
Is it too late for Native Americans?
 Page 3

Mold 
time 

machine

 Page 5

What’s 
Google 
up to? 

 Page 18

The Sacred  Cow
September 2014

JUSTICE:



The Sacred Cow
Vol. 3 No. 2

September 2014
Editors

Poetry Editor: Sarah Mast Garber
Iconoclasm Editor: Jason Ropp
Cynicism Editor: Andrew Sharp
Sarcasm Editor: Jared Stutzman
Culture Editor: Matt Swartz

Honorary Editor: Isaac Asimov

Public Relations Director: Jared Stutzman 

September 2014 contributors: 
Jason Ropp, Andrew Sharp,  Hans Shenk, 
Tamara Shoemaker, Matt Swartz, Ruthie 
Voth

Layout: Andrew Sharp

Photography: the Internet

Logistical assistance: Stephanie Sharp

Funding provided by Matt Swartz Media 
Enterprises

Contact: 
tscmagazine@gmail.com
www.sacredcowmagazine.com
facebook.com/sacredcowmagazine

Sacred Cow Publishing Company
125 Schlabach Rd 
Greenwood, DE 19950

The Nations Underfoot 

By Andrew Sharp

For You, if Narnia Was 

the Land of Your Birth 

By Ruthie Voth

Mold Time Machine

By Jason Ropp

War

By Tamara Shoemaker 

The Noble Savages 

By Andrew Sharp

Tornado! Or, a Boy Gets His Chance

By Hans Shenk

3

4

6

  7

10

14

15

5

2 The Sacred Cow     September  2014

Fleeting  

By Tamara Shoemaker 

A Belfry Tale

Retold by Ruthie Voth

On Being Human

By Jason Ropp

Reporter Catches Lucky Break 

By Andrew Sharp 

The Window That Looks Back

By Matt Swartz

16

17

18



Commentary

Two books have greatly shaped my thinking about 
the history of  the United States, and they vary wildly 
in style. One speaks in barely suppressed rage, and the 
other calmly analyzes. 
The calm one is “1491: New Revelations of  the Ameri-

cas Before Columbus,” by Charles C. Mann. He exam-
ines new scholarship that contradicts the story about 
how the “New World” was lightly populated by roving 
“savages.” Instead, Mann reports, it 
was full of  established agricultural 
communities, permanent settle-
ments, and highly advanced cultures. 
The enraged book was “Bury My 

Heart at Wounded Knee,” a horrify-
ing (if  sensational) account of  how 
the last few of  the North American 
native cultures were exterminated in 
the West. It’s full of  stories of  greed, 
lies, betrayal, and cold-blooded mur-
der that often amounted to genocide.
If  the Americas were not wilderness, then “settle-

ment” is the wrong word. In the interest of  accuracy, 
we need to use the word “conquest.” And then we need 
to confront the way in which that conquest was done, 
and ask if  some justice is overdue. 
While “Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee” certainly 

has a sensationalist slant, painting the white advance 
with as black a brush as possible, it contains a great deal 
of  uncomfortable truth, along with an invaluable tell-
ing of  events through the eyes of  the conquered, not 
the conquerors. 
You could argue that the U.S. war on American Indi-

ans was bad, but it might not have been quite as bad as 
the book says. If  saying that theft and murder were ex-
aggerated helps you sleep better at night, by all means 
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dismiss this book. But that doesn’t work for me.
A simpler way to examine the issue is to ask yourself, 

“Would I switch places with these people? If  my ances-
tors were the original inhabitants, would I be pleased 
that things turned out as they did?” You can nit-pick 
over some of  the generalizations made by historians 
sympathetic to Indians, but to argue that whites had 
a right to all the land they ended up with is not sober 

historical analysis. If  you’ve never 
read the Cherokee appeal to the U.S. 
Supreme Court to avoid deportation 
from their lands, I recommend you 
take the time. 
The United States has held itself  

up as a “city on a hill,” an example 
for the world to see. It’s no wonder, 
then, that we have had to gloss over 
our history. 
Henry Whipple, chairman of  the 

Bureau of  Indian Affairs during the 
wars with the Sioux, summed it up well. 
“I know of  no other instance in history where a great 

nation has so shamefully violated its oath. Our country 
must forever bear the disgrace and suffer the retribution 
of  its wrongdoing. Our children’s children will tell the 
sad story in hushed tones, and wonder how their fathers 
dared so to trample on justice and trifle with God.”*
The scope of  the injustice perpetrated calls for more 

than regret and apology. It calls for practical steps to 
make restitution as much as possible. Although cul-
tures cannot be unmurdered, things that have been 
stolen may be returned. Why do we return art and 
jewelry stolen by Nazis but not return Indian land? 
World War II occurred only decades after the Indian 
Wars.

The scope of the 
injustice perpetrated 
calls for more than 

regret and apology. It 
calls for practical steps 
to make restitution as 

much as possible.

Writers Retreat
October 24-26, 2014

Bethel Camp, 
Clayhole, Kentucky

A weekend for writers to create, share 
their work, and learn from other writers.

Registration is limited. Contact 
grow@bethelcamp.org 
for more  information. 

Contribute to The Sacred Cow
We welcome contributions. Email short sto-
ries, poems, or essays to tscmagazine@gmail.
com for consideration. 

Artists interested in doing illustration work 
or editorial cartoons are also welcome to 
submit proposals.  



Far from being comfortably buried in 
the remote past, the defeat of  the Ameri-
can Indian occurred in the late 1800s, 
decades after slavery had been abolished. 
Apache warrior Geronimo died in 1909 
(a year after Ford began manufacturing 
Model Ts). Red Cloud (Oglala Lakota) 
died the same year. Scattered armed up-
risings continued until 1924. To put this 
in perspective, my grandparents (most 
still living) were born in the 1920s. There 
are still people alive — albeit very few —
who were born while Geronimo was still 
living. My father remembers visiting an 
elderly woman who had gone out to the 
West on a stagecoach around the time of  
the Western Indian wars.
Many American Indians today live mar-

ginalized on small reservations, a sort of  
glorified cattle corral, where they have 
no real chance to rebuild a nation (or 
sovereign tribe) in any dignified sense 
of  the word. You can argue until you’re 
blue in the face that it’s their fault if  they 
aren’t making meaningful lives for them-
selves (many of  these arguments are en-
cores of  “drunk worthless savages”). But 
would you be happy if  your people had 
the leftovers? 
Any honest attempt at genuine resti-

tution is likely to be very painful, as is 
only natural when attempting to redress 
great pain. It will also be complex and 
difficult to sort out. 
But it’s past time to start.  

*http://ndstudies.gov/content/estab 
lishment-great-sioux-reservation

Underfoot continued
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For You, if Narnia Was 
the Land of Your Birth

By RUTHIE VOTH

if you,
  when taking a friend to visit your childhood home,
 have to lead them through
   a wardrobe door,
or together slip on a pair of rings
  and jump into a puddle
 
if you’ve stared at a painting,
  willing the waves to splash off the canvas
  and onto your face
if it wouldn’t surprise you to come face to face with a lamb,
   wading knee deep in lilies,
  speaking to you
    with the music of the lion in his voice
 
if you’ve found yourself crying behind the gym,
   too worn down to even hope for an escape
  from the voices playing in stereo inside your head
if you’ve longed for a warm breath
  to blow the world away from you
 and carry you … safely … home
 
if you’ve run to the end of your strength
   before slowing to walk
  beside one who has waited long for you
or if you’ve chosen to follow
  a leader who (not safe, but good!) will show you
 little more than his shadow
 
then maybe
   you also know this feeling of not belonging,
the realization that you were created for more
  than this horizon-bound earth has to offer
maybe you also will be eager to step past the cover
  and past the title page
 to “Further up and further in!”
 
