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Introduction 
 
I do not write very quickly, especially not these days. And I’m worse about publishing what I’ve 

written (this even though I also have a blog, which you would think would solve the immediacy 

problem).  Between 2005 and about 2012, I wrote and released five zines (the punk/DIY/independent 

music scene’s precursor to e-books; small handmade magazines about music or culture or sexuality or 

whatever your little independent heart desired). Two were a hodgepodge of essays and fiction, one was a 

sort of memoir, and the other two were a single story in two parts. This is a compilation of the best 

essays that I wrote for the hodgepodge zines (which was also called Spandrel) along with fiction that’s 

been written (and sometimes published elsewhere). It feels good to think about getting these out into the 

world, even if nobody reads them, even though as I get closer to posting them and to telling people that 

they exist the fear is starting to replace the excitement. At least, at the pace that I write, I may not have 

to worry about this fear for another ten years.
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Tin Soldiers 
 

This story was originally published in Slice magazine, in the fall of 2007. 

 

Jake keeps having the same dream, night after night. He figures that it’s some illogical mixture of his 

daytime wanderings through the New Mexico mountains combined with his constant god-awful 

skittishness. In the dream, he’s in a damp, moldering, underground tunnel. Each drop of water that falls 

from the ceiling makes an impossibly loud plop, his lurching steps through the knee-deep water echo off 

the concrete tunnel, and his own breathing resonates loudly in his ears. He tries to move silently, 

knowing with that certainty that comes only in dreams that he’s being followed. No. Not followed. 

Hunted. By the huge, hairy, beady-eyed ape-thing that lives down here and knows every twist of the 

humid, sweaty tunnels. But for that, he would stand in frozen terror, but he has to keep moving and 

hope it loses him.  

And then he feels breathing, hot sweaty breathing over his shoulder, and just before he turns around 

and to face the creature in its red, angry eyes, he wakes up, trembling and covered in sweat. 

 

He came to New Mexico with his girlfriend Amanda because a friend of his says that when he’s 

having trouble writing, a change of scene helps. Jake hasn’t written a word worth saving since he got 

back from the war almost two years ago. New Mexico is also a desert, but it’s a different enough that it 

doesn’t set off any alarms in his head. More rocks, more color, and the air feels clearer—even in the heat 

of the day. A welcome difference from the sandy dullness of Iraq, or the painfully green damp of 

Virginia, where he’s been living since he got back. 

When he said he wanted to leave town, Amanda found an old high school friend of hers with a house 

out here, a small ranch house about an hour away from Abiquiu, near Ghost Ranch, where (according 

to the friend) Georgia O’Keefe lived and painted. Jake supposes he should find this comforting—

somebody found the landscape inspiring, so no reason why he shouldn’t too—but he’s not finding life 

any easier here than it was in Virginia. In Iraq, the words came with almost criminal ease, but now, not 

having to worry about getting his head blown off seems to have dried up all the words in him. So instead 

of writing, Jake roams the mesa country, trying not to think about how it’s been more than two years 

since he wrote anything worth keeping, lying to Manda about how much he’s getting done, never 

actually getting past the first paragraph. Beginning, for him, has always been easy. Figuring out where 

he’s going and how he was supposed to get there is another question entirely. 
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He is supposed to be working on his second book, even though his first book isn't out yet. As the 

publication date gets closer the galleys that have been circulating start to create what his agent calls a 

“buzz.” Clive Barker and Dean Koontz are among the authors who have submitted quotes for the dust 

jacket. Publisher's Weekly and The New York Times Book Review have picked it up for review. A national book 

tour is planned, and after that DC Comics wants to send him to a bunch of comicons, to celebrate their 

own hometown hero who made it big, their Vertigo Comics artist who can also write novels that Clive 

Barker has apparently read and liked. All this means that the publisher wants to put his second book out 

in a timely manner after his first, which means he has to get pretty deep into it before the circus really 

gets started, which means he needs to be writing now, not wandering around New Mexico listening to 

the cicadas buzz and watching the twitchy little green lizards scramble away from him. Amanda found a 

summer job working in a tiny library forty-five minutes away, so every morning she roars away in their 

old red pickup truck, throwing up clouds of dust in her wake, leaving Jake alone to work until she returns 

at dinnertime. 

Some days he can’t wander. If he had an especially bad night, or if the news on TV is bad, then he 

can’t walk the hills without scanning around trees and to the tops of the arroyos, looking for that flash of 

movement, the glint of the sun on a gun barrel. He knows he’s being dumb, he knows this is a different 

desert, but he can’t help himself, and knows from experience that if he goes out walking on those days, 

the fear grows, and the two deserts seem to bleed together, and he can’t move forward or backward in 

his fear. Those days are living nightmares, and his brain, cringing and cowering, drives him back inside. 

Other days, his leg is sore and swollen, knotted with cramps, and he spends the day sitting in a chair next 

to the window, unable to walk. It has been almost two years now, and he still feels caught in the same 

giant hamster wheel—working as hard as he can, and all the time going nowhere. 

  

It is on one of these days, when his leg is unwalkable, that he does the first of several scheduled 

interviews. He is stretched full-length out on the couch, a glass of iced tea dripping with condensation 

resting on his stomach, watching Judge Judy on the satellite when the phone rings. He reaches 

awkwardly over his head to pull the cradle from the end table without sitting up, and exchanges 

pleasantries with several people without engaging his brain before the interviewer introduces herself. He 

has to remind himself to turn off the TV and pay attention. 

“So, Mr. Sullivan, where do you get your ideas?” 

“I signed up on a mailing list, actually. For a fee they send you one idea every other month. I hear it's 

the same mailing list that Stephen King is on.” 

“Come on, really, where do they come from?” 
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“Really? I just pay attention to life around me. The things that people do to each other are way more 

out there than anything I could ever come up with on my own.” 

“You pay attention to life around you and then you write a book about a child who travels in time to 

stop his mother’s murder?” 

“You've never met a kid like that?” 

The interviewer changes the subject. “I heard you wrote this book while you were serving in Iraq.” 

“Yes ma’am. Everyone in my unit had something different to distract them. I started writing this 

story. I finished it about the time that I came home.” 

“How long were you there for?” 

“Almost eighteen months.” 

“Do you think your experiences in the army affected the book at all?” 

“I'm sure they did, but I'm not really comfortable speculating.” He doesn’t notice his hand rubbing 

his thigh, as if to soothe a cramp. 

The interviewer has the sense to move on. “What's your next book about?” 

“My editor told me it was best not to talk about it until I get the first draft in to him. Keep the energy 

focused where it's needed, right?” 

“Fair enough. What made you want to start writing? Going from drawing comics to writing novels is 

a big change.” 

“I've always written, I just never published what I wrote as comics because they didn't fit there. In 

Iraq, I didn't have decent paper or pencils to draw with, so I found a story I could tell with words.” 

“You say you always wrote. Will you tell me some about writing when you were a kid?” 

“I was always reading comics. Superman, Batman, X-Men. And I watched a lot of adventure movies 

with my dad. He loved Errol Flynn and John Wayne. I couldn't get enough of the stories, and when 

there weren't enough of them for me to read, I started writing them to tide me over, and drawing 

pictures to go with them. I eventually started submitting them and my drawings to comics publishers, 

and one thing led to another.” 

“Were you close with your dad?” 

“Oh, yeah. We had lots of similar interests.” Liar, liar, liar. They might have been close, if not for the 

elder Sullivan’s long working hours and hard drinking. Jake had been too frightened of his father to feel 

any sense of camaraderie with him, but he had worshipped his larger-than-life, if unpredictable, father. 

“How do you begin a story?” 

Then, just for a moment, he tells the truth. “Beginning is always easy for me. It's ending that's hard.” 
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Sometime that afternoon, when there’s nothing on TV better than Oprah, he calls his mother. She 

tells him he shouldn’t have called, but he can hear the lie in her voice. She’s lonely since the old man 

died. She tells him the lawyer hasn’t sent her anything from her husband’s estate or investments, and he 

briefly contemplates the headache involved in hiring one lawyer in order to sue another one. 

Before he falls back into the welcome numbness of the television, he calls one of the lawyers he knows 

through his publisher, leaving a message with the secretary to call him back. Then he calls his agent, 

asking in a would-be casual voice about the repercussions that a breach of contract lawsuit might have 

on his future writing career when he fails to turn in a second manuscript. 

The sunlight, tinged with gold, is slanting through the windows when Amanda comes home, and 

finds Jake asleep on the couch, the TV turned to a PBS documentary on global warming. 

 

You might say that for Odysseus, getting home was the easy part. Dodging sorceresses, whirlpools, sea monsters, 

Cyclopes, Amazons, and Sirens was nothing to what he came home to—a son he didn't know, a wife who had mourned him 

long ago, fields that had lain fallow for years. After twenty years, his limbs itched with the burden of not fighting, and the 

physical labor of farming wasn't enough to keep them busy. 

 

The next night, Jake dreams that he’s treading water in a large, dark, cold lake. Dark-looking trees 

and flinty rocks line the shore, so far away that even as he starts swimming he knows he will drown of 

exhaustion before he ever gets there. Swimming somewhere in the lake below him is a large, reptilian 

hunter that doesn’t need to breathe air, that knows where he is the moment he disturbs the surface of the 

water, that will, any moment now, snap its teeth shut on his leg and drag him under. He tries to swim 

faster, knowing as he does that he only goes slower. 

Just before he sinks beneath the surface of the water in exhaustion, there’s a brilliant, blinding flash in 

front of his eyes, and the water all around him roars upward, carrying him along with it. Knocked head 

over heels in the air, he knows he will to lose consciousness and drown when he slaps back down to the 

water, but he wakes up—soaking wet with sweat—before that happens. 

 

Sometimes, Jake pulls the balled-up scraps of his false starts out of the trash before Amanda takes out 

the garbage. He stuffs them in his duffel bag and looks through them later, hoping that one will spark his 

imagination, or that one won't look as bad now as it did when he threw it away. Sometimes he does it for 

three or four days in a row, pulling the same scraps out of the trashcan day after day, until eventually 

Amanda takes them away. He never finds one worth saving. 
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He counts himself lucky in some ways. He knows his nightmares come from his time in the army—his 

mother called it “battle stress” when she was describing his father—but he is grateful that his brain 

changes the setting every night. One night a lake, another night a sewer, another time a science-fiction 

city with impossibly high skyscrapers joined by catwalks buffeted by the wind. If he had to revisit 

Fallujah and Baghdad in his head every night, he’s pretty sure he wouldn’t sleep at all. 

When he does think of Iraq, he tries to think of the barracks tent or the mess tent, and not the patrols 

or the street battles or the way the road disintegrates and flies in your face when you trigger an IED. He 

tries to remember the card games he played with Matty and Casey and Ben, the letters from home, the 

evenings he spent writing in the cheap spiral notebooks that Manda sent him. Now he was one of the 

ones sending letters from home to the boys in Iraq, and it was one of the only places in his head where 

he could write. He tries not to mention the nightmares, or the writer’s block, or the flashbacks, but he’s 

been a writer long enough to know that if the boys look hard enough, they’ll see what he’s not writing 

underneath the words on the page. 

  

He hasn't been reading much but letters, either, come to think of it. Letters that smell of desert sand 

and gunpowder, letters that describe the whistle of smart bombs like falling stars. He wonders if his 

letters still smell like Amanda’s incense when they arrive in the desert, but he doesn’t think so. 

Experience taught him that when it comes to mental imagery, the hot desert sun and the snap of sniper 

fire can trump pretty much any talk of schoolyards and church services that your loved ones try to 

distract you with. 

Jake barely notices his hand trace its way down his leg every time he reads a letter, feeling the seam of 

ending and beginning, the finely definite line of before and after. 

 

One morning, Amanda announces that she has taken the day off from work so they can spend the 

day together. She packs a lunch and a blanket into a daypack and they set out into the hills. The day, as 

per New Mexico usual, is hot and dry, the sky glowing a pale blue, the sun casting very little shadow in 

spite of the mid-morning heat and the cloudless sky. They walk silently, Amanda a little in front, Jake 

limping along behind. 

When Jake was an outpatient at Walter Reed, they were assigned an apartment that was basically a 

hotel room, and it was in the close quarters and the high stress, Jake realizes now, that they stopped 

talking. Conversation didn’t get them anywhere. Amanda learned long ago not to ask about his writing, 

and at Walter Reed she learned not to ask too forcefully about anything else. With an empty feeling 

inside, Jake realizes that he doesn’t know how to say that he hasn't written anything. He doesn’t know if 
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she is okay with the silence between them, or if she is waiting for him to break it and start the search for 

their lost candor. 

They lay out the picnic blanket on a large, flat rock next to a small creek and under large, shady 

cottonwoods. Jake lowers himself to the ground, inhaling the cool sweetness of the air, watching the stilt 

bugs skitter across a small, standing pool. He wants to run somewhere, anywhere, as he did when he was 

in high school, but these days he feels heavy and weighted. He sits, his leg stretched out in front of him, 

one hand scratching absently at the edge of it. 

Amanda, hands him a sandwich and unwraps her own. “Jake? What’re you thinking about?” 

He takes a deep breath, but it doesn’t feel like any air gets in his lungs. It’s one of those days when he 

feels like he’s in a fishbowl full of stale air and built of soundproof glass. “I was thinking about my dad.” 

