was on Soto’s side. Carlos and Lucas 
ordered beer, and Max got a whiskey. Then they 
waited again. Light conversation felt like talking in 
a library, so they didn’t. Eventually Cindy stalked 
by, plopping the glasses down on the edge of  the 
table. Lucas moodily used a napkin to wipe up the 
beer that had sloshed out of  his cup. 

Edgar Stoes, the newspaper editor, came in and 
sat down next to them. 

“Hi Edgar,” Lucas said. “What’s the news today?” 
“Community calendar and some interviews about 

the upcoming marathon,” Edgar said sadly. He had 
run a real newspaper, back on Earth. “Captain is 
meeting with the committee right now in an emer-
gency meeting, but of  course I don’t dare touch 
that one with a ten foot pole.” 

“No,” Max said. 
Edgar leaned in. “Rumor has it if  people can’t get 

their act together something big is going to hap-
pen. Captain can’t tolerate this kind of  thing. If  it 
gets any worse, we’re sunk.” 

Lucas gripped the handle of  his mug tightly. He 
wanted to stand up, get on the table, and yell at 
everyone, call them the idiots they were, challenge 
them all to a fight if  they wanted it. But that would 
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ants, had set up battle lines all around town. The 
ideals of  the Starship Project—a better humanity, 
the only way to survive a star voyage at all—had 
drawn him, even as his cynicism had warned him 
away. 

The better humanity, it turned out, when trapped 
together in a small community and handed life-
time careers that were headed only to the shuffle-
board court, and then the ship cemetery, behaved 
a lot like the old humanity would have. And now 
he was trapped and helpless, unable to escape. At 
least back on earth he could have moved to Mon-
tana. Sometimes he felt like he had many years 
ago when he was a small child in the tunnel in 
the McDonald’s playplace, surrounded by kids, 
and claustrophobia had made him desperate to es-
cape. He would have clawed anyone who blocked 
his way out.  

This whole voyage is a star that is awfully close 
to collapsing on itself. 

“Profound,” Max said. 
Lucas was startled. “Did I say that out loud?” 
Stoes eyed him thoughtfully. “You might want to 

be careful about not saying that kind of  thing out 
loud. We could get in trouble just for not report-
ing you. I’m not reporting you, of  course,” he said 
hastily. 

“Oh, you just need to sleep on it,” Carlos said 
reassuringly. “We all feel like that sometimes.” 

“Yeah?” Lucas said. He glanced around, then 
leaned forward and said “How does this sound, 
Carlos—I’m stuck on a small ship with a bunch of  
crazy people. If  I stick it out, my reward is to be 
buried in the ship cemetery, and then my kids, if  

I ever get any, will be buried there, and then their 
kids are going to show up at some planet that may 
or may not even be habitable.” 

“Next food and fuel, 60 trillion miles,” he added 
in the silence. 

“Shut up!” Edgar said frantically, under his 
breath, his eyes bugged out. “You’re going to 
get us all arrested! These people don’t need any 
encouragement to turn us in, either,” he hissed, 
looking around. Nobody seemed to have heard, 
though. 

Max looked almost sympathetic. “Look, Edgar, 
don’t freak out. He’s right, OK?” He kept his voice 
low so it could only be heard by those at the ta-
ble. He fiddled with the salt shaker, tapping it on 
the gleaming table top. “No sense pretending. We 
might get there and the planet might already be 
inhabited. Might be sitting out on their orbital 
porches with nuclear shotguns, taking potshots at 
strangers. Not that we even know if  this piece of  

junk will stop. Kind of  hard to simulate 10 per-
cent light speed with a wind tunnel.” He held up 
his hand as Carlos and Edgar simultaneously tried 
to interrupt. “The key is, Lucas, just don’t care so 
much, OK? Stop trying to be a philosopher. Life 
is no more meaningless out here than it was back 
on earth. We live, we work, we die. It’s pretty nice 
here. Like a vacation almost, compared with some 
options.” 

“Geez,” Edgar said. “I thought I was grumpy 
before I started hanging out with you guys.” Sud-
denly he sat up straight. “Hey! I still don’t have a 
drink!” He pounded the table with his fist. Cindy 
glared at him from the bar. 

“Don’t worry about it now,” Max said. “We’re 
done, unless you want to drink alone. Let’s get out 
of  here.” 

They said goodbye to Edgar out on the now dark 
street, lit by glowing street lamps. As he walked 
away, a shadow moved by the tavern wall and 
Heinrich stepped out. 

“It’s a fine evening, gentlemen.” 
“What do you want?” Max said shortly. 
Heinrich held up his hands. “Hey, easy, I just 

want a few words.” 
“We’re not interested,” Max said. 
Heinrich narrowed his eyes. “No need to get 

pompous,” he said. “We want a peaceful ship, same 
as you. That’s what we need to talk about.” He 
held up his hand as Lucas tried to say something. 
“Just let me finish. We need you guys. Hunter…” 

“Get lost,” Max said. Lucas was envious of  
Max’s bluntness. He would probably have been 
stuck here for a long time, listening to Heinrich. 