May 2012

Deep in the hills of southeastern Kentucky, Ruthie and her husband 
raise their four children and run a Bible camp. Sometimes, in the af-
tershock of the busyness, her mind clears enough to blog and write a 
little poetry. 



n a childhood development class I took in col-
lege I learned about retention rates — how 
much we remember. The professor said that if  
students sit and listen carefully they will retain 

only 10 percent of  whatever the teacher labored over 
and meticulously presented. This made sense to me. 
This is why those gimmicky shows like “Are You 
Smarter Than a Fifth Grader?” work so well — and 
why they should probably change their name to, “Did 
You Bother to Remember Something You Learned 
30 Years Ago Better Than This Kid Who Just Did a 
Report on It?”

Next page

I

MOLD TIME MACHINE
By JASON ROPP

There are tricks to improving memory, like group 
interaction and visualization. Being a guitar teacher, I 
wish it were a matter of  saying something once: “Here 
kid, the quarter note gets one beat.” We would spend 
most of  our time working on things like hand place-
ment or memorizing Hendrix licks. But I’ve been do-
ing this long enough to know that Hey kid, the quarter 
note gets one beat, will be repeated, demonstrated, and 
quizzed 75 times over the next six months — at which 
point I will still be greeted with blank stares every time 
I ask.
This is both maddening and job security.

But then there are information and events that need 
no tricks, an event that leaves an immovable reminder. 
Sometimes it’s traumatic — the kind of  scar you might 
not brag about — perhaps a failed art on wrists that 
get covered with long sleeves. Other times it’s nostalgic 
like the raised white lines on the knuckles of  little boys, 
a mark of  manhood shown to every girl who will listen, 
“Yeah, I’ve got a pocket knife.” But either way they stay 
with us at the forefront.
And then there are also memories more like midnight 

campfire conversation that lulls in and out of  con-
sciousness, free of  awkward impatience with silence 

5 The Sacred Cow     September  2014



to each other, talking about all the cars they are going 
to fix up. It becomes a competition of  aspiration really. 
Because when you are a kid you still haven’t learned 
that most people don’t actually end up doing even half  
of  the things they say they are going to. Instead of  that 
book they were going to write, they got distracted by 
their wife walking by in a towel, and so all that imagina-
tion was directed toward making love, which resulted 
in the world’s most predictable surprise. But kids don’t 
know this and so they experience the joy of  a ‘68 Ca-
maro and then the envy of  the fact that their cousin’s 
‘68 Camaro has a 1200-cubic-inch engine and a 15-inch 
subwoofer that thumps as they drive on the Autobahn 
at 175 mph, after they had it shipped over there on 
their speedboat. You don’t have to worry about getting 
speeding tickets on the Autobahn. It was cheaper this 
way.
But girl cousins, they are different. They are both 

family and the first girls that you find irresistibly 
beautiful, though not in any erotic sense. In fact it is 
because of  that taboo that we are free to find them 
beautiful without being severely self  conscious. No 
one is going to tease you for wanting to spend all 
day with girl cousins. Nor are they, or you, suspicious 
about your intentions. So even a chubby boy finds ac-
ceptance and friendship with girls who would other-
wise find him awkward and embarrassing to be seen 
with. And your parents, they let you stay up talking 
late into the night, not afraid like they will be when 
you finally blurt that you have this girl you want to go 
to the movies with.
In fact, girl cousins serve as a sort of  testing ground 

for boys who are terrified of  being rejected. Because 
family is family, and so the bond is there and perma-
nent. There is no accepting or rejecting to be done; 
someone else has arranged the terms of  relationship 
for you. And so freed of  relational decision making, you 
become your best self  that a kid can and know that a 
female your age loves you for or in spite of  it.
And all of  it comes to you in a flash as the correct pro-

portion of  mold and dirt hit your olfactory.

Mold continued

— no worries about a reasonable bedtime since no one 
sleeps well while tent camping anyway.
Campfires are social magic. Long talkers who do so 

because they are afraid of  being alone when the con-
versation ends can finally sit and stare at coals, trusting 
that if  conversation does end that everyone will stay 
anyway, entertained by dancing orange and guarded by 
surrounding black.
And so with fat mouths like myself, enamored with 

electrons hopping from one spectrum to the next, pa-
tiently and silently ruminating on some idea or an-
other — the quiet ones find their voice, or rather just 
room to speak what I perceive to be prophecy, but is 
really just good editing. After months and years of  be-
ing interrupted by my machine gun nest of  untested 
(read: unthoughtful) opinions, they’ve carefully item-
ized their strongest ideas. And since this moment of  
listening ears may very well be their last, they might 
as well offer their dying words. And dying words are 
usually beautiful, if  only because of  the sacredness of  
scarcity.
In the same way, good memories know how to sit and 

wait until they are desperately needed — bringing 
themselves to the surface rather than being recalled by 
will. And the best memories don’t come out of  hiberna-
tion until they are absolutely sure that they won’t be in-
truded upon by a text message or some silly conjuring 
of  nostalgia for the sake of  an interesting blog post.
But when you catch a whiff  of  that musty attic smell, 

you sneeze up a picture of  yourself, sleeping in an up-
stairs room in Oklahoma at your cousins’ house. Or 
rather pretending to be asleep because you know there 
is something notable and grown up about sleeping in 
as long as you want. For whatever reason, it is a skill 
you consider noteworthy. And noteworthy skills are 
important when it comes to the cousins you are staying 
with, particularly if  there are both boy and girl cousins 
involved.
Boy cousins on one hand are continually showing off  
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War
By TAMARA SHOEMAKER

the same story, repeated over, trails this way
         every now and then;
 
the bayonets, scalded from fire bursts,
         life blood the reward of some heated bullet.
men, boys really, who sweat in the sky’s heat
         and shake in the season’s cold,
                     bloody footprints tracked in snow
                     as shoes grow tired
                     and eyes sting blind
                     and rations fail
                     and hopes sink dim behind endless
                                 marches and ragged formations.
 
time travels on and bayonets die
         under the advance of technology;
                     bombs, jets, explosives—
                     how many ways can you kill a man?
 
the story’s still the same;
the play goes on until
         one side or the other pulls the final curtain.
         it scrolls across the stage, the last act,
                     and the players take their bows,
                     not without scars from their parts.
 
both sides return to their lives,
         indelible ink scribing a story on each heart
         that bleeds into history —
         a tale of sorrow never forgotten
 
until the next time.

Tamara Shoemaker’s books include “Broken Crowns,” 
“Pretty Little Maids” and “Ashes, Ashes.” She lives in Vir-
ginia with her husband, Tim, and their three children. 



t’s miserable,” the knight said. This seemed 
logical.  It was about noon, 85 degrees or so 
with no breeze, and he was completely en-
cased in steel armor that must have felt like a 

frying pan after hours in the sun.  He was trying to chew 
on a greasy leg of  lamb, but his visor kept slipping down. 
Sweat rolled down his face and disappeared down some-
where inside the armor, where it was free to go wherever 
it wanted.
“Hot as hell,” the knight said.
“What is hell?” I asked.
“Where bad English go after they die,” he said. “Fire. 