She takes an enormous bite and watches him thoughtfully as she chews. Finally she swallows in one 

big gulp. “Do you miss him?” 

He shakes his head. “No. I don't really. That's the funny thing. He was a grade A bastard, and I don't 

really miss him.” 

“What were you remembering?” 

“A fight I had with him when I was seventeen. About wanting to be a comics artist.” 

Amanda is quiet for a moment, tucking a stray hair behind her ear. A breeze blows through the 

cottonwood overhead, catching her hair and sending it flying again. “Jake...I know you haven't been 

writing.” 

The sandwich stops halfway to his mouth. “What are you talking about?” 

She smiles her sweet smile at him. “Jake, when you're not writing, you walk around looking like 

you're about to jump out of your skin, and you stop sleeping. You really thought I hadn't noticed?” 

He shrugs. “No. I guess I thought you hadn't.” 

She massages the back of his neck. “Why haven't you been writing? Are you having flashbacks?” 

“No. No flashbacks. I've started dozens of stories, but they all suck, and none of them go anywhere.” 

“Do you want to go home? You don't seem happy here. Let's go back to Virginia.” 

He stares for a moment at the red and brown sandstone mesas rising above them, at the small woody 

plants clinging for dear life to the cliff face. He doesn’t tell Amanda that the more he stays indoors, the 

more dreams of stalking and chasing invade his waking hours. He doesn’t tell her how when he’s around 

people, the loneliness and the emptiness crowd around his throat. He doesn’t tell her that, far from being 

a new species of writer's block, this feels as familiar and empty as the silent fights he had with his father 

fifteen years ago. He doesn’t tell that it’s either walk until he’s so exhausted he doesn’t dream or drink 

himself stupid. He almost says that Virginia isn’t his home, but lets it go. “You're right. Let's go back.” 
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Jake tries to think of something else to say, but nothing comes to him, so they spend the rest of the 

meal with only the tiny creek making conversation for them. Jake watches the water, wondering where it 

goes, if it joins a river somewhere down the line, or if it disappears into the desert, or if it went 

underground and joined an aquifer. Were there any aquifers in New Mexico? 

He helps Amanda pack up the leftovers from lunch, hauls himself to his feet, and holds the picnic 

basket while she folds the blanket. He met Amanda when they were both working at Vertigo, both 

upcoming artists, neither one with a college diploma. She bent so low over her paper that her hair fell 

across it like a curtain, and nobody could see what she was drawing until she sat up to stretch. Jake had 

actually fallen in love with her art before he fell for her, but she had fallen for him, and asked him out. 

They’d been together for barely a year before he joined up. 

She looks up and sees him watching her. “What the hell are you looking at?” Her smile looks almost 

like he remembers it. 

He puts one hand across her shoulders and starts walking back. “Just thinking about when I met 

you,” is what he says, which is not what he meant to say at all, but it’s as close as he can get. 

She stands on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “I love you, too,” and he blushes. 

 

They leave three days later in the dusty red pickup. Jake can’t drive, so Amanda does, while Jake 

reads out loud all through the flat, dusty hours of west Texas. He found a paperback copy of The Grapes of 

Wrath in the ranch house, left $5 to pay for it, and took it along. He read it in high school, under 

coercion from his English teacher, but hadn’t enjoyed it much at the time. He appreciates it more now. 

The Joads left home to find a new beginning, only to find they’d brought their old lives with them. 

They stop the first night in a hotel that is, according to the map, in a town, but the town is nowhere in 

sight when they pull off the interstate. “It’s probably off starving to death a couple of miles off on the 

state highway,” says Amanda. “While everyone on the interstate stays at Motel 6 and eats at the Arby’s.” 

“You want to go find the town?” 

“No. I want a shower.” The air conditioner in the truck is broken, and they’re both hot and sweaty. 

Hanging in the window of the hotel lobby is a sign that says Support Our Troops. The kid behind the 

desk looks like he’s about fifteen, and Jake thinks he recognizes Green Day over the stereo. A double 

room for one night is $32.95. 

In the room, Jake turns on the TV while Amanda takes a shower. He watches the last ten minutes of 

The Simpsons, then switches over to the news as Amanda comes out, wrapped in a towel, and starts 

digging through the duffel bag for clean clothes. 
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The top story of the hour is another bombing in Baghdad. This one killed four soldiers. Amanda, 

hearing, sits next to Jake and puts one arm around him. 

“I knew one of them,” Jake says, quiet. “Matt Murry.” 

“You okay?” Manda asks. 

Jake leans against her. “I’m tired of men I know dying.” 

“Will you tell me about him?” 

But Jake shakes his head. He can’t explain why, really. He doesn’t want to burden her, and he wants 

to leave Iraq behind, not talk about it all the time and carry it around with him. He doesn’t know how to 

say what’s inside him without it seeming smaller than it is when it’s inside his head. 

“I wish you’d talk to me, Jake.” 

He stands up. “Are you hungry? We haven’t eaten since this morning.” 

She looks at him for a moment, that look she used to only get when they were fighting that said she 

was going to get her way whether he liked it or not. Then she sighs. “Sure. Let’s go get dinner.” 

They cross the parking lot to the small diner, passing the pool with dead leaves floating in it. Jake 

walks slower than usual, one arm around Amanda’s waist, and she keeps pace with him. 

The diner is small, six booths against one wall, a dozen stools against the counter in front of the cash 

register and kitchen. There are only two customers, both aging grizzled men with John Deere hats that 

look to Jake like locals. The waitress is middle-aged, and dumpy, her red hair halfway through fading to 

grey. As Amanda and Jake seat themselves in a booth whose seats have been repaired with duct tape, she 

comes around and hands them menus that came off a dot matrix printer. She waits while Jake orders 

scrambled eggs and pancakes, Amanda a hamburger, lemon meringue pie, and coffee. No coffee for 

Jake. He has enough trouble sleeping as it is. 

Amanda cupped her hands around her coffee mug. “Will you at least tell me why you won’t talk to 

me, Jake?” 

Jake shakes his head. “I don’t know. It’s just…hard. On the one hand, Iraq seems so close. It seems 

like I carry it around inside my head. On the other, it’s so far away. In distance and in…in experience. I 

can’t explain to you how weird it is that we’re just sitting here, in front of windows, and you’re sitting 

there drinking coffee, and there’s no tanks outside, no piles of bricks that used to be buildings…” he 

trails off, his eyes involuntarily raking the parking lot, even as the rest of him is aware of the two 

customers, the waitress who is now counting tips, the old man flipping his pancakes and Amanda’s 

burger. “It’s too far away for me to be able to describe.” 

She is watching him, and he is conscious that this is the most he’s said about the war since he came 

back. “I worry about you. You don’t seem to be able to leave it behind.” 
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He shrugs. “I don’t think you ever leave anything behind. Some memories are just…louder than 

others.” 

“Omnia mutantur, nihil interit,” murmurs Amanda into her coffee cup. 

He stares at her blankly. “What?” 

She smiles at him. “Didn’t think I spoke Latin, did you? I saw it in a book once. It means ‘everything 

changes, but nothing is truly lost.’” 

Jake rubs one hand up and down his leg. “Some things are lost. And some people.” 

She reaches under the table and takes his hand in hers. “Depends on your point of view, I guess.” 

The waitress comes back then, puts the hamburger in front of Jake, the eggs and pancakes in front of 

Amanda. They wait until her back is turned, then switch plates. This time, halfway through the meal, it 

is Jake who reaches under the table for Amanda’s hand. 

 

That night, Jake dreams. He is back in the diner he and Amanda ate in that night, only the place is 

empty of employees and other customers. The place seems bigger than he remembers, and there is 

something odd about the light—it shifts and distorts, so that now he can see across the restaurant, now 

his vision is distorted and foggy. In his dream-sense, he knows that there are other people that he can’t 

see in the diner, but for once this doesn’t bother him, because he knows that they are soldiers like 

himself. 

He holds a cup of coffee in his hands, and his knees jiggle up and down with nervousness. He’s sitting 

in the same booth where he and Amanda had dinner, only instead of Amanda, now it’s Matt that sits 

across from him. He is propped in the corner like a ghastly doll, bleeding from the stumps where his 

arms and legs used to be, staring uselessly at a plate of bacon and eggs in front of him. He looks up at 

Jake, as if Jake has just sat down, and his eyes are empty and dark. “Heya, Professor.” 

“What the hell are you doing here?” Jake asks. “You’re dead.” 

“No I’m not.” 

“Yes you are. I saw it on the news. IED in Iraq, you’re dead.” 

“No I’m not. The reports of my death have been, as they say, greatly exaggerated. It’s only a flesh 

wound, really.” 

Jake bites back a scream. “Don’t quote Monty Python to me, motherfucker. You’re dead. What’re 

you doing here?” 

“I wanted to know when your book is coming out. I didn’t get your last letter before I was blown up.” 

“A couple of months. I was going to send you a copy. I was going to send you all copies.” 

“You should still send ‘em. Just ‘cause I can’t read ‘em…you writing another one?” 



	   14 

“I’m supposed to be.” 

“Well, why aren’t you?” 

“Can’t think of anything to write.” 

“You ever figure out what happened to Odysseus?” 

“No.” 

“Write about that, man. Didn’t Greek heroes talk to the dead sometimes? I thought I told you to 

write about that. I thought you knew I wanted to read it.” 

“I think they only spoke to the dead if they took the journey to Hades. What are you doing here?” 

“Ah, well, the ferry’s pretty crowded, you know. I have to wait my turn. Speaking of, though…” he 

tilted his head, as if listening. “Yes, I think the 2:35 is on its way in. Hear it?” 

Now that he listened, Jake thought he could, at least, he could hear a wet, watery noise. 

Matt looked at him with empty, fathomless eyes. “You better go, man. You don’t want to be put on 

the ferry by accident.” 

“I guess not. Matt, I…good luck, man.” 

“And you, Professor. And keep your eyes peeled. You never know where those ragheads are hiding.” 

  

Jake wakes with a start, covered in sweat as usual. A crack of light under the door and the empty 

space next to him tells him that Amanda is in the bathroom. He gets up and, moving across the room, 

peeks out the hotel window, careful not to step in front of it, leaving the lights off so that anyone outside 

can’t look in. He looks out the peephole and checks that the chain lock is still in place before leaning 

heavily against the door. He covers his face with his hands and tries to remember the dream, but it’s 

already fading from his memory, and he can remember nothing but a lot of blood and a cup of coffee. 

He tries to remember the last time he slept through the night. He tries to look ahead, to see when this is 

going to end, but he sees only the same hamster wheel turning in place. 

Amanda comes out of the bathroom, jumps and grabs her chest when she sees him against the door. 

“Jesus, Jake. You scared the crap out of me.” 

“Sorry,” says Jake. “I thought I heard something. But maybe it was just you in the bathroom.” 

“Come back to bed?” 

He shakes his head. “Will you grab my laptop for me? I think I have…I mean, I had…a dream.” 

Luckily, late at night Amanda isn’t one to ask questions. She hands him the laptop and crawls back 

into bed. 
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Father and son. Don't let the old stories fool you; the first important stories were not about man and wife, but about 

father and son. God and Jesus. Chronos and Zeus. Abraham and Isaac, Odin and Thor. What was Adam doing, when he 

named the animals, if not making them his own, his children, in a way? And what were Isaac, Jesus, and Thor doing if not 

trying to fight their way out from under the legacy their fathers left on their heads? Only Zeus truly managed it, and he did it 

by waging bloody war on his father, and exiling him to the deepest depths of Hades. The Odyssey ends just when it's 

getting interesting, just when Odysseus and Telemachus are getting to know each other. 

  

But Amanda hadn’t given him the power cord, and the battery on the laptop dies before he hits save. 

 

Jake won’t eat in the diner the next morning. Amanda questions him, mystified. He doesn’t tell her 

why, because he can no longer remember, but she assumes he’s having one of his days and leaves the 

room to check out, leaving Jake to pack the truck. He does, then climbs in to wait for her. 

Jake spends most of the day staring silently out the window. Once, Amanda asks him to read aloud, 

and he starts to, but after only a couple of pages he trails off and stares out the window, unaware he’s 

stopped reading, and Amanda doesn’t get him going again. He is thinking about September 11th, about 

the days after, about the feelings of patriotism and service and the promise of a college fund that made 

him join up in the first place, that probably inspired Matt and the others to join up as well. 

Jake thought that, when it came down to it, when the bullets started flying and the shells started 

dropping and all his ideas about patriotism had narrowed to focus only on keeping the man next to him 

alive, he had conducted himself honorably. He had not been a weak link in the unit. And he was proud 

of that. But he doesn’t quite understand how courage could come at the expense of the patriotism that 

had inspired him to join up. He doesn’t remember precisely when his reasons for doing everything 

changed. 

Odysseus hadn't wanted to go to war. He'd tried to fake insanity to get out of it—history's first draft 

dodger. Not because he was a coward, but because he didn't think thousands of men should die because 

Menelaus couldn't hold on to his wife. Once in the war, though, he was one of the Greeks' greatest 

warriors. 

Amanda lets him sit in silence until the flat blankness of eastern Texas has started to give way to the 

western hill country, when the trees start to show up in heights large enough to relieve the monotony of 

the horizon. 

“What’re you thinking about, baby?” she reaches out and massages the nape of his neck. 