Heinrich’s veins stood out on his neck. “Suit 
yourself,” he spat. “I could have kept you safe.” He 
turned to leave.
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it. Then he began to run away from town, al-
most enjoying the shooting pain in his fierce rage 
and hurt. 

o one was in the lobby when he swiped his 
card in the door and walked in. A message 
console was buzzing, unanswered. A door 
down the hall hung open. 

He quickly walked into the maintenance shop and 
grabbed a heavy wrench. Then he ran down the 
hallway to a heavy gray door with a “WARNING: 
Authorized Employees Only” sign. He swiped his 
card again. The door clicked, and he heaved it 
open and walked in to the cool room filled with 
the massive computer system, quiet, humming. 
No one was there. He walked up to the cluster of  
machines that ran the backup system and the cen-
tral control system. 

 They never thought anyone would do anything 
but try to keep these running, he thought. 

Then he thought of  Heinrich and the others—
those who were still alive anyway—back in town. 
He screamed as he swung the heavy steel wrench 
into a computer. It crumpled downward, and a 
ventilation fan pinged to a stop. Sparks jumped. 
Alarms began to screech. He screamed for Carlos, 
and hit again. For Max. For the silly dreams he 
had had about star travel. 

This ship was beautiful, glittering, and fail-
proof, with a rotten core. They were transporting 
themselves, that was their big mistake. Now he 
was down in the middle of  the rotten core, alone, 
with no one to stop him. He would hack it out. He 
would destroy it. He swung again, and again, and 
again, and again. The lights went out. There was 
a smell of  wires burning.  

The ship shook. That would be the protective 
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“Wait just a minute,” Max said. “What are you 
talking about?” But Heinrich was gone between 
the tavern and the library. They stared after him. 

wo weeks later, the maintenance crew 
was high in the air again working on the 
ceiling, replacing the thousands of  dirty 
air filters and collecting them for clean-

ing. Lucas had kept quiet—and out of  prison—
but Soto, one of  the ringleaders, had not. He 
had been arrested last night, and rumor had 
it that his rival Hunter might be arrested any 
time. Nobody went to the Blue Boar any more. 

The crew sat dangling their legs off  the work 
platform near the top of  the vast dome. Far be-
low through the safety netting, Lucas noticed 
a small crowd gathering outside the court-
house. The other two noticed as well, and they 
all leaned over the railing to get a better look 
through the safety netting. 

“Uh oh,” Max said. 
The heavy boom was so completely outside 

the plausible that for a couple of  seconds, they 
just tried to understand what they had heard. 
Lucas dropped the filter he was holding and it 
bounced on the netting below. They looked at 
each other in horror. A column of  black smoke 
was rising out of  the courthouse, and they could 
already smell it, sharp and ugly. Small specks on 
the street were running from the smoke. Now 
coming back. Now gathering in clusters. Some 
of  them weren’t moving at all. 

Lucas had wondered sometimes, in his darkest 
moments, what he would feel if  their little soci-

ety started to fall apart. Instead of  the despair 
and resignation he had been expecting, he felt 
only an icy rage at the fools who insisted on ru-
ining everything. 

Max jammed the lever on the platform down, 
pushing it to full speed, which wasn’t that fast. 
It felt dream-slow in their impatience. As they 
dropped down along the outer wall, they were 
carried away from town toward the outside edge 
of  the ship. When the lift hit the bottom they all 
took off  running back through the small grove 
of  trees in the arboretum toward the column of  
smoke.

They were almost to the town when the ship 
turned upside down and everything disap-
peared. The air roared around Lucas. Heavy 
blows beat his body all over. Then everything 
stopped moving. 

Lucas carefully lifted his head and felt for his 
legs and body. They were still attached, which 
the piercing pain affirmed. He looked around. 
The administrative office next to the path was 
half  gone, burning, piles of  smoke rolling out 
of  it. Carlos was sitting a few feet away on the 
path, slumped forward. Max was gone. 

Lucas ran to Carlos and touched his shoul-
der. Carlos looked up at him. He was crying. 
He tried to say something, but coughed instead. 
And then he stopped crying. 

Lucas gently laid him back on the path, and 
stood up. There was shouting in the town, some 
screaming. A loudspeaker was blaring some-
thing. 