They burn up I think. I’m a little hazy on it myself. You’ll 
have to ask one of  the elders. Anyway, it can’t be any 
worse than this.”
His costume looked authentically English, and he had 

the characteristic low cheekbones and pale skin of  his 
race. The effect was so genuine that he looked perfectly 
capable of  getting on a horse and using his long sword 
— currently leaning up against the water  fountain — 
had an Army company come sweeping in just then.  
I asked him how he got into doing the knight act, and 

he said he was born on the reservation. He got a college 
degree and worked in a city a few hours away but he liked 
to come back and reconnect with his heritage and catch 
up with his friends.
At that point Emerald came back and dragged me off  

to look at some displays.
I’m not sure why I went to the English fair in the first 

place. Mostly because of  Emerald, who is a little weird 
but balances that out with being very good looking and 
fun to be around. One of  her many interests is a fascina-
tion with English culture, which complements her en-
thusiasm for weird Eastern religious ideas. She feels they 
are simple and noble.
I’m not interested in the simple and noble religion but 

I like history too, especially in the right company. I had 
never thought much about the indigenous people here in 
New Mexico — there aren’t many of  them left anyway. 
Nobody in my family ever went to a fair. I only remem-
ber my dad talking about the natives once, after a riot 
way up in the mountains on one of  the smaller reserva-
tions. He scoffed at their outburst and said they should 
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By ANDREW SHARP

“IThe
Noble 
Savages

Next page



refreshingly more quiet. We bought a leg of  lamb to split 
and it was good, if  a little basic. Just a hunk of  meat on 
a bone, without a lot of  spices added. Emerald bought a 
dense pudding of  some kind that I tried one bite of. One 
bite was enough. She ate it all and pretended to enjoy it.
Judging from the available fare the English had a most-

ly bland and simple diet back then, with some basic meats 
and smoked cod and lots of  heavy, grain-based foods. 
Now, like everyone else, they’ve adapted their cooking 
to foods the settlers brought, like potatoes and tomatoes 
and chocolate.
Emerald had the connoisseur’s scorn of  the baubles on 

sale for the tourists, but was absorbed with the genuine 
displays and delighted by the acrobats and jugglers who 
set up in more spacious areas.
I was interested too when we stopped to watch the ar-

chers. According to their legends, which Emerald shared 
with me in detail, the English archers of  old could shoot 
100 yards or more, so accurately, it seems, that they 
would routinely shoot one arrow and then split it in half  
with their next one. Their skill seemed to have fallen off  
somewhat in modern times, and their first arrows had 
nothing to fear from later arrivals. But I was impressed 
with the strength it obviously took for the archers to pull 
back bows that were as tall as the archers themselves, 
and the power of  the arrows as they buzzed off  to the 
distant targets demanded attention. I would not have 
liked to have been in the suit of  chain mail one archer 
was shooting at. Maybe their technology was more so-
phisticated than we realize now.
We were also both intrigued by the display case we 

found when we moved on from the archery exhibition, 
which had a few scraps of  manuscripts and books. The 
woman in charge of  the display, not an English herself  
but a professor from a local university, told us the scraps 
were extremely valuable and rare. Most of  them were 
copies of  the originals, she said, made by a few visionary 
priests who had tried to preserve some of  the  history 
and lore even as the rest of  the conquerors and settlers 
had burned all they could find.  
“But why did they burn them?” Emerald demanded, 

shocked.
The professor shook her head. “They saw them as dan-
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move on, quit trying to hang onto their dying culture, 
quit being alcoholics and join the modern world, that it’s 
not 1490 any more. My dad isn’t very politically correct 
but I guess most people would agree with him, although 
probably with more tact. What happened, happened, and 
feeling guilty isn’t going to bring the old times back.
I wished the knight luck surviving the heat, and Em-

erald and I wandered through the display stalls. There 
were rolls of  old-fashioned linen and wool cloth, and 
weaving displays, and pottery stands, and a man with an 
impressive collection of  antique iron tools.
Most of  the stalls weren’t selling traditional items at 

all but cheap miniature replicas, little sword toothpicks 
and miniature knight statues like the ones you see guard-
ing the entrance to people’s driveways, and shirts with 
coats of  arms on them, and chess sets, and keychains 
with crosses. 
We had to push through the crowds of  tourists, who 

were kicking up a lot of  dust and all seemed to be shout-
ing to each other. It was very slow going. There were a 
few people covered from head to toe in flowing gowns, 
and these were supposedly the natives, although some 
of  them had suspiciously dark skin. The English style 
seemed to have been built heavily around the gown 
theme. It was either a robe that covered every inch of  
skin and then some, or, bizarrely, men wearing close-fit-
ting tights that left little to the imagination.
You had to talk loudly to be heard, because it wasn’t just 

the people shouting; they were having a livestock sale 
of  some kind with native English animals like pigs and 
sheep, and they were bleating and squealing like there 
was a riot going on. The dust they were contributing to 
the cloud had too many overtones of  feces for my taste. 
I hate to say it, but I see where the old stereotype of  
the English being dirty and undisciplined comes from. 
They seemed completely unbothered by all the chaos and 
sweat and manure.  
The smell of  the English animals once they reached the 

cooking stage was much more pleasant, and, I thought, 

gerous lies, religious heresy. Also, they wanted to de-
stroy the culture of  the natives so they would be easier 
to enslave. It was a tragedy.” 
“They thought they were so much better,” Emerald 

said. “Unbelievable.”
Emerald seemed to be forgetting that she was one of  

the conquerors herself. I could see why an archeologist 
or a professor might get upset about some ancient books 
being lost, but there were a lot of  scrolls burned in the 
sack of  Mexico City, too. These things happened before 
our more enlightened modern times. The world would 
keep on turning without some old English folk tales. I 
refrained from pointing this out to Emerald because I 
didn’t want to get into a long argument or be called a 
racist.
I dragged Emerald away from her mutual indignation 

fest with the professor to go see an exhibition of  medi-
eval farming. She was still grouchy when we got there, 
but she cheered up quickly as we watched a poor man 
dressed in rags trying to break up packed soil with a 
“plow” pulled by a team of  oxen. The plow was more of  
a pointed stick with an iron point. The man looked like 
he was working about as hard as the oxen, and he didn’t 
have a great view while he did it, either.  
Emerald explained to me how simple and environ-

mentally friendly it was, without any artificial fertiliz-
ers, and how the peasants only grew what they needed 
to live in simple, small plots of  land, which they farmed 
together. This built strong communities, she said, not 
like our disjointed society today with its industrial ag-
riculture.
I was getting tired of  this constant knocking of  mod-

ern Western culture by now and I said it was no won-
der they only grew what they needed, with that kind of  
brutal labor required to scratch up a little loose dirt, and 
they probably lived miserable lives and died young.
Emerald looked at me with sympathy. She explained 

that they weren’t afraid of  hard work, they loved it, and 
they got strong and healthy from the exercise. I looked 
dubiously at the man struggling with the plow. He did 
not look like a man who was loving what he did and get-
ting healthier doing it. He looked like a man who needed 
a tractor.

Savages continued



efore we left Emerald wanted to see one of  their 
religious rituals. She dragged me over to the ru-
ined temple, where, the program informed us, 
there would be a genuine religious ceremony 

held by indigenous practitioners who still “practiced a 
simple and beautiful faith, in harmony with god and their 
environment.” This was just the kind of  mystical stuff  
that Emerald loved. For her, a religious idea only had to 
be Eastern in origin and it was profound. 
The crumbling walls and pillars of  the temple cut sharp 

shadows out of  the afternoon sun across the lawn where 
a large crowd of  tourists was gathered around a few na-
tives and their priest and a collection of  idols.
The priest, dressed in the obligatory flowing robe, this 

one of  appropriate religious soberness, began chanting 
in a language that the program informed me was not 
English, but a more ancient sacred language used for 
religious rites. It was a little like our veneration of  the 
Toltecs, I thought.  
The priest sprinkled some water and read out of  a book, 

and then said some more sacred words, and then several 
of  the natives started singing a wild, pagan kind of  music. 
I might have been unimpressed anywhere else but stand-
ing there among the old stones the music had an ancient 
weight, an almost dangerous power as if  we could hear 
the voice of  the English god, mourning. I glanced at Em-
erald and her eyes were partly closed and she was sway-
ing a little. I realized I had let myself  get sucked into the 
mood and scolded myself  for my superstition.   
After the music the proceedings  went on with a lot 

of  prayers and incantations and burning of  incense. 
The priest did a little ceremony with some bread and 
wine and hand waving, which I had trouble following. At 
this point, for the benefit of  us outsiders, he explained 
in Mexican that the supreme deity was now physically 
present in the bread and wine. From what I could under-
stand, the natives were going to partake in his power by 
eating the deity. I almost laughed at the absurdity. They 
combine all the gods into one supergod, and then, they 

put him in a piece of  bread and eat him. They must think 
they were turning into little mini-gods themselves. But 
after I thought about it, it struck me that the ceremony 
had its similarities with the ritual cannibalism we used 
to do centuries ago, and was even more like our ritual 
eating of  meat as a stand-in for the human sacrifice now. 
Just different ways of  trying to access the power and 
keep the universe balanced.
They wrapped it up with another song and then the 

crowd got noisy again and went off  to buy some keychains.
I had to admit that it had been an interesting day, prob-

ably good for me. It almost seemed like a shame that this 
culture had been reduced to little pockets of  survivors 
stuck between the past and the modern world, on tiny 
reservations. Despite the burst of  cultural color in the 
re-enactments, it’s mostly all gone, boiled down into sou-
venirs, stories about bows and arrows, and old ax heads 
that turn up when they plow the fields.