“Those kids that died yesterday. And…” he lapses into silence, almost doesn’t say it, then suddenly, 

he does. “And thinking about how scared they must’ve been, when they realized they’d just been blown 
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up.” It’s the closest he’s come, in two years, to saying how certain he was, that day in Iraq, that a rebel 

was going to run up to him while he lay helpless in the dirt and shoot him between the eyes. 

“Because that’s how it was for you?” 

He nods, his jaw clamped shut, his eyes staring at the horizon. 

“Why don’t you tell me about it? You never talk about what happened.” 

He shakes his head and looks at his lap. At his leg, or what’s left of it. “And say what? It was hell, 

that’s all. Not the whole eighteen months, but that day, anyway. What else do you need to hear?” 

“I want to hear from you, Jake. I want to know what you see when you look out the window.” 

“I don’t see anything out the window,” he says so quietly that she’s not sure she heard. 

“What do you see, then?” 

But he doesn’t answer. 

 

That night, in another cloned hotel room, Jake dreams again. He is in the center of what looks like a 

hotel room, except that there are at least six doors leading in, six possible entrances. And the Hunter is 

outside, and will at any moment come through one of the doors. And Jake realizes two things: one is that 

he is not afraid. The other, less important, is that he has a gun. With grim satisfaction, he decides that 

he’s done being the hunted in this endless, cyclical dream. He picks a door at random to watch, knowing 

the door that opens will be the one behind him. 

All six doors open at once, and though he should be able to clearly see what it is, his dream-sight fails 

him. The same creature comes boiling out of all six doors, and it looks like Amanda. It looks like the 

gorilla-thing from his previous dreams, it looks like a werewolf, and it looks like Matt, coming at him 

with bare teeth because he has no arms or legs to fight with. It looks like an Iraqi boy too young to be a 

soldier but who turns out to be a suicide bomber. The monster—monsters?—looks like all these things at 

once, and none of these things. 

 

And Jake, asleep next to Amanda, comes thrashing into consciousness with a noise that’s half bellow 

and half scream. Amanda, next to him, wakes up a sudden participant in a dream she knows nothing 

about. 

Still more than half-asleep, Jake rises from the bed, ready to fight anything in front of his fists, but in 

his dream he has two legs, and in reality his right leg ends at the knee. He topples over before he’s even 

fully upright, hitting the other bed and the bedside table, falling between the two, getting tangled in his 

prosthetic which he flings away. It hits the window heel-first and the glass spiderwebs but doesn’t shatter. 
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Amanda drops on the floor next to Jake and wraps her arms around him from behind, though he’s 

still struggling, and as he wakes up at last, the sobs take on words, or rather, one word. 

“Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck oh FUCK,” he repeats, inarticulate with anger and bewilderment. He tries 

to pull away from Amanda and get up, but she’s stronger than him now, and she won’t let him go. He 

lets his head fall back against her chest, unable to stop crying, glad she can’t see his face because he’s 

ashamed to have lost it so completely. 

“Take it easy, Jake,” she whispers. “It’s okay. Take it easy.” And that almost sends him off again, 

because that day in Iraq, when the guys he was on patrol with loaded him and Casey, both hurt, onto 

the Jeep, Jake was screaming and cursing and panicked because he knew what had just happened to 

him. It had been Matt, that time, who held on to Jake and told him to take it easy, gave Jake just enough 

to hold on to so that he didn’t go off the deep end. 

“Take it easy, baby. Take it easy…” she repeats it, like a lullaby, and at last Jake stops cursing, draws 

in a long raggedy breath. 

“Are you okay?” 

He is suddenly exhausted. “I think so.” 

“Did you hurt yourself?” 

“No. Did I hurt you?” 

“No. She runs her fingers through his hair. “Let’s get back in bed.” 

He pushes himself up with his hands, and she braces him from behind so he doesn’t fall backwards. 

He steers himself for the bed, falls into it. Amanda rights the covers and climbs in next to him. She falls 

asleep, her arms around Jake, but he lies awake, too shaken to fall back asleep lest he fall back into the 

same dream he just woke up from. 

  

They return, in the next few days, to their uneasy silence. Jake reads from The Grapes of Wrath as they 

pass through Arkansas and Tennessee and, at last, Virginia, but other than that, he doesn’t talk much, 

and his sleep is uneasy and tense. No more dreams, at least not that bad, but he feels constantly haunted 

by half-remembered images of blood and heat, and the feeling of a trapped animal with no way out. 

Back in Virginia, he resumes his habit of roaming, even if he does have to be more careful here about 

setting off alarms in his head. 

They’ve been home for a couple of weeks when Jake gets a letter in the mail that Amanda’s friend 

forwarded from the New Mexico house. It has the postmark of the American army base in Germany, 

and counting the days backwards as he reads, Jake realizes he already knows what it will say. He skims it, 
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his eyes picking up words like roadside explosion and noise and buddies and dead. And legs. That word only 

shows up once, but Jake can see it lurking behind every line on the page. 

 

It’s almost a week before he can get himself back to the “Amputee Alley” ward in Walter Reed Army 

Medical Center to welcome his buddy home. Ben’s still admitted as a patient, soon to be released to the 

apartments of wounded men and their families that the army provides to outpatients while they work out 

things like fake limbs, disability payments, medical care back home, before they leave Virginia. 

Jake knocks at the doorway to the room, and Ben turns his eyes from the television and hits mute on 

the remote. A smile crosses his face but doesn’t touch his eyes. “Hey, Professor.” 

“Hey,” says Jake, checking out the flat space on the bed below Ben’s hips. He knows it would do no 

good to pretend not to see. “Well, I always said you weren't more than half a man, and now you look it.” 

“Hell, at least I'm symmetrical,” says Ben. “Look at you, though. Standing and walking and 

everything. They did a good job on you, huh?” 

“Yeah, not bad. Want to see what you're in for?” 

Ben hesitates for a moment. “Yeah. You mind?” 

“Nope,” says Jake, and is surprised to find that he isn’t lying. He pushes the release button on his leg 

and pops it off, and hands it to Ben to look at. “Did the doc tell you what your chances are?” 

“He won’t say. I got no knees, which makes walking harder, I guess.” 

“Yeah. I've seen it done, though.” 

“How long did it take you?” 

“After my leg healed enough to handle the prosthetic? A month or so. But I only lost one.” 

They sit in silence for a few minutes, their thoughts weaving in and out of what has been left unsaid. 

Jake is lost in thought, remembering when it had been him in the bed, trying to look ahead to his next 

life. 

Ben hands his leg back to him. “How'm I supposed to teach my son to play football like this, 

Professor?” 

“Use one of your legs as the ball,” suggests Jake, trying to sound light, knowing the question has no 

answer. Ben doesn’t laugh, and Jake leans forward, elbows on his knees, regretting his joke and hoping 

sincerity will make up for it. “Look, man. I asked all the same questions you're asking yourself. I was 

worried about Manda, and about the kids I want to have someday, all that. I didn't know if she'd still 

want to be with me, you know? But that’s one worry you don’t have. Your son will be glad he still has 

you. He won't care about the rest. That’s how Amanda was. She didn’t give a shit about my leg.” He 

pauses for a moment. “Have you looked at your stumps yet?” 
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Ben slowly, silently shakes his head. 

“You might as well, man. Get it over with. The sooner you start getting used to it, the better.” 

Ben smiles again, but it still doesn’t reach his eyes. “When’s that book of yours coming out?” 

“In a couple of months.” The guys in his unit all had different ways of decompressing, coping with 

Baghdad, not letting the war take over their minds. Jake started writing his story. The guys had all called 

him Professor, as much because of the glasses he wore when he was writing and reading as because of 

the writing itself. “I'm supposed to be writing another one.” 

“Well, why aren't you?” 

“Can't think of anything to write.” 

“You ever figure out what happened to Odysseus?” Jake had told the guys, once, how unsatisfying he 

found the end of The Odyssey.  

“No.” 

“Write about that, man. There's a story even I might read.” 

“Only if I get it published by Sports Illustrated, though, right?” 

Another hint of that soulless smile. “Of course.” 

On the silent television, the news shows a parade of war protestors on the Mall in DC, holding signs 

with slogans and a few depicting Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Rice as the Four Horsemen of the 

Apocalypse. From what Jake can see, the dominant fashion choices are dreadlocks and sandals, but there 

are a few that looked like parents in the mix, and young college kids. 

Ben’s eyes cloud over. “Can you believe them?” he asks Jake. “Fucking ingrates. Don’t they have any 

sense of loyalty?” 

Jake shrugs. “For every one of them, there’s another who supports us and the President. They just 

don’t feel the need to march around with signs. Don’t get yourself worked up over the crazies.” The 

truth is, he doesn’t have the energy to get worked up over the protestors. Though he’s been discharged, 

he still thinks like a soldier. It’s not his job to get involved in politics and policy. His job is to take orders 

and to protect his country, to stand between the children, mothers, grandparents, the schoolyards and 

churches of his home and the cowardly, evil, raghead fucks who would destroy it, simply because it’s 

there. He wants to live up to the legacy of his father and grandfather, to make the world a safer place for 

his unborn children. He believed all that, deep in his heart, the day he joined up in 2002. 

He doesn’t disbelieve now, exactly. It’s more that there’s an empty space where his belief used to be. 

It’s that all those reasons don’t seem as real anymore. His reasons for fighting grew much narrower when 

he was in the desert. Him or them. His buddies or theirs. His simple existence, the space he takes up and 

their air he breathes, is an insult to them. 
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Jake leaves the hospital lost in thought, remembering the patrols he’d gone on with Matt before he’d 

had his leg blown off and Matt and Ben had been sent back for a third tour. He forces himself to walk, 

not run, back to his car, biting down on his back teeth, not allowing himself to scan the tree line for 

enemies. He drives home, drives even though he’s irrationally certain that his car will blow up before he 

ever gets back to Amanda. 

 

Jake doesn’t really notice how, more and more often, his roaming takes him back to the halls of 

Walter Reed to visit Ben and, eventually, make friends with other soldiers in the ward. He doesn’t 

realize, until it stops, how his leg has been aching from all the walking, and how sitting down and talking 

to the other guys gives it the rest it needs. His eyes still roam over the tops of buildings looking for 

snipers, his dreams are still filled with stalkers and assassins, and when he and Amanda go out for a 

couple of beers and a group of frat boys start playing pool in the back, the crack of the billiard balls is 

still enough to send him out of the bar, but slowly he realizes that he can breathe again.  

He finds that at Walter Reed, it’s easy for him to make accommodations for the wounded soldiers—

to help with missing limbs, to have patience with forgetful and damaged minds, to soothe men who go to 

pieces at the sight of blood, to keep company with those who are slow and lethargic from antipsychotic 

meds. He roams the halls of the hospital now, and he sometimes catches himself having more patience 

with himself, because the other soldiers have patience with him, too. He remembers two years ago, when 

he first came home, before his dad had died, how he didn’t want Amanda to visit him and couldn’t 

handle anyone touching him. It isn’t quite a new beginning, and it’s been a long time coming, but he’s 

able to breathe and is starting to think about writing. One of the nurses says she’s grateful that he comes 

and talks to the soldiers sometimes. She says she thinks it helps. Jake isn’t sure of that, but he keeps 

coming anyway, because when he’s surrounded by people who know what’s up, the cringing part of his 

brain grows a little quieter. 

And Ben won’t shut up about the story. Jake thinks the main problem is that he’s started reading the 

damn Odyssey, an old battered copy that Jake brought in so that Ben wouldn’t watch television all day. 

“Come on, man,” Ben says, unconsciously echoing Matt, “you and me both know the whole damn thing 

is nothing but one long introduction. When are you going to write the beginning? I thought you liked 

beginnings.” And Jake, who has long felt he won’t be able to write until he finds his way out of the 

fishbowl, starts to realize that maybe writing would lead him to the door, instead of the other way 

around. 
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Odysseus stood on the beach of Ithaca, watching the waves lap steadily against the shore, trying not to see the beach in his 

mind, the one where the sand was stained red and air was filled with the screams of brave men dying. He tried to train 

himself to not scan the horizon for ships. He tried to be a farmer, to be the man he used to be. He wouldn't let himself bring 

his spear with him to the fields, wouldn't let himself scan the horizon for ships. He pretended not to notice the way his wife 

didn't know how to move around him anymore, the way his son greeted guests as the head of the household, momentarily 

forgetting his father’s regained position as head of the household and King of Ithaca. As the summer faded to autumn, and 

then winter, it got easier, because armies never attacked in the winter, and it was too rough to sail to Ithaca. As the weather 

got colder, Odysseus felt the taut lines running through his mind relax slowly. 

But as spring returned, a ship did come. It was Nestor’s son Pisistratus, and he had come for Telemachus. He had come 

to take Odysseus's son to war. 
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Ghost Train 
“Let’s be nice to each other.” –Graffiti on a subway flier 

 

It starts before I even get to the station. We’re already all facing the same direction, walking in step, 

and pretending we don’t see each other. If I was one of the pigeons floating free in the Brooklyn sky, I 

would see marching lines from eight compass directions, all converging on turnstiles.  

When I moved to New York in my twenties, I was actually excited about public transportation 

system.1 Denver’s fare is the same but it feels more expensive because it takes more time and goes fewer 

places. Most buses only run once or twice an hour outside of the downtown epicenter, and it’s easy to 

spend as much if not more time waiting for the bus than actually sitting on it. New York gets you places 

faster (or at least, it feels that way), but besides one being underground and one being over, at first, the 

systems felt the same. There’s the lines, everyone trying to leave everyone else alone. People not yielding 

to others’ personal space. There’s the drunks and the noisy kids. There’s the guys (always guys) who 

spread their legs so far apart that their dick practically has a seat to itself. There’s the fact that everything 

runs fine until you’re running late, and then the bus will break down and sit there for twenty extra 

minutes. 