Something was flapping at the front of  Lucas’ 
torn shirt, and he looked down at it. His ID card 
that gave him access to the computer complex. 
All the maintenance crew had one. He looked at 
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gripped his club and surged forward, but then the 
light sputtered and became starlight. He staggered 
forward and fell as the ship lurched violently and 
the lights went out. He put out his hands in front 
of  him to stop his fall, but his hands never hit the 
ground. Incredulously, he saw the stream ahead of  
him ripple up out of  its bed. Water bounced off  
stones and rose in delicate tendrils through the 
air, leaving the stones uncovered. The other man 
flailed as he floated in his eternal leap. Heinrich 
looked down at the ground, hovering under him. 

he brilliant light of  the galaxies flooded 
in through the now dark windows of  the 
ship, filling it like a vast cathedral at night-
time, a cathedral with dark shapes floating 

everywhere through the air. The ship flew on. It 
had a long journey ahead. 

force field shuddering off. Any asteroid—or space 
pebble—would tear through it now like a bullet. 

He realized his hands were wet; he must have cut 
them on metal shards, but he hadn’t felt it. He was 
getting tired, but he swung again hard. He stag-
gered. He had completely missed and the wrench 
smashed into his shin. He fell. Pain throbbed 
through his rage. It was like waking up. He would 
have looked around at what he had just done, but it 
was dark as the inside of  a coffin. His head knocked 
on something. He put his hand out; it was the ceil-
ing. 

And there was a funny noise. He listened hard, 
trying to figure out what it was that sounded so 
strange. Then he knew what it was. It was a not-
noise. The steady, three-year throbbing of  the ship 
was silent now. 

einrich saw the running figure disappear 
into the orchard along the stream and 
ran harder. They were cleaning up the 
last resistance. They had almost restored 

order. 
He ran through the trees and saw the other man 

jumping over the stream in a soaring leap. He 
You appear always poised midair
Ready to take flight, butterfly like.
Your roots put down, but attach to nothing much,
No grounding dirt, you feed on bark, attach to trees, 
Survive on droplets.
I wish I was more like you,
No need of  roots curled deep in dirt. 
Living beautiful, needing little. 
Ready to fly away on the wish of  God.
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incompletely internalized; we knew that God was 
sovereign and that witchcraft was doomed, but we 
didn’t believe that it was doomed quite yet, and we 
feared it being spread among us through popular 
(if  hookless) music. 

Eventually, the star’s light began to dim; he bored 
of  music, and the Church bored of  him, and he lost 
his ability to perform the rock and roll alchemist’s 
trick that The Clash once called “turning rebel-
lion into money.” And we grew up, and our parents 
calmed down, and all was well, more or less, but 
still I wonder about the amount of  energy that was 
wasted. 

Young me could name two Marilyn Manson al-
bums, and maybe five songs, but only one historic 
church council, and probably only one of  the five 
Solas of  the Reformation. I do not fault my elders, 
for they were doing their best to safeguard the kids 
in their care from what truly was some sinister 
and morally corrosive entertainment. But I am left 
with the impression that some energy was misused, 
some opportunities wasted. 
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got a child’s-eye view of  an interesting period 
in evangelical history; I witnessed the passing 
of  the Fear Baton. It was never announced 
clearly in a way that made sense to a 12-year-

old, but one year, it seemed, we were supposed to 
be afraid of  world Communism, and the next year, 
we were supposed to be afraid of  a Floridian per-
formance artist named Brian Warner. 

He made gothic rock music under the nom de 
plume Marilyn Manson, and there seemed to be a 
consensus among my church’s adults that if  any 
of  us tweens were to hear any of  it, we’d be in-
stantly smitten and permanently seduced by the 
satanic imagery he employed. 

The antics that occurred at his concerts were 
discussed in hushed tones, which piqued our in-
terest precisely because they were forbidden. Rare 
was the youngster in my hometown that had any 
interest whatsoever in that particular genre, but 
Rock ‘n’ Roll has always had a symbiotic relation-
ship with the idea of  danger, and no better mar-
keting for Manson’s music could have been imag-
ined than the sound of  the people who exercised 
daily power over our lives saying his name in fear-
inflected tones. 

The thrumming of  the moral panic machine 

spread, over the course of  three or four years, from 
the parents to the children. Soon, we were spreading 
apocryphal stories about this man’s background, 
proclivities, and, in fact, anatomy. 

Time and Google later clarified for me that many 
of  these stories were urban legends that had been 
transposed slightly from older rock stars and (and 
previous moral panic focii), while others of  them 
were true. But for us, they were all true; true 
enough to be at once repulsive and fascinating. We 
were horrified, and our horror heightened yearly 
or biennially, when he came to our region to play 
a 2,300-seat venue. Presumably he sold out. There 
were prayer vigils outside, he was mentioned out 
over pulpits, his name said in anger; in short, his 
provocations were successful. 

But it was never explained to any of  us young 
ones what his defilements of  Christian iconogra-
phy were actually supposed to mean. We attached 
no positive superstitious meaning to objects. If  
anyone had suggested to us that crosses were mag-
ical, we would have laughed them off, but somehow 
we felt, and were encouraged in feeling, that some-
thing powerful and evil was being called up from 
hell by his upside-down neon crosses. 

Theologically, it was a case of  good teaching, 

I