e were back in England City by evening. I 
dropped Emerald off  at her house, drove 
to my building and took the elevator up to 
my 11th floor apartment. I had a wonder-

ful hot shower and relaxed on a soft couch with a bottle 
of  pulque, with the air conditioning helping me forget 
the summer heat. Out my window I could see the busy 
downtown with trains running through and headlights 
making square patterns through the streets, and the 
Great Pyramid looming up over everything.
Despite the mistakes, I couldn’t wish that New Mexico 

had never existed or that we lived in some kind of  primi-
tive natural state.
The progress of  history is inevitable.

Savages continued
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he day that first set Caleb 
Peckerman on the long road to 
adulthood began much like all 
the other field trips the fresh-

man class had taken: Mrs. Hunning, their 
homeroom teacher, scrambling to make 
sure that everyone’s permission slips 
were turned in, that everyone had lunch 
money, and that everyone was on the bus, 
for the ride to the farm.
Caleb spent most of  the ride half  

asleep, staring at the passing suburbs, 
while cliques carried on all around him. 
He spent most of  the farm tour staring 
vacantly at animals, daydreaming and 
drawing circles in the sawdust-y dirt 
with his sneakers. Throughout all of  it, 
whenever he thought no one was look-
ing, Caleb watched Harper Flegel. 
As the fog of  a long night of  video 

games and caffeine cleared on the bus, 
he’d watched her laughing with her soft-
ball teammates, sunlight shining on her 
teeth that were straight without braces, 
white without bleach. At the farm, he 
watched her pet the horse and shrink 
back laughing and wrinkling her nose 
when it bared its teeth. 

Next page
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TORNADO! 
OR, A BOY 

GETS HIS 

CHANCE

Caleb watched her lean against the 
horse’s fence with the other softball girls, 
craning to hear the things the handsome 
tour guide was saying. She was lean-
ing forward, eyes sparkling, anticipat-

ing a laugh. Watching her, Caleb’s chest 
burned with a weary melancholy. All he 
wanted, he told himself, was to feel the 
focus of  her sun-like glow on his face. 
To perform some act of  valor on her be-

half, or to drift into her social sphere and 
showcase a sparkling wit, anything. All 
he needed was a chance, to capture her 
gratitude, her admiration, or just her at-
tention, for a moment. 
He sighed, and kicked dirt through the 

circle he was drawing with his toe. A 
cloud, borne on strong spring winds, slid 
effortlessly across the space between Ca-
leb and the horse enclosure, covering the 
yard in shade.
By the time the tour wound to its con-

clusion with a “special farm lunch” in a 
refurbished red barn, the sunny morning 
had been washed away by sheets of  rain. 
Fluorescent lights hanging off  of  rustic 
rafters shed a cold glow on wooden pic-
nic tables. On one end of  the cavernous 
room, cattle stalls had been replaced by a 
steel-and-glass cafeteria line. The oppo-
site wall was untouched save for educa-
tional murals painted on the bottom half, 
where cows and horses offered advice 
and facts in cartoon word-bubbles. The 
side walls of  the room were 10-foot-tall 
sliding doors. The doors on the wind-
ward side were pushed shut to keep out 
the rain.
Lunch was almost over. Some kids were 

still finishing up their straight-from-the-
dairy ice cream, but most of  the class 
was sitting in circles around and on top 
of  the tables, trying to yell to each other 
over the roar of  the storm.
Caleb was sitting alone, close enough 

to the open doors to feel errant patches 
of  mist. Harper had disappeared — he 
guessed she was using the restroom —
so he was watching the storm, instead. 
Outside, he could see small branches 
whip off  of  the trees in the yard and go 
whirling away into the maelstrom. The 
trees themselves bowed and churned in a 

O, do not pray for easy lives. Pray 
to be stronger men! Do not pray for 
tasks equal to your powers. Pray for 
powers equal to your tasks! Then the 
doing of your work shall be no miracle. 
But you shall be a miracle. Every day 
you shall wonder at yourself, at the 
richness of life which has come to you 
by the grace of God. 
— Phillips Brooks, “Going Up to Jeru-

salem,” from “Twenty Sermons,” 1886
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greenish twilight.
The lights flickered. In his mind’s eye, 

Caleb was wrapping an arm around 
Harper’s shoulders as she stared terrified 
into the storm. He was telling her that it 
would be alright. They would outlast the 
elements, they would be fine…
“CALEB!!! CALEB!!!” A hand on his 

shoulder roused him from his daydream. 
Mrs. Hunning was grasping at him and 
bellowing, “CALEB, THERE’S A TOR-
NADO ALERT! WE’RE GOING TO 
THE BASEMENT IN THE FARM-
HOUSE.”  
Caleb blinked, nodded, and got up. Ev-

eryone else was already neatly lined up, 
walking back past the cafeteria line and 
into the kitchen. Some of  the kids were 
whispering to each other and giggling, 
but most were silent and pale. The lights 
flickered again as Caleb and Mrs. Hun-
ning trotted after the rest of  the class. 
From outside, Caleb heard metal scrap-
ing and crashing. Ahead of  him, the oth-
er students walked in tight, tense rows. 
They passed into a hallway behind the 
counter, and the storm became a muffled 
booming, like heavy machinery in anoth-
er room.
The class, kitchen staff  and chaper-

ones were pressed together against the 
linoleum walls, and the dirty fluorescent 
lights made them look like horror movie 
extras. The tour guide from the morn-
ing was standing at the front of  the line, 
his hand on the knob of  a door to the 
outside. 
“Alright,” he said, over his shoulder, 

“When I open this door, I need you to try 

to stay in your lines, but I need you all 
to run straight ahead to the house. Don’t 
walk, run. OK? Stay together as much as 
you can, but I need you to keep moving.” 
He stared gravely at them. Someone in 
the line snickered. 
“Hey! This is serious. OK? OK. Ready?” 

He said, turning the knob.
“What’s going on?” asked Harper, ap-

pearing behind Mrs. Hunning, brown 
eyes wide.
“Ohmygod. Harper. We almost forgot 

you,” said Mrs. Hunning. She turned 
back to the door, her face white, skin taut. 
“Wait!” she screamed, pushing past Ca-
leb, and waving a hand at the tour guide, 
“We haven’t done a headcount!” 
It was too late. The door was flung back 

on its hinges with a splintering crack, 
and the tour guide charged out into the 
storm. Then the whole line was moving, 
stumbling toward the door. 
Mrs. Hunning had pushed ahead of  

Caleb in her attempt to get a count of  
her students, and now the motion of  the 
crowd carried her out in front of  him 
and Harper. Acting on a foolish sense of  
chivalry, Caleb stood aside to let Harper 
pass. She stared at him, confused, and 
also standing still. Then she said “OH!” 
and ran.
The delay had been no more than a 

second, but already, Mrs. Hunning was 
gone. Caleb and Harper were alone in the 
hallway. 
He was watching her when it happened. 