 

When I was a kid, New York was NYPD Blue, the title sequence with fireworks and the Chinese 

dragon and percussive subways. Andy Sipowicz’s violent bluntness and Donna Abondando’s flattened 

vowels.  

New York was gardens in fire escapes and trees growing in Brooklyn. 

New York was Broadway musicals like Cats. Bright lights and businesses open 24 hours. Where I grew 

up, the only thing open 24 hours was the grocery store and the gas station.  

New York was where the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles lived. Spider-Man, Batman, the Gargoyles. 

The X-Men live up the road in Westchester. “11th and Bleecker? (sniff, sniff)…Nope, this is only 9th St! Get it?” 

(I didn’t get it, but I loved it.) Everybody (except maybe Batman) made use of the sewers and the 

subways. Before I knew about the actual homeless people who live down there, there were the Morlocks, 

unsightly mutants in the X-Men universe who live in the sewers because they’ll be lynched if they 

venture aboveground.  

A little bit later, as a teenager, New York was punk and hip hop. Cigarette smoke and graffiti. 

Mutilated subway cars. Jesus died for somebody’s sins but not mine. 

                                                
1	  Yes.	  I	  am	  a	  nerd.	  
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New York was black and white photos of skinny, shaggy-haired men in sunglasses looking 

unimpressed. Rock rock, Rockaway Beach. Rock rock, Rockaway Beach. 

The Wetlands had all-ages punk and ska matinees every week. I didn’t know “Take the A Train,” but 

“Underground Town” by the Toasters was in pretty constant rotation. Nervous nun with a heavy bag shakes 

her head at the man in drag, in the underground town, riding on the subway in New York City. 

Maybe England gave punk its fashion sense, but New York gave it a soul. Six years ago, a very hot summer 

night. Avenue A, with my friends, hanging tight…The air was tense, muggy as fuck, Lower East Side, running amok! 

The Bouncing Souls are actually from New Jersey, but I didn’t discriminate. Punkers should be pale and 

pasty. The pizza here is fierce and tasty. East Coast! Fuck you! (“Fuck you” here said in a self-congratulatory 

way, as in, “I dismiss everywhere that is not the northeastern seaboard.”)  

New York was about making your own rules and carving out your own space. New York was self-

sufficiency and exploration, where only the resourceful survive. 

What I didn’t see then was that with self-sufficiency comes loneliness. And while stories get written 

about people who have survived, who’ve become legendary, below them are layers and layers of people 

who came here with dreams bright in their hearts and who left with nothing but ashes. Or who didn’t 

escape at all. 

You never read stories about them.  

 

I still feel vague, morbid surprise every time I get on the subway. Don’t people fall off the platform? 

(Yes. ) Get hit by the front car? (Yes.) Land on the third rail? (Yes.)  I’m fascinated by the garbage 

between the rails, by the rats. It amazes me that in this world where consumers are cautioned that bags 

of peanuts contain nuts, where playgrounds are padded and cars have upwards of four airbags and 

onboard maps, that I just walk through this turnstile and am expected to watch out for my own safety. 

There’s no guardrails, no guards, no attempt to keep people back other than the rough yellow floor 

panels. Every time I get hit with the whack of air pushed aside by the front of the car roaring into the 

station (which I try to not inhale), I check to make sure I’m back from the edge. I imagine London. 

Madrid. Die Hard: With a Vengeance. What will I do when catastrophe strikes?2 This continued fascination 

with the subway is probably one of the things that will give me away as a non-New Yorker, even if I 

spend the next thirty years here. 

 

                                                
2	  It	  may	  be	  worth	  noting	  that	  I	  have	  exceeded	  my	  lifetime	  allotment	  of	  Law	  and	  Order,	  as	  recommended	  by	  the	  Association	  for	  
Propagating	  Realistic	  Fears	  Through	  Television	  Council.	  
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New Yorkers are supposed to be unflappable. Callous. They’ve seen it all, they don’t notice insanity 

or weirdness. New Yorkers just want to get where they’re going and not be bothered. People 

commented, after September 11th, how unusually nice everyone in New York was being to each other. 

When I moved here, I watched people watching weirdness—the drunks and the buskers and the beggars 

and people yelling at each other. I’ve decided that New Yorkers are just as put off by insanity and 

weirdness as people in Denver. But, like abused spouses who only want to avoid conflict whenever 

possible, subway riders employ the strategy of disengagement. Ignore it. It’ll go away. Ignore it. It’ll 

confine itself to ricocheting off the walls, it won’t splatter on me. There’s only three stops to go. It’s not 

worth the trouble. 

I watch the people watching. We keep a close eye on the weirdness, all of us. We need to know the 

precise moment when Operation Ignore must escalate to Operation Mandatory Evacuation. 

 

On the A train from JFK, two little black boys are arguing over how best to do the Moonwalk. One 

has the backward slide down. The other has noticed how Jackson would kick his knees forward just a 

little. They each have half the formula, they just need to combine it. 

I make the mistake of opening my mouth to tell them this. They stare at me, stunned, unblinking. I 

have invaded their privacy. 

In my defense, I had just moved to New York. I didn’t know about Operation Ignore yet. 

 

Manhattan-bound Q train. In the Prospect Park area, mid-afternoon. The train fills up with middle- 

and high-schoolers boiling with seven hours of pent-up energy. They’ve been riding the subway since 

they were in strollers, and the train car might as well be their living room. The adults on the train are all 

engaged in Operation Ignore. 

Three kids at the end of the car are practicing back flips and swinging off the handrails. They’re 

cursing and yelling at each other, playfighting, acting hardcore.3 They are clearly not hardcore, they’re 

just obnoxious kids who are enjoying being unsupervised just a little too much. It would be funny if they 

weren’t so loud. 

I don’t hear what the older man sitting near them says. I don’t think I even heard the kids reply to 

him at first. Sometimes when things go wrong, you notice that they’re wrong before you actually hear 

anything wrong. The kids were shouting and cursing before, and they’re shouting and cursing now, but 

somehow now it’s wrong. The others in the car have noticed too. I see people pausing iPods, eyes 

shifting in still heads, body language subtly stiffening. Operation Ignore is being re-evaluated. 
                                                
3	  Now	  that	  I	  think	  about	  it,	  I’ve	  never	  seen	  kids	  horse	  around	  on	  the	  platform.	  On	  the	  cars,	  all	  the	  time.	  On	  the	  platform,	  never.	  
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“Shut the fuck up, old man. Big-nosed motherfucker,” says the girl. The boys agree, chime in with 

similar invective, punctuated with the creative and ever-useful “Fuck you, motherfucker.” There’s five of 

them, and they’re mad, or want everyone to think they are. Want everyone to think they’re tough. I 

hope they don’t decide that they need to prove their toughness next. There’s five of them, and one of 

him, and a whole traincar of people pretending not to be there.  

I told myself that if I was at that end of the car, I would’ve spoken up.  

I told myself that if it escalated, I’d do something.4 

I told myself that adding myself to the confrontation would only escalate the situation further. 

I told myself that the man down there, who had probably only said what all of us were thinking, 

deserved more support than carefully averted gazes. 

But I did nothing. I stayed on the train long enough to make sure that the man and the kids got off at 

different stops. But I did nothing. 

 

I don’t know exactly when I started referring to the subway as The Cattle Cars in my head, a 

characterization that evolved in spite of myself and against my will, since all of my previous associations 

with people and cattle cars have genocidal overtones. It was sometime after I stopped going into mosh 

pits because they felt too much like crowded trains. After I moved to Brooklyn and started spending 

upwards of three hours a day on the trains, pressed against people who were pretending I wasn’t there. 

Or, a couple times, people who were far too aware that I was there, and that I have desirable body parts. 

You tell yourself you’ll never put up with that shit if it happens to you. And then it happens, and the 

train’s so crowded you can’t tell who it is, and you’re already late to work, and you don’t want to be the 

crazy weirdness that all the New Yorkers watch without watching. So you shut up. Your stop is only 

three away. Deal with it. Ignore. Evacuate. 

 

Late at night in Union Square station. On the upper level, a busker is playing bagpipes, an 

instrument not designed with low ceilings and tiled walls in mind. Every time he finishes a song, the air 

fills with angry shouts from the homeless men who are trying to sleep. 

Even one level down, at the other end of the platform, with my music turned all the way up, I can still 

hear them. 

 

In a city of eight million people, I’m the most alone I’ve ever been. I don’t really know anybody here, 

I don’t have any roommates, and at the mixers and get-to-know-yous and bar hours that my school’s 
                                                
4	  Ignoring,	  of	  course,	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  already	  had.	  
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student life organizers put together, I mill around on the edges for an hour or so before leaving without 

successfully talking to anyone. Sometimes it feels like days go by without me saying anything, without 

speaking at all. I start to listen to more Fresh Air and This American Life than is strictly necessary for 

anybody.5 Ira Glass is the closest thing I have to company. I realize that if something happens to me, it 

could be days, maybe weeks, before anyone at home really got worried. I start to wonder if the people on 

the subway aren’t just ignoring me. Maybe I really am invisible. Maybe I’m not really here. 

 

Manhattan-bound Q train. I notice an older guy with a long face in a shabby Carharts jacket and 

dusty jeans, three days’ stubble scuffing his cheeks. I don’t know why I noticed him. I would have 

forgotten him if I hadn’t seen him again on the train back to Brooklyn hours later. 

New York is probably the only place in the world where I would notice this happen and not find it 

sinister. 

Contrary to what my relatives back home believe, New York isn’t sinister. It’s just that random. The 

astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson says that in a world of infinite universes, events and people and entire 

galaxies are bound to repeat themselves. In the near-infinite universe of the subway, people repeat, and 

after so many random encounters it finally seems natural to see the same person twice. Buskers repeat. 

Homeless people repeat. I repeat. 

 

Weekday morning. Q train. Manhattan bound. The train grinds to a halt between Church Ave and 

Prospect Park, above ground thank God, and the driver on the intercom tells us that a train ahead of us 

on the tracks has lost signal and isn’t moving. We’re between stations so they can’t just open the doors 

and let us out. The sun is shining, and the temperature in the car starts to rise. I pause my iPod, and I’m 

keeping my cool about being late to class, but one guy is pacing up and down the car trying to pull the 

doors open, and when that doesn’t work, trying to get into the conductor’s compartment, since we’re in 

the first car. I don’t know what they say to each other, but he somehow convinces the driver that the 

least dangerous option is to let him stand in the gap between cars. He stays out there for maybe twenty 

minutes, presumably taking deep breaths. 

The train doesn’t move for over an hour. 

 

Waiting at the Franklin Avenue station to transfer from the S to the C, I notice that somebody has 

been using the subway wall to chronicle how long they spend waiting for the Manhattan-bound C train 

                                                
5	  As	  recommended	  by	  the	  Association	  for	  Fostering	  Calm	  Measured	  Tones	  in	  Public	  Radio.	  
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late at night. 25 minutes. 37. 32. Somebody else has advised, via Sharpie, that the record keeper needs to 

get a life. 

I think of convicts who mark off the days of their sentences on prison walls. Only at Franklin Avenue, 

you aren’t counting down to freedom. You can only watch as the carefully counted minutes slip into the 

void. 

 

I hardly ever give subway buskers money. Partly because I don't have any, and partly because I 

generally don't appreciate being held hostage for art's sake. Music should be something you choose to 

partake in. It's not fair to entertain me when I'm not interested in being entertained. 

Once there was a teenager freestyling about being homeless. I don't know if he was homeless or not, 

but in the middle of a flow, as he was holding onto the railing above the seats and not super-conscious of 

the space he was filling, the person sitting under him asked him to step back. And he did, changing his 

rap in mid-flow to apologize to the man, and rapped a little bit about being apologetic. That impressed 

me, so the kid got a dollar. 

The second time I gave money, it was the same week (maybe even the day after) that my boyfriend 

dumped me. A trio of men came on, and sang this beautiful gospel rendition of "This Little Light of 

Mine." I've actually seen them twice now, and given them money both times, because anyone who 

makes me cry deserves money. 

The third and fourth times were crews of breakdancers. It takes a lot of practice to do breakdancing 

and do it well,6  to say nothing of doing it on a moving train, hanging off the poles and the handlebars 

and not hitting any of the passengers.  

   

I try to remind myself that my hours in the subway aren’t lost in the void. I try to remind myself to 

use the time constructively, to read or do homework, not deflate into playing Solitaire on my iPod. 

Taking the bus in Denver, I got through two or three books a week. Now I’m lucky to get through a 

book a month. I’m not sure what happened.  

One of my coworkers tells me that when he moved to New York, he didn’t realize just how depressed 

he really was until he stopped riding the subway and started to feel better. 

It’s fourteen miles from my house to school. It would probably take me two hours by bike. I am not 

that hardcore. Neither is my bike. 