A gust of  swirling wind swung the door 
back violently, just as she crossed the 
threshold. Harper yelped in surprise, and 
tried to throw herself  out of  the way, 
but the door slammed with a sharp crack, 
crushing her ankle against the frame. 
Caleb was too close to stop. He careened 

into the door, and toppled over Harper 
out into the storm.
It hit him with a howl. The wind was 

pushing him down, tearing at him from 
all sides. The rain stung his skin like hail. 
He had landed staring up into a sky al-
most as dark as night, lit with a sickly 
green. He rolled over, and looked back. 
His fall through the door had freed 
Harper’s foot, and she was beside him on 
the ground, curled around it, shaking.
“Harper!” Caleb struggled onto his 

knees and crawled to her. She was hold-
ing her ankle, eyes wide, lips twisted 
down in pain. She tried to get up, and 
toppled back down. A metal barrel went 
clanging past them, end over end like a 
Pepsi can.
“Hey!” she screamed, from 6 inches away, 

“Get me up! Get me up!” She grabbed his 
shoulders, and as he straightened up, she 
lunged up onto her good foot, the other 
hanging awkwardly. Caleb turned to-
ward the house. It was shut up, and dark. 
He took a heavy step forward, into the 
rain.
“No,” said Harper, her lips on his ear, “I 

can’t make it that far. Get in the barn.” 
Caleb hesitated. Harper pivoted on her 

foot and drove her weight against him. 
“Get in the barn!” 
They stumbled back into the yellow 

hallway. Harper hopping along, her arms 
wrapped around his shoulders. Caleb was 
trying to think of  ways to get to safety, 
and of  things to say to impress Harper.
“Close the door.” Harper gasped, letting 

go of  him and falling against the wall. 
The lights went out. Behind Caleb the 
wind slammed the door again.
“Never mind,” she said, “Oh, god. My 

ankle.”
Outside, the thunder and wind had 

gathered into one roaring voice, grow-
ing ever louder. Lightning danced like 
a strobe light across Harper’s grimace, 
and there was another crash from out-
side. She looked up,
“We’ve gotta find someplace solid,” she 

said. Caleb nodded. His stomach was 
twisting, and icy trails of  rain were roll-
ing through the small of  his back. 
“Let’s go,” said Harper. She lurched 

away from the wall, put an arm over his 
shoulder, and they hobbled back into the 
heart of  the barn.
When they reached the cafeteria, the 

massive sliding doors were clattering an-
grily against their runners, and rain was 
whipping in through the doors that had 
been left open. Caleb stopped, standing 
beside the cafeteria line. Steam was still 
curling up from the dishes. He couldn’t 
comprehend that three minutes ago, he’d 
been staring out those same doors, lost 
in thought.
“There might be a closet or something 

in the kitchen!” yelled Harper. “There’s 
no way this room is safe.” 
Her hands tightened on Caleb’s shirt. 

He nodded, annoyed at himself  for not 
having thought of  it first. They started 
sideways, past the counter and into dark-
ness of  the kitchen beyond. Caleb fished 
out his phone and by its pale glow they 
found a sort of  janitor’s closet, next to 
the refrigerator on the back wall of  the 
kitchen. 
With a bang, one of  the sliding doors 

on the windward side ripped away from 
its runners in the cafeteria behind them. 
Cold, wet wind came shrieking into the 
barn, grasping at them like the fingers 
of  ghosts. 
Harper pulled open the door of  the 

closet with her free hand, and Caleb used 
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his to throw the mops, brooms and buck-
et out into the middle of  the kitchen. 
They tumbled inside, and Caleb reached 
up and closed the door behind them.
It was dark, and eerily quiet. Caleb tried 

to swallow his loud breathing, and failed. 
He was wet and gasping, and his legs and 
shoulders ached from supporting Harp-
er’s weight. 
“Gosh,” she said, laughing, a little hys-

terically, “it’s crazy out there. Do you 
think there’s really a tornado?” 
“I don’t know,” said Caleb, “That’s the 

worst thunderstorm I’ve ever seen, at 
least.” He checked his phone. There was 
no reception. 
“Well, I guess we’ll just have to wait it 

out, either way,” said Harper. 
It suddenly occurred to Caleb that their 

legs were tangled together on the floor. 
Embarrassed, he pulled his back, brush-
ing against her ankle.
She gasped, and flinched away. 
“Oh, sorry, sorry,” he said.
“It’s OK. I’m OK. It just hurts,” she said. 

For another moment, there was no sound 
but breathing, then Harper said,
“I just hope I can still play softball.”
“Yeah. Yeah,” said Caleb, trying to think 

of  something to say. “You really love 
softball, huh?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, I guess so. It’s 

just … what I’ve always done. It’s what 
all my friends do. I dunno.”  
She let out a long breath, deflating in 

the dark, 
“Is it —” started Caleb, but before he 

could finish, Harper stiffened,
“Omygodohmygodohmygod!” 

She reached out in the dark, and grabbed 
Caleb’s shoulders again, dragging him 
close with the strength of  sheer terror. 
A noise was pulsing through the walls. It 
was like a roll of  thunder, a roll of  thun-
der that never ended. Harper curled into 
a ball, her arms locked around Caleb’s 
shoulders like vises, her face crushed 
against his chest, sobbing in fear. The 
noise rose on all sides, deafening, all-con-
suming. Caleb braced himself  against it. 
The sound grew louder. Suddenly, he 
was cold, unimaginably cold. His breath 
caught. The air was gone from the closet. 
I’m dying, he thought, This is it. This is 
how it feels to die. 
The noise, and the cold and his fear 

blended together into a white pain that 
spread his whole mind and body, driving 
out conscious thought. He forgot where 
he was, or what was happening. He was 
alone, impaled on the point of  a pyramid, 
suspended on the peak, and a howling 
malevolence was pushing him over, and 
down into an edgeless void. He was slip-
ping, slipping, down into oblivion, into 
a darkness that had no borders, and no 
bottom. The noise drove him downward 
into nothing.

is eyes opened, and he saw a 
slender ray of  light, shining 
on dustmotes. The noise was 
gone. Before he remembered 

himself, before he remembered his 
name, well before he remembered any-
thing he’d ever felt about Harper, he felt 
two things: a terrible pain in his back, 
and a joy welling from the profoundest 
depths of  his chest. He was laughing, 
and crying, all at once, for the beauty 
of  the needle of  light and the glory of  
the pain in his back. He moved his head 

sideways, and the light fell across the 
face of  a girl, pinned beneath him. 
“Harper,” he said. He could not believe 

how beautiful she was. How the ray of  
light penetrated just beneath her skin, 
and made her glow from inside. 
“Harper,” he said again. Now he felt 

himself  filling up the corners of  his 
body, returning to life. He said her name 
gently. Her eyelid fluttered. 
“Harper,” he said a third time, strug-

gling a little to find the air to speak.
She looked up into his eyes. Hers were 

rimmed in red from tears. 
“Good morning,” he said. He wasn’t 

sure why he’d said that, “I’d move if  I 
could, but I can’t.” He coughed a little, 
and it hurt. He drew in another breath, 
working hard.
“Are you OK?” she asked, staring up. 
“No, no I don’t think so,” he said, slow-

ly. “My back hurts a lot.” 
Only when she moved them did he 

become aware that her arms were still 
wrapped around him. She ran one hand 
slowly down his back and stopped just 
above the center of  the pain. 
She swallowed hard, and spoke in a 

small voice. 
“There’s something in your back.” 
“Like, stuck in my back?” 
Harper swallowed again,
“Yeah.” 
He didn’t know what to say. Nothing 

in the first 15 years of  his life had pre-
pared him for this. It occurred to him 
that she would see that he was crying, 
and he wanted to make sure she under-
stood the reasons. 
“I’m not scared,” he said, abruptly, al-

most angrily.
Harper blinked.
“I was,” he said, hurrying, trying to 

H
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fit the words into one painful breath. “I 
was scared when the tornado hit, and I 
thought I was dying. But now, I’m not 
scared. I’m, I’m just glad to be alive.” 
Harper nodded, but he saw that she 

was biting her lower lip. His shirt was 
still damp from the rain, but a new warm 
wetness was trickling across it. Crushed 
up against Harper in the crumpled ruins 
of  the closet, breathing laboriously in 
the darkness, Caleb felt such elation and 
clarity that he knew he was dying. No 
one could feel this way, and then go back 
to normal life. He must be dying. 
“I’m not scared!” he said again, “Be-

cause death is just an edge. You know? 
Everything has edges — I’m only scared 
of  empty space, with no edges. That’s 
all I’m scared of.” 
“Caleb,” said Harper, “Caleb, I don’t 

know what you’re talking about.” 
“Harper,” he said, “Harper, you have to 

understand. You have to remember.” 
“Remember what?” 
“All of  it, Harper! All of  it.” 
“Caleb, you’re scaring me,” she said. 