 

                                                
6	  Not	  that	  I've	  tried.	  
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One of the books I get through is Patti Smith’s Just Kids. Patti Smith moved to New York with a 

change of clothes and her favorite books in a single suitcase. She slept in parks and begged in restaurant 

kitchens for leftovers. She haunted Brooklyn, Soho, the Lower East Side. She lived at the Chelsea Hotel, 

performed poetry in St. Mark’s Place, saw the murdered bodies pile up in Greenwich Village in the early 

1970s, went to parties with Andy Warhol. Haunted the steps of Electric Ladyland and met Jimi, Bob, 

and Janis. She performed at CBGB’s. She worked at the Strand and at Scribner’s. She stole books but 

paid for food. At a time when New York was at its most dangerous, it took the time to nurture her. 

Part hippie, part street rat, part dreamer artist, part sharp-tongued New Jersey factory worker who 

took no crap from nobody and kept doing what she loved until she found a way to get paid for it. Her 

New York feels more real than mine.  

She had to be scared. Any 19-year-old alone in New York City in 1968 had to be. But she flipped 

blind off a ledge like a trapeze artist, and found the city there to catch her. 

I’m reading Just Kids on the F train back to Brooklyn. If it was a weekday, I’d be on the Q, but thanks 

to never-ending “service expansion,” the Q isn’t running on weekends. 

I’m ten pages from the end when the train pulls into my stop. Robert Mapplethorpe is dying of AIDS. 

I leave the train and sit on the filthy wooden bench on the station platform as Patti says goodbye to her 

friend. Trains clatter in and out but I don’t look up. I don’t think I’ve ever spent time on a subway 

platform that wasn’t defined by waiting. 

The book ends with pictures of Robert Mapplethorpe, old and young, with and without Patti. I try to 

look at them and see the boy that Patti knew and loved. Loves. 

Then I shove the book in my bag and start the walk home, “Piss Factory” playing in my headphones. 

 

I think I’m damaging my hearing from always having my headphones in and the music turned up in 

a futile attempt to block out the rushing and the thunking and the clattering. I never listen to music on 

speakers anymore, only piped directly into my cochlea. 

I wonder if anyone ever gets infections in their ears from never cleaning their ear buds. 

I start singing out loud to myself if I’m alone in a bathroom or an elevator. 

 

Whenever I talk to my friends from home, it’s always the same. When are you coming home, they 

ask. When are you coming back. 

Soon, I say. As soon as I can. 

Maybe I’m just doing it wrong. I swung out on my trapeze, but the city doesn’t seem to be catching 

me. 
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There’s a man with Down syndrome I see occasionally on the F. He listens to show tunes on big 

earmuff headphones that cover the whole side of his head. I know they’re show tunes because he sings 

along, loudly, with no fear of key or melody. I want to tell him it’s 7:00am and I haven’t had coffee. I 

want to beg him for pity. I don’t think he’d mind; I know people with Down’s and they just forget people 

are watching them. He wouldn’t take my request personally. But he’s not hurting anyone. Everyone else 

is ignoring him too. I can’t tell if it’s the usual Operation Ignore, or if they just don’t know how to talk to 

him. A normal person would probably get told to shut the hell up. 

But I do nothing. I’m getting off the train soon. Let him have his music. 

 

I take a job as a barista, and even though I hate the closing shift, I like when the customers are all 

gone and I can put my music on over the shop’s stereo. I sing along as I sweep and mop and do the 

dishes, my hands stiffening under the soap and the bleach. Only my coworker can hear me. 
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The Edges of Nonfiction 
 

I wrote this in the spring of 2012 (soon after the Mike Daisey episode of This American Life aired). It started out 

being just another essay on memoir nonfiction vs journalistic, fact-checked nonfiction, but I think I ended up influencing and 

cementing my own feelings on the matter than I did anyone who read the essay.  

 

I admit. My first reaction wasn’t anger or betrayal. It was sheer surprise that Ira Glass had convinced 

Mike Daisey to return to This American Life at all. Daisey, a monologist, had taken a trip to China in 2010 

to investigate working conditions in factories that manufacture Apple products. In his resultant solo 

show, “The Agony and the Ecstasy of Steve Jobs,” Daisey tells his audience about meeting workers who 

have sustained neurological damage from toxic chemicals and underage workers. People tell him about 

working long (as in twelve to twenty-four hour) shifts and about repetitive motion injuries. He tells the 

story simply, quietly, powerfully. Daisey demands that we think about the price are we willing to pay for 

the gadgets we buy. 

The show came to the attention of the producers at This American Life, who worked with Daisey to 

excerpt it and broadcast it on the radio in January 2012. Glass issued a disclaimer prior the broadcast, 

clarifying that Daisey is not a journalist and had not written his piece to journalistic standards, but that 

producers had “gone through his script and fact-checked everything that was checkable.” Unfortunately, 

Daisey lied7 to Glass, the fact-checking staff, audiences at his live shows, and the audience of This 

American Life. After the episode was broadcast, questions arose regarding its accuracy, American reporters 

in China investigated, and This American Life did something it has never done before: it issued a 

retraction. Of an entire episode. 

It’s important to note—as This American Life does—that nothing that Daisey said about Apple is untrue. 

He described workers poisoned by the neurotoxin hexane. This has happened. He said that workers told 

him they sometimes work 12-24 hour shifts; Apple itself has corroborated this. Independent watchdog 

groups have documented underage workers in factories. And it’s true that in 2010, a spate of suicides at 

the Foxconn factory in Shenzhen, China brought international attention to the working conditions in 

Chinese factories. 

All of that is true. 

                                                
7	  Daisey	  would	  prefer	  me	  to	  put	  “lied”	  in	  quotes	  here.	  When	  Rob	  Schmitz,	  a	  reporter	  from	  Marketplace	  who	  lives	  in	  China	  and	  
investigated	  Daisey’s	  story	  after	  the	  fact	  interviewed	  Daisey	  and	  pointed	  out	  an	  inaccuracy	  with	  the	  clarification,	  “So	  you	  lied	  about	  
that,”	  Daisey	  replied,	  “I	  wouldn’t	  express	  it	  that	  way.”	  Daisey	  maintains	  that	  he	  didn’t	  lie,	  but	  that	  he	  used	  “the	  tools	  of	  theatre	  and	  
memoir	  to	  achieve	  dramatic	  arc.”	  
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What is not true is that Daisey witnessed all of these things. “As best as we can tell,” said Glass in the 

introduction to the episode “Retraction,” “Mike’s monologue, in reality, is a mix of things that actually 

happened when he visited China and things that he just heard about or researched, which he then 

pretends that he witnessed first-hand.” Daisey didn’t violate the rules of theater or of creative nonfiction, 

but on This American Life, he was presented to an audience with the weight of a respected producer of 

journalism behind him. Glass, by his own admission, felt betrayed. He devoted an entire episode to 

picking apart Daisey’s work—what was true, what wasn’t, the sources that Daisey used, the sources that 

his critics used to refute him. 

Which brings us back to Ira Glass and Mike Daisey sitting in a room. Glass is struggling to sound 

reasonable. Daisey, at times, is struggling to find words at all. “Why not just tell us what really 

happened?” asks Glass. 

The resulting thirteen-second silence could swallow the ocean. After a few false starts, Daisey does not 

truly begin speaking again for another thirty-four seconds. 

“I think I was terrified that if I untied these things, that the work that I know is really good, and tells a 

story, that does those really great things for making people care, that it would come apart in a way where 

it would ruin everything,” he says at last. 

In his desire to make people care, in his need to tell a story in a linear cohesive way that the audience 

could follow, Daisey fudged timelines and details. Though he remained dedicated to the larger truth, it 

didn’t matter (certainly not to Glass, debatably to the public) because when the myriad smaller untruths 

came out, they drowned his larger message. The story is no longer Mike Daisey’s message; it’s the way 

that he tells it, the way the audience receives it. The whole may be greater and more important than the 

sum of its parts, but audiences have shown themselves to be persistently unforgiving towards authors 

who sacrifice details in service of a larger truth. Every few years seems to bring yet another debunking, 

another chance for people to have the same discussion about factual details vs larger truths vs telling a 

good story. 

The publishing industry has not traditionally done extensive fact-checking of memoirs, a task that 

certain corners of the Internet have gleefully taken upon themselves. James Frey was “outed” in 2006 on 

thesmokinggun.com for exaggerating or fabricating key points of his memoir A Million Little Pieces,8 and 

eventually found himself trapped on Oprah’s stage while she berated him for lying to her.9 Nearly at the 

same time of Daisey’s disgrace, the non-profit group Invisible Children was caught oversimplifying and 

                                                
8	  A	  series	  of	  events	  Mike	  Daisey	  knows	  intimately,	  since	  one	  of	  his	  early	  one-‐man	  shows,	  “Truth,”	  is	  on	  James	  Frey,	  arguably	  making	  
Daisey’s	  replication	  of	  that	  earlier	  controversy	  a	  little	  surprising.	  
9	  Note	  to	  self:	  Oprah	  takes	  Book	  Club	  selections	  very,	  very	  personally.	  
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exaggerating facts in its Kony2012 video in an attempt to garner more widespread support and publicity 

for its work with Ugandan child soldiers.10 Three Cups of Tea by Greg Mortenson, about building schools 

and promoting peace in Pakistan and Afghanistan, has also been independently investigated and 

criticized for inaccuracy by CBS’ 60 Minutes and author Jon Krakauer.11  

On the other hand, presentation can make all the difference. Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher 

Stowe and The Jungle by Upton Sinclair, classics of 19th-century American literature and unabashedly 

fiction, roused such emotion in the public that they led to genuine legal and political changes in the 

United States’ history. Charles Dickens crossed over from journalism to fiction when he wanted to make 

middle-class Victorian Brits care about the plight of the poor in their cities. 

Why do we care about honesty? And when do we care? In these days of media overload, a story that 

is “based on actual events” seems to be bestowed with more legitimacy than a fictional account, but 

why?12 And when is the truth in the details, and when is it in the sum total, in the larger theme? Mike 

Daisey argues for the latter. He stands by his story, and says his mistake was not in how he told it, but in 

allowing This American Life—with its journalistic standards of truth—to broadcast it and present it as 

adhering to that standard. The larger truth is what matters, he says. The important thing is that workers 

really have been poisoned by hexane,13 not whether or not Daisey actually met any of those workers 

himself. 

Daisey and his defenders maintain that works for theater—even nonfictional theater like Daisey 

writes—are not made with journalistic standards in mind. In journalism, you assemble facts, and the 

facts lead to the whole. In theater monologues, in literary essays, sometimes in memoir, the author starts 

with a whole piece in his head—something he wants to say—and makes sure that he assembles his 

narrative in such a way that the audience is led where he wants them to go. And the audience has to 

trust that the truth is where the author is going (as the audience trusts journalists to present facts that 

have been verified). 

                                                
10	  Invisible	  Children	  is	  not	  a	  media	  organization	  and	  self-‐released	  Kony2012,	  so	  it	  was	  not	  vetted	  according	  to	  journalistic	  
standards,	  but	  still,	  one	  wonders	  how	  they	  thought	  they	  could	  release	  a	  30-‐minute	  video	  into	  the	  wilds	  of	  the	  largest	  fact-‐checking	  
hive	  mind	  that	  has	  ever	  existed	  and	  think	  that	  they	  wouldn’t	  be	  asked	  why	  they	  exaggerated	  the	  size	  of	  Kony’s	  current	  army,	  or	  
why	  the	  film	  was	  unclear	  about	  where	  that	  army	  is	  currently	  located	  (which	  is	  common	  knowledge	  amongst	  people	  familiar	  with	  
the	  Ugandan	  conflict).	  And	  it’s	  not	  like	  Invisible	  Children	  innocently	  passed	  along	  information	  that	  they	  didn’t	  know	  was	  untrue;	  
they	  have	  worked	  on	  this	  issue	  since	  2004—one	  almost	  hopes	  that	  they	  knew	  the	  true	  statistics	  and	  lied	  over	  the	  possibility	  that	  
they	  made	  mistakes.	  
11	  A	  paper	  could	  probably	  be	  written	  on	  why	  it	  is	  that	  stories	  by	  or	  about	  Americans	  going	  to	  war-‐torn/poverty-‐stricken/generally	  
unfortunate	  regions	  and	  bringing	  back	  heroic	  truths	  on	  how	  to	  make	  life	  better	  for	  the	  poor	  unfortunates	  in	  the	  hinterlands	  seem	  
especially	  prone	  to	  debunking.	  
12	  Though	  it	  was	  published	  as	  a	  memoir,	  Frey	  maintains	  that	  he	  didn’t	  write	  it	  as	  one.	  “I	  don't	  think	  truth	  and	  fact	  are	  the	  same	  
thing.	  I	  think	  truth	  is	  an	  incredibly	  subjective	  individual	  thing,”	  he	  said	  in	  2011.	  “I	  didn't	  write	  that	  book	  as	  a	  memoir.	  I've	  never	  
thought	  of	  it	  as	  a	  memoir.	  We	  didn't	  submit	  it	  to	  publishers	  as	  memoirs,	  even	  though	  it	  was	  published	  as	  one.”	  So	  criticism	  of	  Frey’s	  
factual	  legitimacy	  may	  be	  more	  appropriately	  directed	  towards	  his	  publisher,	  not	  him.	  	  
13	  As	  reported	  in	  Apple’s	  2001	  corporate	  responsibility	  report,	  as	  well	  as	  Chinese	  and	  international	  news	  media	  outlets	  at	  the	  time.	  
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In their book The Elements of Journalism, journalists Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel present what they 

believe to be the primary function of journalism: “to provide citizens with the information they need to 

be free and self-governing.” They go on to outline the ten essential elements of journalism, formulated 

after many conversations with and surveys of hundreds of journalists from around the United States.: 

1. Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth. 

2. Its first loyalty is to citizens. 

3. Its essence is a discipline of verification. 

4. Its practitioners must maintain an independence from those they cover. 

5. It must serve as an independent monitor of power. 

6. It must provide a forum for public criticism and compromise. 

7. It must strive to make the significant interesting and relevant. 

8. It must keep the news comprehensive and in proportion. 

9. Its practitioners have an obligation to exercise their personal conscience. 

10. Citizens, too, have rights and responsibilities when it comes to the news. 

 

Keep in mind that these are not official principles, and that journalists don’t take an oath as doctors 

and lawyers do. But even without engaging in a lengthy analysis of each point, it’s readily apparent that 

Mike Daisey—by accident or by coincidence or because he is, without realizing it, engaging in 

journalism to a certain degree—meets at least half of these journalistic criteria. And these criteria, 

whether Daisey or the audience has direct knowledge of them or not, are pervasive enough that they 

shape the way we interact with the world—and with interpretations of the world. Our expectations of 

truth have been shaped by the past hundred years of interacting with journalism, so that even when 

we’re interacting with a story that’s not journalism, it seems we can’t help but presume similar standards 

of truth. 

“The tools of theatre are not the tools of journalism,” says Daisey. Fine. But he wants us to interact 

with his pieces the same way that we interact with journalism. He wants us to care. He wants us to 

understand and think about where our gadgets come from. He believes that what he has to say is 

significant, interesting, and relevant. He believes that we should (and that he should) exercise our 

personal consciences. He believes he has an obligation to the truth, and to speak truth to power. If his 

work did not have this social justice aspect to it, if it was strictly a memoir, I don’t think I would mind; 

but if Daisey wants us to receive his material with the same weight that we receive a New York Times 

investigative piece, then he needs to burden himself with the same responsibility that journalists 

employed there do. 
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Not that journalists have always been exemplars of truth and honesty. In 1980, reporter Janet Cooke 

wrote a story about meeting an interviewing an eight-year-old14 heroin addict named Jimmy. The story 

ran in the Washington Post, and the reaction was widespread dismay and concern. For seventeen days, 

police officers and social workers put aside other responsibilities and searched for the boy.  

It was a futile effort, because the boy didn’t exist. Cooke lost her job when the fabrication was 

discovered. On the surface, Cooke and Daisey seem to have little in common. One is an utter fabricator 

of facts, the other a fudger of timelines. The two could hardly be more different. It’s true that Mike 

Daisey’s factory workers certainly exist, but still, it’s also true that if we invest humanitarian resources in 

China based on incomplete or erroneous information, than we might as well be searching for a boy that 

doesn’t exist. What separates Mike Daisey from James O’Keefe, who engages in guerilla theatre and 

selectively edits tape to paint the picture of NPR and ACORN that he wants the public to see? James 

Frey may have only harmed himself,15 but even that hasn’t insulated him from criticism. Daisey insists 

that it’s unfair to hold him to the same standards of honesty that Janet Cooke, Mike Gallagher,16and 

Jayson Blair17 failed at so spectacularly. Maybe he has a point. But we do it anyway—to Mike Daisey, to 

James Frey, to John D’Agata. And we’ll do it again next year. 

The fact that this has come up so often, and that essayists offer up the same defenses every time it 

does, suggests that the problem is not that monologists and essayists lie, but that they have not been 

successful at publicizing their job descriptions. John D’Agata,18 in an email debate with fact-checker Jim 

Fingal which was subsequently published as a book The Lifespan of a Fact defends his creative liberties this 

way: “I’m not a journalist. I’m an essayist. And this is a genre that has existed for a few thousand years. 

Ever heard of Cicero? So these rules that I’m working under are not mine, but rather were established 

by writers who recognized the difference between the hard research of journalism and the kind of 

inquiry of mind that characterizes the essay.” He says elsewhere that “being more precise would be less 

dramatic.” D’Agata believes that his job, as an essayist, is to give readers a good experience. To create 

art. So why, when confronted with this ancient and venerable art form, do readers regularly forget that 

Cicero did not employ fact-checkers? If lying to audiences about details is wrong than it doesn’t matter 

how long it’s been going on, it needs to stop. And it’s quite possible that the audience’s expectations have 

                                                
14	  Yes,	  eight.	  
15	  And	  the	  agent	  who	  shopped	  him,	  and	  the	  publisher,	  and	  (as	  she	  claims)	  Oprah.	  
16	  Author	  of	  an	  exposé	  on	  Chiquita	  that	  appeared	  in	  the	  Cincinnati	  Enquirer	  which	  was	  retracted,	  even	  though	  the	  facts	  were	  not	  
disputed,	  when	  it	  was	  revealed	  that	  the	  reporter	  had	  obtained	  information	  by	  illegally	  hacking	  into	  Chiquita’s	  corporate	  voicemail	  
system.	  	  
17	  A	  New	  York	  Times	  reporter	  who	  resigned	  in	  2003	  amidst	  revelations	  of	  plagiarism	  and	  fabrication.	  
18	  D’Agata	  (a	  creative	  writing	  professor	  at	  the	  University	  of	  Iowa),	  criticized	  in	  creative	  writing	  circles	  but	  never	  thoroughly	  
pilloried	  at	  the	  level	  of	  Mike	  Daisey	  and	  James	  Frey,	  has	  long	  been	  a	  vocal	  advocate	  for	  the	  essayist’s	  duty	  to	  art	  and	  the	  higher	  
truth	  over	  smaller	  elements	  like	  factual	  details.	  
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evolved since the days of Cicero. But on the other hand, if God isn’t in the details, then why do we (the 

audience) keep getting hung up on these expectations that the don’t trouble the authors? 

While John D’Agata wrote about one boy and one suicide, he was also writing about Las Vegas, and 

about how we (as a society) confront suicide in his essay that was picked apart in Lifespan of a Fact. How 

picky you want to be about his facts depends on what you think he’s writing about. Mike Daisey is 

(arguably) another matter. He is presenting himself as a representative, as an ally, of abused Chinese 

factory workers. He wants us, his audience, to care about these people, and ultimately to take action to 

create better conditions for them. He wants us to understand Apple’s influence over their (and our) lives. 

The opinions that we form based on his portrayal, the actions that we take in response, our conception 

of their lives, could have very real consequences—for us, for Mike Daisey, for Apple, for these workers—

which is exactly what Mike Daisey wants. How effective will those consequences be if they’re based on 

erroneous, inaccurate, or incomplete information? Is he the spokesperson that the Chinese people would 

have chosen to represent them to the American public? I don’t know about you, but when Mike Daisey 

says that he walked into a Starbucks19 and met people poisoned by hexane, I think, wow, there must be a 

lot of people wandering around China with hexane poisoning. That really sucks. 

Does it make a difference when I find out that the problems with hexane happened at two factories 

that were over a thousand miles away from Mike Daisey in Guangzhou, that it didn’t happen at 

Foxconn? 

I don’t know. Does it? 

The truth is, as much as we like to think of the truth as a clearly defined and unquestionable thing—

something is either “the truth” or it is “a lie”—either the truth is not actually that clearly defined at all, 

or we (as participants in and shapers of national dialogue) are remarkably inconsistent about enforcing 

our ideas of honesty. Frey could have presented his work as a novel. Daisey could have told us that the 

hexane poisoning happened in Shenzhen. What is it about perceiving personal narratives as true that 

makes them feel so much more powerful to audiences? 

Biologists, psychologists, and sociologists (among others) are fond of pointing out that humans are 

social animals, and that a great deal of our behavior can be attributed to the need to stay integrated 

within a group. The consequences of deviating from social expectations may no longer involve being left 

out in the cold to be eaten by predators, but as Emile Durkheim pointed out in one of the earliest 

sociological studies,20 individuals with fewer ties to a community (or individuals whose ties are abruptly 

                                                
19	  Marketplace	  reporter	  Rob	  Schmitz	  would	  like	  me	  to	  point	  out	  here	  that	  Chinese	  workers	  who	  earn	  fifteen	  to	  twenty	  dollars	  a	  day	  
are	  hardly	  likely	  to	  be	  hanging	  out	  at	  Starbucks.	  
20	  Le	  Suicide,	  1897.	  Durkheim	  specifically	  examined	  different	  rates	  of	  suicide	  between	  Protestants	  and	  Catholics	  across	  the	  
European	  continent.	  



	   36 

severed or changed) are subject to social anomie, depression, and dysfunction. Behaviors that help keep 

the peace become internalized as principles of morality; principles that can govern an individual’s 

behavior whether or not they’re currently integrated within a social group.21 And while different human 

societies may define honesty differently, or give it different importance in the hierarchy of qualities we 

use to evaluate others as trustworthy or not, in a general sense, honesty is universally important moral 

quality. 

Today, as scientists join generations of philosophers and religious thinkers, using 21st century tools like 

fMRIs and large-scale survey studies, we are beginning to discover just how complicated (and how 

entrenched) moral reasoning can be. When asked to explain why certain actions are moral or immoral, 

people struggle to articulate a reason. Moral decisions—in particular, moral dilemmas—engage several 

different areas of the brain, including emotional and rational centers, logic as well as instinct. They’re so 

entrenched that even hypothetically violating a moral provokes a visceral reaction in many people. 

Consider, for example, the Trolley Problem, devised by philosophers Philippa Foot and Judith Jarvis 

Thomson: A runaway trolley is hurtling towards five men, and only you can save them. You can pull a 

lever that will throw a switch and divert the trolley onto a spur, killing only one man who happens to be 

there. Or you can hurl a fat man off a bridge, landing on the tracks and stopping the trolley, killing the 

fat man but saving five people. With either option, the math is the same. So why do people generally 

find the first option easy to answer (yes, divert the trolley), and feel morally conflicted about the second 

(don’t kill the fat man)? Were morality simply logic and rules, there would be no disparity between the 

two options. Irrational functions like emotions and a sense of justice have somehow become deeply 

entangled in our moral brains. If honesty was simply “Don’t tell lies,” John D’Agata and Jim Fingal 

wouldn’t be having exchanges like this one in Lifespan of a Fact: 

John: Nothing has been “manipulated,” only interpreted. 

Jim: OK, so now I understand. The rules are: There are no rules, just as long 

as you make it pretty. 

John: That’s a bullshit interpretation of what I just said. 

Jim: I thought you were the great defender of people’s rights to “interpret”?22 

                                                
21	  A	  curious	  aspect	  of	  morality	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  every	  society	  on	  earth	  has	  standards	  of	  morality	  (implying	  that	  it	  is	  biological),	  but	  
standards	  very	  widely	  from	  society	  to	  society	  (implying	  that	  is	  learned	  or	  behavioral).	  Scientists	  that	  study	  morality	  have	  struggled	  
to	  even	  define	  what	  a	  moral	  is,	  since	  it	  varies	  so	  widely	  across	  human	  societies,	  and	  the	  morals	  of	  one	  society	  seem	  so	  
unfathomable	  to	  outsiders.	  
22	  This	  conversation	  was	  abbreviated	  for	  brevity.	  From	  the	  starting	  point	  above;	  John	  says,	  “Nothing	  here	  has	  been	  ‘manipulated,’	  
only	  interpreted.	  And	  yes,	  I	  did	  it	  for	  literary	  effect,	  which	  is	  also	  something	  that	  essayists	  do	  and	  that	  journalists	  don’t	  (or	  aren’t	  
supposed	  to).”	  Jim	  replies,	  “Since	  I	  have	  five	  more	  sections	  [of	  D’Agata’s	  essay	  to	  fact-‐check]	  to	  go,	  maybe	  you	  could	  help	  me	  out,	  as	  
I’m	  still	  a	  little	  foggy	  on	  the	  rules.	  Basically	  it	  sounds	  like	  you’re	  saying	  that	  an	  essayist	  can	  write	  things	  with	  arbitrary	  truth-‐value	  
and	  make	  quotations	  out	  of	  whole	  cloth	  that	  are	  attributed	  to	  real	  people	  who	  live	  in	  the	  real	  world.	  Is	  that	  right?	  And	  if	  so,	  isn’t	  
that	  what	  people	  call	  fiction?”	  John’s	  response	  is,	  “Have	  I	  changed	  the	  meaning	  of	  anything	  here,	  Jim?	  No.	  I’ve	  just	  streamlined	  this	  
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Psychologist Jonathan Haidt describes morals not in terms of moral reasoning, but as moral intuition. 

People start at the moral conclusion and work backwards, a “post-hoc process in which we search for 

evidence to support our initial intuitive reaction.” Morals serve a utilitarian social function by bringing 

groups together. Morality “binds and builds; it constrains individuals and ties them to each other.” A 

common context helps members of the same culture, even if they don’t know each other, to predict each 

others’ behavior and establish a baseline of trustworthiness. For example, on the assumption of 

trustworthiness, creative writing groups—often comprised of relative strangers—share personal pieces 

with each other on the assumption that other group members won’t steal their creative product. Any 

member caught doing so would be asked to leave the group. Morality, in this sense, has a coercive effect. 

The reward of being a moral person is that you are a trusted and included member; people who violate a 

group’s moral codes are untrustworthy and no longer welcome.  