Her eyes were welling up again. 
“Don’t be scared.” he said, “Don’t be 

scared. Death is just another edge.” 
Caleb’s euphoria was mingling with 

light-headedness. He still felt as though 
he understood, and saw everything, but 
the particulars of  the moment were 
starting to swim. 
Everything was dark, again. He 

couldn’t tell if  the shaft of  light was 
gone, or if  his eyes just weren’t work-
ing. He’d been trying to hold himself  up 
so Harper’s head wasn’t pinned against 
his chest, and now he found that he was 
resting on her forehead again. Even 
through his shirt, her skin felt warm, 
almost hot. He shivered.



Tornado continued

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, and tried to 
straighten up, again, but found himself  
sinking down.
He was ambling down the bank of  

a clear, green river. I’m dreaming, 
thought Caleb, I’m falling asleep. At a 
time like this. 
“Harper,” he said, swallowing twice. 

His mouth was so dry. “Harper! Hey, 
Harper,” he said, into the darkness.
“Hey, I just, I want ... I just ... I used 

to think that if, if  sometime, for some 
reason, you and me were, if  we were 
trapped together, then — I just wanted 
to be cool, and brave.”
“Sorry,” he said, “Sorry, I’m not mak-

ing sense. Look, just so you know, I 
would’ve given anything to get trapped 
together with you. I thought that if  
something, if  something like this hap-
pened, that I’d, that I’d be brave, and I’d 
save us, and we’d just wait it out, and 
we’d be OK, and you’d ... you’d ….” He 
ran out of  air. He drew another breath 

in, struggling to fill his lungs, 
“Look,” he said again, “Look, just so 

you know, I think you’re beautiful, and 
you’re smart, and you’re brave, and you 
know, you know ...” he stopped, and 
closed his eyes, and when he closed 
them, he could see the river again, and 
now it was up past his ankles. He knew it 
wasn’t wide, but the far shore was dark, 
and hidden from him. He felt a sudden 
desire to cross.
“You know,” he said, “I can’t be the 

only one who thinks that.” 
Harper said nothing. Caleb couldn’t 

tell if  she was trembling, or if  it was 
just the ripples in the river, gently shak-
ing him as he waded out into it. Sudden-
ly, as though from far away, he saw the 
shaft of  light again, and heard Harper 
say something in a deep, garbled voice 
that he couldn’t understand.  

aleb cracked two ribs, suffered 
a concussion and lost between 
25 and 30 percent of  the blood 
in his body. For two days, he 

drifted through dream worlds and fog, 
and when he came to himself  again, his 

survival was already old news. He and 
Harper appeared on only three front 
pages, all local, and were mentioned on 
two regional television programs.
 Each time the media inquired, Harper 

told the same story: she was late catch-
ing up to the class; the door slammed 
on her and broke her ankle. She told 
the reporters how Caleb had stopped 
to help her, how he’d carried her to the 
closet, and protected her with his body, 
and it had almost killed him. She said 
she didn’t blame the tour guide or Mrs. 
Hunning for leaving them behind, and 
she didn’t think it was right that they 
were both losing their jobs because of  
it. She said she was looking forward to 
when Caleb woke up, so she could thank 
him properly.

hared trauma often forges a 
lasting bond between survivors, 
who have known each other in 
states of  mind and extremities 

of  situation that reveal secrets the clos-
est friend or loved one cannot hope to 
discover. But circumstance is a careless 
craftsman, and the weld is haphazard. 

The ties we didn’t choose often take on 
shapes we wouldn’t choose. 
When Caleb woke, he found that he 

and Harper could not make eye contact 
without a deep understanding passing 
between them. But then, he also found 
that every time he met her eyes, or heard 
her tell the story, he was left staring at 
his hands or changing the channel, or 
putting the newspaper down. Not once 
did she mention that she — hobbling 
on a freshly broken ankle had been the 
mastermind of  their survival — nor did 
she mention his ravings about death, 
edges and edgelessness, and not once 
did she mention, even to Caleb, his last 
passionate speech. He was grateful for 
her silence, but even his gratitude made 
him feel ashamed. 
During the week he spent in the hos-

pital after he woke up, Caleb discov-
ered that he could not even daydream 
about Harper without replaying the 
tornado. In memory, his few, mild fail-
ings that day seemed to him to be the 
work of  a coward, and a madman, and 
he lay wracked by shame and regret. 
And sometimes, as he lay, miserable 
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of  reading them. It had been months 
since he’d last spoken to Harper, and 
the shame had finally begun to fade. So 
he took them out, and sat down on the 
floor to read.
Initially, he was amused by how very 

different Harper’s story was from what 
he remembered. And then, at the bot-
tom of  the second story, he read, 
“I know he saved my life. If  he hadn’t 

been there, I couldn’t have made it in-
side, and if  he wasn’t shielding me, 
that beam would’ve hit me in the head. 
I just can’t wait until he wakes up, so I 
can really thank him.” 
He sat and stared at the quote, and 

then he read the other two articles 
again, focusing on the quotes from 
Harper. 
When he was done reading, Caleb 

leaned back against the stack of  boxes.
“Oh, my gosh,” he said. “I’m an idiot. 

I’m an idiot.”

e got up, put the newspapers 
back in the box, and walked 
upstairs. 
His mother was sitting at 

the kitchen table with a cup of  coffee 
and a book. She looked up, 
“Hey,” he said, “does the library do 

first-aid classes?”
“I think so,” she said. “I thought I saw 

a poster about it last time I was there.” 
“OK.” He moved toward the door. “I’m 

going to the library.” 
“Alright,” she said, “but the car’s in 

the shop, so I can’t give you a ride un-
til your dad gets home from work to-
night.” 
“That’s fine,” said Caleb, “I’ll walk.” 
 

and completely still, he felt the surging 
energy of  life and joy of  living puls-
ing through him, and throbbing in his 
fingertips. And he would stare at the 
ceiling, and try to make sense of  the 
anguish and the exultation. 

arper missed the rest of  her 
freshman year of  softball be-
cause of  her broken ankle, 
and when softball started 

up the following year, she chose not 
to participate. For the whole of  that 
school year, she kept a note that read, 
“You’re beautiful, you’re brave, you’re 
smart ... and I can’t be the only one 
who thinks that,” taped to the inside of  
her locker, and especially on days when 
the softball team was playing, her gaze 
would linger on it.
At the end of  the year, it was the last 

thing she took down when she cleaned 
her locker. She read it again, and stood, 
staring at the empty space where it had 
hung. Then she took a red sharpie out 
of  her backpack, circled the words “I 
can’t be the only one who thinks that,” 
and stuffed the note into her pocket.

little over a year after his 
brush with death, on the sec-
ond day of  summer vacation, 
Caleb was exploring a pile 

of  boxes in his parents’ basement, and 
came across a box in which his mother 
had preserved all of  the newspaper ar-
ticles written about the incident. For 
the first time, he discovered that he 
wasn’t repulsed by the very thought 

A
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H
who takes care of my heart
       afterward?
 
              before, when your curls patterned the crib sheets,
                     and you shrieked
                            in the terrors of dark sleep,
              i held you, a bundle in my arms,
                     rocking a gentle rhythm
                            to the sleepy sound of brahms.
              before, when the sky’s gold
                     could not compete
                            with the brilliance of your smile,
                                   your first A, the reward of your efforts.
              before, when you brought him to the door,
                     his flowers clutched in nervous sweat.
                            i watched as you timidly
                                   carved your name in his heart.
 
who takes care of my heart
       afterward
                     
              as I stare at the empty bed,
                     the sheet spread in unfamiliar neatness,
                            a wrinkle-free reminder that you
                                   will begin all over with someone else?
 
then it will be you who wrestles
       with the mistress that is time,
                and at last, it will be you who,
                       like me,
                              bows your head to her uncompromising pursuit.

Fleeting
By TAMARA SHOEMAKER



riars are not materialistic people; they 
live solely on the charity of  others.  It’s 
not an easy life, and only a humble man 
will stick with it for many years.  This 

is the story of  friars Gabe and Francis. They 
joined the order of  the Carmelites at a young 
age, wanting to get away from the fast pace of  
the world. They wanted time to contemplate life 
and eternity, so together the two friends joined 

this community of  peaceful men.
They lived for many pleasant years, sharing 

nightly thoughtful discussions with equally 
poor friends. And they spent countless hours in 
silence. But time, as it always will, brings chang-
es, and poverty, quietude and old age proved too 
much for many of  their companions. So at the 
ages of  62 and 63, Friar Gabe and Friar Fran-
cis found themselves alone in their friary. Their 

small house seemed cavernous now that it was 
shared by only two men. Eventually they moved 
their sleeping rolls to the little room on the 
north side of  the chapel.
The friars shared a love for two things: their 

gardens and the chapel. When they weren’t 
bound to their religious duties, these were the 
places that Gabe and Francis were most likely 
to be found. But even to the peaceful, trouble is 
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Belfry continued

bound to come … eventually.
For Francis and Gabe, trouble came in the form of  

their crumbling belfry. Every time one of  them pulled 
the bell rope, calling people to prayer, he said a fervent 
prayer himself, hoping that the bell would not come 
crashing down on his head.  Obviously something had 
to be done. In the old days, when the place was swarm-
ing with men, it wouldn’t have been such a problem. 
Now, there were just the two of  them, starting to get 
up in years, and with barely enough money for mate-
rials, not to mention hiring skilled laborers. The two 
friars did their best to let people in the town know of  
their plight. They set up collection boxes and managed 
to raise a small amount to put toward a new belfry. But 
it wasn’t enough.
Finally, they realized that the time had come for them 

to give up their mendicant way of  living. For the first 
time in almost four decades, they were going to have to 
look for work. And so they tried. And tried. And tired 
of  trying.
Over the years, they had come to realize that the two 

of  them had complementary talents. Friar Gabe ex-
celled at producing the most beautiful flowers in town, 
and Friar Francis had the gift of  making lovely ar-
rangements that the brothers would deliver to the sick 
and suffering. When the job search proved futile, they 
decided to put their gifts to work — they opened a flo-
rist shop.
From day one, the business was a hit. Townspeople 

who had admired the thriving gardens at the friary and 
faked illness in order to get a sympathy arrangement 
could now purchase their own bouquets on the slight-
est whim. Business boomed — possibly due to the fact 
that these men had lived their entire lives without mak-
ing financial success a priority. Old habits die hard. The 
Lord provided the flowers free of  charge; why should 
they jack up the price to make a profit?  People in the 
town loved to come and do business with these kind 
friars and their miniscule prices.

But there was one person in town who was not so ex-
cited about this new florist shop. That, naturally, was 
the owner of  the previously existing florist shop — the 
one so creatively named “Pete’s Flowers.” 
Now Pete was not a bad man. He was a decent guy 

with a family to support. He did his job and did it well, 
but it didn’t take him long to notice that his custom-
ers were coming in less and less frequently. He lowered 
prices. He offered special deals. He posted advertising 
flyers around town. He lowered prices again. But it 
wasn’t enough.
He paid a visit to the friars and pled with them to raise 

their prices, so he could make enough money to sup-
port his family. But Francis and Gabe couldn’t come to 
terms with putting high prices on something that had 
cost them nothing. They refused.
Pete sent his wife, surrounded by their six young chil-

dren, to beg the friars to have mercy on her family. They 
felt pity for the family, and gave them some of  their 
hard-earned money.
It wasn’t what Pete had in mind.
He asked his next door neighbor, who had once spent 

a year at the friary, to go and have a talk with Gabe and 
Francis. Surely he could talk them into shutting down 
their business and going back to their normal way of  
life. But they had come to love selling flowers. They 
liked the interaction with the people, they said.
Pete went back again and again, trying to talk sense into 

these foolish men with no business sense who were ruin-
ing his life. He sent others to talk to them — anyone who 
might have a chance of  getting the point across. They 
just didn’t get it. The poor guy tried every line, every 
angle, every trick he could think of, and nothing worked. 
He was losing money fast, and feeling desperate.
You know what desperate times call for … desperate 

measures. Pete finally went out and looked up the one 
man he’d spent most of  his life avoiding: Hugh. Hugh 
was the biggest, the baddest, the meanest thug imagin-
able. He’d step on your new puppy and then throw it 
in your sweet grandma’s face without ever batting an 
eye. He was too mean even to have a sidekick. Nobody 
wanted to hang around with Hugh.
If  you wanted to hire someone to shut down a busi-

ness, Hugh was your man. Pete spent the last of  his 
dwindling cash fund on this one final attempt.
No one knows what happened at the friary the eve-

ning Hugh stopped by for a visit. The details of  that 
night will be carried quietly to three graves. But the 
next morning, Francis and Gabe set all their cut flow-
ers on a table outside the door with a sign announcing 
“FREE” and hung a “CLOSED” sign on the door. They 
never sold another flower. The following summer their 
gardens were not so lush. Several years later, the green-
ery around the monastery was practically nonexistent. 
Eventually, the town forgot that there ever were two 
such talented lovers of  flowers in its midst.
Pete’s business, however, flourished with the competi-

tion gone. As his sons grew into men, he was able to 
expand and stock shops in several neighboring towns.
The friars never rebuilt the belfry. It eventually crum-

bled completely. Francis was injured only slightly when 
the bell fell.
This tale has been long, sad and full of  woe, but it 

comes with a cheery little moral. And that is: “Hugh, 
and only Hugh, can prevent florist friars.”
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On Being Human
By JASON ROPP

 Who was it who told me first,
“Write neatly atop the lines”?
But I rebel,
Slanting my page,
Traversing blue borders,
Carving my own path over white ocean.
 
And Yet.
 
Pen, paper, and English remain my medium.



Without that fire, I never would have 
won that award for my arson coverage.
I would still be stuck in Wootensburg, 

Ohio, covering city council meetings 
about which street to pave next, and fire 
company parades with Little Miss Fire 
Queen and other mind-numbing junk.
It was a beauty. I couldn’t have asked 

for better. I just happened to be driving by 
on my way to press-release editing duty 
(I hate to think about it even now). There 
on Center Street, just before the turn onto 
East Vine, a townhouse had turned into a 
torch, the roof crumbling down in and a 
vast orange fireball rushing upward past 
it, eating it as it fell. It wasn’t much of 
a house, but the people standing on the 
lawn were screaming and crying like it 
was some huge loss.
As my shutter clicked over and over, I 

couldn’t help thinking how perfect it was. 
The grief. The energy of the fire. The fire 
company actually doing something be-
sides a parade.
The editor had never let me cover any 

real news, not that there was much in 
a railroad town of 15,000 people in the 
rolling farm country in the foothills of the 
Appalachians. She was making me earn 
my stripes. Well, this should speed up 
that process, I thought.
She was very impressed with the pho-

tos. So was the town, judging by the fact 
there were no papers on the racks by 10 
a.m. the next morning. Our website hits 

exploded. The Midwest Rural Newspa-
per Association was also impressed, and 
awarded me top prize in the “Best Break-
ing News Coverage” category at the an-
nual banquet.
“I just did my best in the circumstances I 

found myself in,” I wrote in my new col-
umn the next day. “I’m honored, but also 
humbled as I think of the pain of this fam-
ily who lost two children in a fire. That is 
nothing to celebrate. It’s the dilemma of 
newspapers — our service to the commu-
nity is telling the bad news along with the 
good, the tragic with the heartwarming. 
We only want to do our best in all cases.”
Not a bad tone to strike. People ate 

it up. I threw myself into the coverage 
of the investigation into the arson, and 
people started to talk about my work. I 
managed to hit just the right homespun 
wisdom tone with my weekly column. 