Maybe John D’Agata starts with his artistic conclusions and works backwards to find justification; but 

this is hardly uncommon. Maybe he justifies his factual carelessness after the fact with rationalizations 

about artistic expression, but that isn’t uncommon either. Whether or not Mike Daisey lied depends on 

how you ask the question. It depends on the conclusion that you start with, on your preexisting 

conceptions, expectations, and definitions of honesty. When we follow Mike Daisey on a journey 

through a story, and it turns out later that we and he had different assumptions of honesty going in, it 

hardly matters whether the error is on our end (with unrealistic expectations) or on Daisey’s—we feel 

betrayed either way. Modern journalistic standards are new. Crafting dramatic tension is not something 

our reptile brains understand. We understand lying. Lying is old. Lying has been a part of our social 

fabric for as long as cavemen have been bragging to cavewomen about that woolly mammoth that they 

almost killed with their bare hands before it escaped at the last minute.  

Of course, not everyone felt betrayed by Daisey, indeed, many came to his aid—just like people came 

to James Frey’s defense, just like John D’Agata vigorously defended his own right to take artistic license 

with details. James Frey set out to tell a story, and he did. Not everyone needs that story to be 

journalistically true. And any journalist will readily admit, as Bob Garfield from the WNYC show On the 

Media said on his show’s blog, “facts in and of themselves do not constitute truth. They can be selected 

and arranged any which way, intentionally or unintentionally, to distort truth and turn it upside down. 

That is precisely how political consultants earn a living: assembling nominal facts to tell big, fat lies.” But 

if you are looking for a reason to dismiss the issues raised by Mike Daisey, Invisible Children, or Greg 

                                                
quote	  in	  order	  to	  help	  things	  move	  along	  a	  little	  better,	  and	  to	  create	  a	  bit	  of	  resonance	  with	  neighboring	  paragraphs.	  It’s	  what	  
writers	  do.”	  The	  exchange	  then	  resumes	  with	  Jim’s	  rebuttal	  above.	  



	   38 

Mortenson, the way they slide over details is a readily available one.23 And it’s not just critics who may 

dismiss not just the work but it’s authors. After the Kony2012 video was released, Ugandan journalists 

started releasing their own videos to try and correct the errors propagated by Invisible Children.24 

Rosebell Kagumire, a journalist in Kampala, said, “I think that it’s absurd that people who can afford to 

tell the story correctly choose to tell it the wrong way.” By contrast, the New York Times piece profiling 

Foxconn and its work conditions (used by Glass and the This American Life staff as a foil for Daisey’s more 

lyrical piece) may not have received as much attention, but its facts and conclusions have been 

questioned by no one.25 In the age of the Internet and the fact-checking hive mind, it may be time for 

the literary essay (a genre, D’Agata says, as old as Cicero) to rethink why it makes the artistic choices that 

it does.  

D’Agata says that all he wants to do is give his audience an “experience,” and that’s fine (maybe). 

Telling stories with the skill that Daisey wields is no easy task; and assembling facts into a whole isn’t 

without its own degree of editorial subjectivity. And there are ways in which the goals of theatre and the 

goals of journalism overlap while maintaining their separate ethical criteria. Society’s lack of clarity on 

what we even expect from journalists and monologists and essayists—to say nothing of our lack of clarity 

over morality—makes clashes like this inevitable. Daisey wants to effect social change. He cut corners in 

order to do it. And maybe this is what frustrated Ira Glass so much. Glass has surely heard the trope that 

“being more precise would be less dramatic” over and over during his tenure on This American Life, and 

it’s not an argument that he’s going to have much patience with. After all, Glass and his co-workers have 

been telling emotionally resonant stories for seventeen years, have won three Peabodys and a host of 

other awards, and have kept to journalistic standards the entire time. "How could a performance artist 

have so scooped the whole world of journalism?" asked Bob Garfield of WNYC, before answering his 

own question. “By making stuff up.”

                                                
23	  Though	  there’s	  a	  clear	  distinction	  between	  literary	  or	  theatrical	  nonfiction	  and	  journalism,	  it’s	  troubling	  that	  there’s	  not	  a	  similar	  
distinction	  between	  the	  likes	  of	  Mike	  Daisey	  and	  the	  likes	  of	  James	  O’Keefe,	  who	  conducted	  elaborate	  “sting”	  operations	  on	  ACORN	  
and	  NPR	  and	  has	  been	  accused,	  by	  Bob	  Garfield	  and	  others,	  of	  editing	  tape	  and	  using	  quotes	  out	  of	  context	  to	  make	  it	  sound	  like	  the	  
NPR	  executives	  had	  said	  things	  that,	  in	  fact,	  they	  hadn’t	  said.	  
24	  Videos	  which,	  of	  course,	  have	  gotten	  nowhere	  near	  the	  number	  of	  hits	  that	  Kony2012	  did.	  
25	  Some	  folk,	  of	  course,	  criticize	  the	  Times	  for	  the	  stories	  it	  chooses	  to	  cover	  and	  alleged	  political	  bias,	  but	  with	  very	  few	  exceptions,	  
Times	  articles	  are	  generally	  accepted	  as	  factually	  accurate.	  
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The Edges of Nonfiction 
Post-Script (Four Months Later) 
 

Well, it’s happened again. Another journalist lost to the fact-checking hive mind that is the Internet. I 

was a little surprised, not that it happened, but who it happened to. Jonah Lehrer is only 31. I know he 

knows how the Internet works; I’m reasonably certain he’s seen Jon Stewart eviscerate arrogant 

politicians with short-term memory problems using the power of an intern and a VCR. How could he be 

so dumb? Did he really think that nobody would notice the repetitive paper trail he’s left across the 

Internet? Did he really think he could falsely attribute quotes to one of the most popularly profiled 

musicicians of the twentieth century? 

When I looked into it a little bit and realized that Lehrer went to Columbia University and was a 

Rhodes Scholar, it made a little more sense. I went to Columbia, and I have to say, the air is thick with 

insecure smart people who are terrified at the thought that they might not be smart enough to do 

whatever it is they’re at Columbia trying to do. The financial, familial, and cultural pressure to be the 

best is fierce, and people scramble to distinguish themselves in an already distinguished crowd of people. 

How much of that is he still carrying around with him, this smart young guy, only a year older than me, 

already writing for some of America’s most respected outlets of journalism? 

Lehrer is only the latest in a long line of debunked nonfiction authors. This spring, it was Mike Daisey 

and This American Life; Kony2012 and Invisible Children. Before that, it was Greg Mortenson of Three Cups 

of Tea, and James Frey in A Million Little Pieces. Stephen Glass of The New Republic and Jayson Blair of The 

New York Times. Each time, it’s a little bit the same: irregularities, falsehoods, breaches of ethics are 

exposed. Writer resigns (or is fired), publications review pieces written by the outed fabulist, public reacts 

with varying degrees of outrage, and life goes on. It’s gotten so predictable that some outlets are starting 

to jump the gun: last week, the Washington Post accused Fareed Zakaria (already suspended from Time 

and CNN) of failing to correctly attribute quotes in his book The Post-American World, only to later 

actually examine the book and issue a retraction. Oops. 

Depending on the severity of the transgression, journalists and editors can react to an exposed fabulist 

with surprising vitriol. Stephen Glass was called a serial liar, a creep, accused of having no conscience. 

His behavior has been described as repulsive. This week, some are saying that Jonah Lehrer is no longer 

a writer. For those outside of the journalism world, the reaction can seem extreme. Commenters on the 

Washington Post’s website are questioning the ethics of the author of the article on Zakaria’s suspension 

and calling for Zakaria’s transgression to be considered “be taken in the context of the thousands of 

articles Zakaria has written over the years.”  
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It doesn’t work that way, of course. Journalism is a self-policing institution. There is no journalistic 

equivalent of the Bar Association or the American Medical Association’s Ethics Group. In order to 

remain viable and relevent (in terms of public trust, anyway, setting aside economic viability), journalism 

can’t afford to distinguish between venial sins and mortal ones. As in Hollywood, where you are only as 

popular as your last movie, in journalism, your integrity is only as strong as your last byline. That’s why 

Jonah Lehrer resigned from his job at the New Yorker. It’s why Zakaria resigned from the Yale Board. It’s 

why Lehrer’s work—which gains credibility partly on his own merits, and partly on the merits of the 

outlet in which it’s published—is being gone over with a fine toothed comb (I’m not sure who I pity 

more, Lehrer or his fact-checkers) by every institution that’s ever published a word he’s written. 

And so we continue to blather on, try to connect with each other, try to suss out the other person’s 

honesty and integrity, and our primitive ethical monkey brains bash around on the internet and run into 

each other. It’s only a matter of time before there’s another Mike Daisey, another Jonah Lehrer. And I 

tell you what—as more and more of these guys get debunked, the only thing that changes about my 

reaction is my ever-increasing aggravation and frustration. Do you have any idea how much I would 

love to work for the New Yorker? For Radiolab? Lehrer had that and he threw it away. I hope he found it 

fucking worth it. 

 



Fire Safety 

 

I started this story in 2008 and didn’t finish it until 2013. 

 

Fire Safety Week at school made Dani bored, because all that happened was a fireman from the 

station (dressed in his big pants, coat, and boots, like that was supposed to make him cool or something) 

came and told them not to play with matches and to stop drop and roll, stuff she’d known since she was 

four when she’d lit a bunch of newspaper on fire in her bedroom with her mom’s cigarette lighter just to 

see what would happen. What happened was a scorched hole in her carpet and wall, plus a burn on her 

hand and arm from when she’d tried to put it out. After her mom finished calling 911, and got over her 

relief that Dani was still alive, Dani was grounded until her fifth birthday and been taken to the fire 

station for a whole bunch of lectures besides. This same lecture Fireman Randy was giving now, 

actually. So Dani slouched in her chair, her hands crossed over her chest, the scarred one on the bottom, 

watching the fireman and trying to look like she was listening so Mrs. Quinlin wouldn’t get mad at her. 

“So remember, kids,” said the fireman, “What’s the number one rule about fire safety?” 

“Don’t play with matches!” chorused 27 fifth-graders. 

“And if you or your clothes catch on fire, what do you do?” 

“Stop drop and roll!” 

“Good job. I’ll be back on Wednesday and we’ll talk more, okay?” He picked up his helmet and 

waved at them all with a big grin on his face. The kids said bye. Some of them waved back as he left. 

“Does anyone have any questions?” asked Mrs. Quinlin, standing up at the front of the class again. 

Nobody did. “I hope you all pay attention to Fireman Randy. Fire safety is very, very important. It 

might save your life someday. If any one of you are wondering just how important fire safety is, you 

might ask Dani. She’s our resident expert.” 

Dani shot Mrs. Quinlin an outright glare. When the bell rang, she bolted out of her seat and was first 

out the door. 

Luke and David, her best friends, caught up with her at the fort. They always went to the fort after 

school. It wasn’t a fort, really. It was a car that they had found way back in the woods, back by the house 

that no one lived in. The car had been there so long that grass and weeds had grown up over its tires, 

and a family of mice lived in the driver’s seat. David, who liked cars, said it was a Buick from the ‘50s, 

but Dani didn’t know if she believed him. Sometimes, if he didn’t know the answer to a question, he’d 

just make something up, instead of saying he didn’t know. 

“Hey, resident expert,” said Luke, climbing up on the hood where Dani was sitting on the windshield 
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reading a comic book. 

“Shut up,” said Dani, shoving him off the car. 

“Ow. Jerk,” he complained, rubbing his elbow. He wasn’t really hurt. Luke lied a lot, too. She liked 

both boys okay, though. She could climb trees faster than them, and with three people you could play 

baseball in the grass. They kept a bat and ball in the car’s trunk, along with a few other things. 

“Look,” said David, pulling a pack of cigarettes and matches from his backpack, “Anyone want to try 

one?” 

“Where’d you get ‘em?” asked Luke, dropping the dirt clod he’d picked up to throw at Dani. 

“Stole ‘em from my brother. He can’t tell on me unless he tells my parents he’s smoking.” 

“Man, he’s gonna kill you,” said Luke. 

“You want to try one or not?” asked David, a smile creeping across his face, his eyebrows lifting up 

until they got lost under his hair. 

“I dunno. Maybe we should ask Miss Fire Safety here,” said Luke, poking at Dani. 

“I said shut up,” said Dani, shoving him again. He shoved back, hard enough to knock her backward 

into the car, she shoved him back, and there was a brief scuffle before David could convince Dani and 

Luke to stop. David didn’t like their fights, even though last time Dani and Luke had tried to make it up 

to him by buying him ice cream afterwards. His parents fought a lot, and it always made him upset, even 

if Dani and Luke’s fights were different than the ones his parents got into. They’d had a bonus hard 

word on their spelling test once. It was “vicious.” David had told Dani that he was pretty sure that was 

the difference. 

They all took their own cigarette so they wouldn’t have to share. David had wimp cooties, and Dani 

had girl cooties, and Luke had stupid idiot cooties. Besides, it was cooler this way. 

Dani had tried her mom’s cigarettes once and was careful to not suck in the smoke and start 

coughing. The smoke filled her mouth and covered her tongue, and she wasn’t sure if she liked it. 

David sucked the smoke all the way into his lungs and choked, his eyes watering, holding his chest 

and gagging. Dani and Luke laughed and teased him, taking long drags to prove that they could. 