Reporter catches lucky break

I had a real knack for crime coverage, 
I discovered. I have to admit that much 
of it was luck, being in the right place 
at the right time, but when I got there I 
made the most of it. Fires, vandalism, a 
terrible wreck at a light that had stopped 
working. They all made it onto my re-
sume and that helped me get out of that 
little dead-end, stuck-in-the-Great-De-
pression village.
Indianapolis isn’t the top of the ladder. 

Oh, no. Even this place is sort of a cow 
town. This isn’t my last stop. With a little 
luck, I’ll be moving on soon.
They never did catch that arsonist.  

By Andrew Sharp

A townhouse had 
turned into a torch, the roof 

crumbling down in and  
a vast orange fireball 

rushing upward past it, 
eating it as it fell. 
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like having the best library in history at my dis-
posal. 
Except it’s not American library; American librar-

ians are bound by a code of  conduct that precludes 
their revealing the contents of  patron checkouts 
and inquiries, except when subpoenaed. And in fact, 
there’s more anonymity even than that; one doesn’t 
have to give his or her name to browse a library’s 
stacks or databases. As long as you’re quiet and con-
scientious, you can do whatever you want in Ameri-
can library from its opening to its close, and never 

n my lifetime, only two tech-related companies 
have become so ubiquitous that their proper 
names have become commonly-recognized 
verbs. And they couldn’t be more different. Xe-

rox, the older of  the two, is now inextricably linked 
with a fundamentally simple process. 
Xerox (verb) means what Xerox (noun) made its 

billions doing: to produce, with a scanner and a 
printer, an exact copy of  a sheet of  paper. The pro-
cess is simple; on older machines it leaves no record 
of  what has been done. It’s a camera and a printer 
wired together, and while there are additional fea-
tures available on newer models, the fundamentals 
remain unchanged: Any piece of  paper one puts un-
der that lid and exposes to that scrolling bright light 
will emerge beneath with its contents reproduced. 
The task completes with complete indifference to the 
original contents of  the paper. 
The schematic of  a stealth bomber reproduces just 

as nicely (and just as discreetly, except on newer 
models with internal hard drives), as Nana’s raisin 
bread recipe. The machine Xerox is utterly indiffer-
ent to the contents Xeroxed. 
With google (verb), the act of  using Google (noun’s) 

website, to search the Internet, on the other hand, 
matters could hardly be more opposite; the way the 
former works is utterly dependent on the caprices 
of  decision-makers employed by the latter, in a way 
that’s poorly understood. To make matters worse, 
according to Barton Gellman and Laura Poitras, 
in a June 17, 2013 article in the Washington Post, 

The Back Page(s)
By MATT SWARTZ

The Window That Looks Back

I

the whole process leaves a permanent record, both 
in Google’s servers and in a backdoor pipeline that 
runs into a National Security Agency intelligence-
gathering program called PRISM.  
Tech enthusiasts who skew utopian praise the new 

era of  transparency that digitization of  informa-
tion online offers, and they’re not wrong to do so. 
This afternoon, without leaving my desk, I can ac-
cess millions of  government documents for free, the 
abstracts of  innumerable academic journal articles, 
as well as most public-domain books. In a sense, it’s 
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have to explain your purposes to any government 
employee. 
I’ve had the distinct pleasure of  photocopying and 

uploading an entire rare book to my Internet cloud 
service. No questions were asked, no explanations 
were given. I walked away with a rare treatise about 
the Kennedy assassination in my pocket. 
The Internet offers no similar experience. Google 

keeps a record of  every search made, and they’re cat-
alogued by IP address. That means that they know 
where the searches originate from, at what time, and 
it’s a small step between that and knowing by whom. 
One of  my friends was visited by Secret Service 

agents and asked to explain the specifics of  some of  
the searches he was making. The burden of  proof  
was on him to prove that they were innocuous, not, 
as one would expect from our English Common Law 
roots, on the government to prove that they were 
not. His answers were judged satisfactory, and he 
was ultimately left alone, but being visited by armed 
federal agents is bad for one’s blood pressure, and of  
course records of  that visit are never going away.
Not only are Web searches catalogued forever by 

Google, as noted by Tom Foremski in a 2010 article 
in his Silicon Valley Watcher, but they are subject to 
scrutiny by forces that, while not exactly hidden, are 
less than transparent. They’re also not necessarily 
an accurate representation of  all available informa-
tion about a given subject. 
When I Xerox a page, I get two pages exactly alike, 

assuming I’ve got the paper lined up correctly. Every 
square micrometer of  page, every scintilla of  printed 
data, is reproduced from one page to the other. When 
I google a subject, on the other hand, I have no cer-
tainty that I’m getting results that correspond per-
fectly with what Google has in its databases, nor that 
they’re ranked in a mathematically transparent way. 
We don’t know what Google’s search algorithms 

are, because that’s a trade secret, but that’s only the 

tip of  the iceberg. We also don’t know how they dif-
fer depending on what’s searched for. The ability to 
rank what one sees when googling, for example, po-
litical candidates, is a power more total than that of  
any single mass media outlet, and yet far less fre-
quently discussed.
It’s common knowledge in the search-engine op-

timization community that only a tiny percentage 
of  searchers click through to the second and third 
pages of  results. After reading the listed summaries 
for the first 10 articles, and perhaps clicking one or 
two links, they likely move onto the next subject or 
person feeling informed, as if  they’ve done their due 
diligence. If  they’re under 40, they’ll congratulate 
themselves on Going Directly To The Source, rather 
than relying on what’s broadcast to them. If  they’re 
under 30, they’ll call people who get their news 
from the newspapers and TV more often than from 
Google sheeple (a portmanteau of  sheep and people) 
for their credulity. Google as a source, as a potential 
font of  bias, goes widely unconsidered.
In that vein, imagine a close election; moderate vot-

ers turn to the Web search for answers. And then 
one candidate’s name auto-completes to add “racist” 
or “irritable bowel syndrome” after his name. And we 
know of  this one instance, we don’t know what we 
don’t know. Google’s algorithms are a trade secret.
What can we take away from this? What courses of  

action are necessary/possible? Your poor correspon-
dent could hardly be less qualified to answer (perhaps 
he’d be less qualified if  he didn’t view it as a problem, 
but that’s about it). But imagine if  Web search were 
open source, with the algorithms used to filter and 
rank search results subject to perusal in real time. 
We could also lobby our federal government to stop 

monitoring  those parts of  the Internet, like search, 
that could reasonably be described as private, under 
the older constitutional understanding that warrant-
less search is forbidden, and that individuals have an 
inherent right to privacy (barring extenuating cir-
cumstances, which by definition, cannot exist cate-
gorically). Federal antitrust mechanisms might help 
us by breaking Google up, as they did Bell Telecom 
in the 1980s and Standard Oil in the early 1900s, but 
these are distant goals. 
Search isn’t going to be like photocopying in our 

lifetime, and perhaps the best we can do is be aware 
of  the differences and the power patterns they cre-
ate. In that sense, you, by reading to the end of  this 
piece, by perusing more than the first few pages of  
my authorial results, might have struck a small blow 
for government and corporate transparency and per-
sonal anonymity, merely by familiarizing yourself  
with the unprecedented changes that have taken 
place and musing about whether or not they strike 
you as problematic.
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Window continued

It’s common knowledge in the search-engine optimization 
community that only a tiny percentage of searchers click 

through to the second and third pages of results. After reading 
the listed summaries for the first 10 articles, and perhaps 

clicking one or two links, they likely move onto the next subject 
or person feeling informed, as if they’ve done their due diligence.