It was cool, at first, standing around smoking like a bunch of teenagers, but then it got boring, so they 

got a deck of cards out of the trunk, where it lived amidst the comic books, a soccer ball, a length of 

rope, and assorted other flotsam. When they were little, they’d played like the car was really a fort. Once 

Dani and Luke had tied up David and locked him in the trunk, then played like Detectives Stabler and 

Benson and found him. But that was kids stuff, long gone. These days, the car was becoming a place to 

stash the stuff they couldn’t keep in their bedrooms. 
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Luke and Dani kept their cigarettes as David dealt out the hands in the cracked back seat. David 

threw his away, pinching the end and tossing it off into the grass. 

They’d played enough hands for Luke to almost run out of money, and Dani and Luke were about to 

get into a fistfight over whether four of a kind beat a full house, when David interrupted them. “Do you 

guys smell that?” he asked. 

They lifted their heads, and Dani saw, heard, and smelled at almost all the same time. The dry acrid 

smell, not unlike the cigarette in her hands (she had lit another one), the wispy grey smoke rising in the 

air and curling off in the breeze, the soft crackle that reminded her of curling, blackening newspaper. 

“Shit!” cried Luke, and all three of them scrambled out of the car, ran towards the fire. 

The grass was not merely smoldering, but had well and truly caught, flames flickering almost as high 

as their waists, the breeze pushing it out into a long line.  

“We have to put it out,” said David, his eyes wide and frightened. “How do we put it out?” 

“Screw that! Let’s get out of here,” said Luke.  

“It’ll burn up the whole field! It’ll burn up the car and all our stuff!” David yelled back, but Luke was 

already turning to run. 

Dani didn’t know what made her do it. The fire was already pretty big, bigger than the one in her 

bedroom had been, bigger than the ones her dad had sometimes lit in the fireplace, almost as big as the 

bonfire she’d once seen a bunch of high schoolers light in a parking lot. But David was right. The fire 

would burn up the field, would burn up their stuff, and some of it was her stuff, and dammit, a four of a 

kind did so beat a full house. She was mad. 

She scooped up a double handful of loose, sandy soil, and hurled it at the fire. “You stupid idiot!” she 

screamed at it. “I hate you! Go away and leave us alone! Get out of here!”  

A soft sucking sound, and the fire was gone. Just like that. A patch of charred ground was left behind, 

but it wasn’t even smoking. It could be the remains of a fire from months ago. 

Dani felt a great emptiness envelop her and press her down like a heavy, wet blanket. She 

remembered the time she’d gotten lost at the mall when she was three. The day her father died. The 

terror of being left behind. 

Her heart sputtered, a single thump, before fluttering and freezing. She thought she felt the echo of it 

reverberate in her chest, which felt hollow. She closed her eyes and willed herself to remain on her feet, 

to not sink to the ground and close her eyes like a traveler lost in a blizzard. 

Luke whistled in admiration. “Geez, Dani, how’d you do that?” 

“Wow,” said David softly. “That was pretty sweet.” 
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“She wouldn’t have had to do that if you had put your cigarette out,” said Luke. 

David looked down at his toes. 

“How’d you do that, Dani?” repeated Luke. 

Dani couldn’t speak. She could barely breathe. 

“Dani?” asked David. 

Luke leaned forward and looked at her eyes, his bravado cracking a little. “What’s wrong with her? 

What happened?” 

“I don’t know,” said David, sounding scared. “Dani?” 

“Maybe we should take her home,” said Luke. He gave Dani an experimental poke. Some corner of 

her brain, watching this from far away, could see that they expected her to do something, to say 

something. To explain. But she couldn’t look away from the charred grass stalks. Couldn’t breathe. 

Couldn’t move her arms, which pointed rigidly at the ground. 

“Come on Dani, let’s go home,” said David. Dani didn’t move. He reached out and touched her 

hand. “Dani?” 

She jumped at his touch. His hand was warm and it burned. “What?” 

“Are you okay?” 

The word okay swirled, a whole world of quantities and states and events that didn’t apply to her. But 

the opposite of okay was not okay and she wasn’t sure how to define that. Are you okay? Yes no yes no no 

no. “I don’t know.” 

“How’d you do it?” asked Luke again. 

“Shut up, Luke,” said David.  

“Fine,” said Luke, losing patience. “Whatever. I gotta go. See you guys tomorrow.” He sprinted off, 

his sneakers kicking up little clouds of dust that swirled like smoke. 

“Come on Dani, it’s dinnertime. We have to go.” David didn’t let go of her hand, but gave her a 

gentle pull, and she found that her feet weren’t rooted to the ground after all. As she followed him, her 

mind stayed lost in the moment when she had yelled at the fire. For a moment, she had felt power. She 

had known the fire would do what she said, before she had said anything. But then when the fire 

flickered out, winked away, the power went too, leaving her sick and deflated. Her sense of center spun 

away and her stomach turned inside-out, and she pulled away from David long enough to throw up in 

the bushes. He waited awkwardly for her to finish, trying to not look at the barf. She spat and wiped her 

mouth, her hand feeling clubbed and clumsy against her face.  

By the time they got to their street, Dani was recovered enough to walk without David’s urging, was 
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trying to think again, but her thoughts scattered like sparks. 

They stopped on her driveway. “Dani?” asked David, his hand on her arm, “Are you sure you’re 

okay?” 

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, pulling her arm away. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow.” 

It was already deep dusk, and the sky looked big and dark and empty, except for the moon, which 

laughed down at her. The back of her neck felt prickly, like somebody was watching her, and as she 

climbed the steps to her house her stomach dropped as if she in an elevator. She looked back before she 

went into the house, and saw David on his own porch next door, waiting to make sure she got in okay. 

Her mom came out of the kitchen as Dani came in. Her eyebrows met fiercely in the middle of her 

forehead and the corners of her mouth were turned down. “Danika Bright McDaniel!” she scolded, 

“Where have you been? Do you know how late you are for dinner?” 

Dani hated the sound of her full name, and her mom’s use of it always set her teeth on edge, but 

today it just made her tired. “I’m sorry, Mom,” she said, “I don’t feel very good. I’m not hungry.” 

“Well, you should’ve thought of that before you stayed out until dark with your friends. You need to 

eat dinner and do your chores. Come on.” 

Slowly, mechanically, Dani ate the macaroni and cheese and casserole that her mom warmed up in 

the microwave. She washed the dishes with shaking hands and took out the garbage. Then she asked her 

mom, aware that normally she wouldn’t bother asking, if she could go to bed. “Do you have 

homework?” 

“No.” 

Her mom raised her eyebrows. 

“I really don’t, Mom. And I’m really tired and don’t feel good. Please?” 

Her mom held her gaze for several seconds. “All right. I’ll be up in a couple minutes to tuck you in.” 

“Okay.” Dani pulled herself upstairs and put on her heavy winter pajamas, including socks, and 

wrapped herself in her blankets. Instead of climbing into bed, she went back downstairs and curled up 

on the sofa, pulling the blanket off the back of the sofa and poking one hand out of her cocoon to turn on 

the TV with the remote control. She didn’t pay attention to what she was watching, trying instead to 

concentrate on what had happened. She had told the fire to go. And it had. She hadn’t felt anything like 

this before. Well, maybe right after her dad died, but this was more of a bone-cold than the soul-cold she 

had felt then. She wasn’t sure which was worse. 

She paused on the local news, where the lead story was about how fires had consumed two houses in 

the suburbs. Both fires had defied the fire department and the houses had been destroyed. The news 
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anchor said that they thought one fire started when a woman fell asleep holding a cigarette, but the 

cause of the other fire hadn’t been determined because the structure was still in flames. 

Dani woke with a start, unaware that she had even fallen asleep. The glowing hands on the VCR said 

it was past midnight. Shaking her head to try and loosen the mental cobwebs, she threw the covers back 

on her bed and crept down the hall, past the bedroom where her mom was sleeping, and out the sliding 

glass door into her backyard. 

The light of the full moon felt like silver on her skin. She squeezed through the hole in the fence and 

let herself into David’s yard. A light on the first floor told her that David’s older brother was still awake, 

but all the other lights in the house were off. She found some small rocks and chucked them at David’s 

bedroom window until she saw his bedside lamp go on. His face appeared at the window, tousle-haired 

and bleary-eyed, and then he disappeared. He reappeared moments later at the back door. 

“Hey,” he whispered. He was carrying what looked like a piece of wire and was barefoot in his 

pajamas. “How’re you feeling?” 

She shrugged. “About the same.” 

He held up the wire. “I brought you something.” 

She raised her eyebrows. “You gonna poke my eyes out?” 

He smiled. “Nah. Look—c’mere.” He glanced back at the house, then grabbed her arm and pulled 

her around to the side of the house, where there were no windows. He dug into his pocket and pulled 

out a lighter. “I stole this from my brother.” He clicked the lighter, and she could see his tongue sticking 

out of the corner of his mouth. He held the lighter to one end of the wire. 

It was a sparkler, like the ones Dani loved to play with on the Fourth of July. David held it, and she 

held her hands up to the sparks, just inches away. The little motes of flame landed on her hands and 

stung for a moment, painful and welcoming, before winking out. 

In less than a minute the sparkler was gone. The children stood blinking in the dark, blinded by the 

sudden loss of light. All Dani could see of David was his silhouette. 

“I better go back in,” said David. “You want to come?” 

“Sure,” Dani whispered, and together they crept through David’s back door, past his older brother’s 

room, up the stairs. They had been doing this since they were little. Sometimes Dani went over to 

David’s, even though she would rather die than admit to him that she had nightmares, but usually it was 

David creeping into Dani’s house, escaping his parents’ arguments or his own bad dreams. They never 

got into trouble because Dani always woke up before dawn, and she would poke David and send him 

back to his house.  
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They slid into David’s bed, their faces close together on David’s single, flat pillow, their hands piled 

together between them. David didn’t complain when she pulled the extra blanket at the foot of his bed 

over them both. 

“Dani?” whispered David. His voice sounded sleepy. 

“Hmmm?” 

“Can I kiss you?” 

Dani knitted her eyebrows together. “What?” 

“Can I kiss you?” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” David shifted, brought his face closer to hers, and brushed his lips to hers, feather-

light, and then retreated to his side of the pillow. Dani didn’t say anything. It had done funny things to 

her stomach. 

After a few minutes of silence, David whispered, “Dani?” 

“What?” 

“Can I do it again sometime?” 

“What? Right now?” 

“Not now. Just sometime.” 

“I guess so.” 

“Cool. Thanks.” 

There was another long silence, and then Dani spoke. “David?” 

“Yeah?” 

“If you tell Luke, I’ll beat the crap out of you.” 

 

When Dani woke up, it took her several seconds to get her bearings. David was still asleep beside her. 

It was still dark. The air smelled funny, and she sat up, ready for action, realizing she didn’t feel at all 

sick or cold but not understanding why. Then she heard sirens, and then she realized why that smell was 

so familiar. 

“David!” She shoved him. “Get up! There’s a fire!” 

David jerked awake. “Fire? What?” 

“Get up! Come on!” 

The hallway was thick with choking smoke, and the kids pulled their t-shirts over their mouths. 

“What happened?” asked David, choking. 

“Maybe your brother left a cigarette burning,” said Dani, and then there was no more spare air for 



	  

	  

48 

48 

talking. She grabbed David’s hand and pulled him along, straight into the smoke. She forgot everything 

about fire safety, didn’t think about crawling out David’s bedroom window, didn’t drop to her hands 

and knees, just ran straight for the front door.  

They almost fell down the stairs because the smoke was so thick they couldn’t see. Every time Dani 

inhaled, thousands of little knives stabbed inside her lungs.  

One more flight of stairs to go, then the kitchen and the living room. Dani could feel the blood 

pounding in her head, tight against her scalp. Which way? Which way? 

David tugged her hand, clearly thinking they should go back the way they had come. But she was 

stronger, and she pulled him forward. Even in her fear, even though she was choking, there was some 

part of her that was thrilled and excited. She was near a fire, a huge fire, and even though it was a fire 

that was choking her and David and destroying David’s house, it filled her chest and made her feel 

bright inside. 

Halfway down the second flight of stairs, the fire blocked their way. Smoke roiled toward and over 

them, and the heat drove them back, suffocating them as the smoke had done. Dani thought she could 

see the kitchen through the flames. She looked back at David. His dark eyes were wide and scared. Dani 

tried to take a deep preparatory breath and then choked, and as she tried to gain her breath in a place 

where there was no air, she felt a sudden chill. From the direction of the fire, she felt unmistakable 

amusement. Something was snickering inside her head.  

“What do you want from me?” she thought at it. Her voice sounded small and pouting inside her 

head.  

–What I need.— It wasn’t so much words as it was a general affirmation, a whisper that she felt in her 

fingertips and in the back of her head. 

“I need it too. You can’t have it, it’s mine.”  

Amusement flickered out of the flames. –If I take it, then I am stronger without you, little flamelet. I 

don’t need you.— 

She charged forward, pulling David with her. 

It was a hot, red hell, but it wasn’t burning. It was hers. For just a moment, the fire was hers to control, 

and she pulled it towards herself, inhaled it, clutched at its brightness. She fought the urge to plunge her 

hands straight into the middle of the flames, which licked higher and higher, kissing her fingertips, then 

subsiding.  

Then the moment was gone, and she was just a little girl in a flaming kitchen, her feet scorching on 

the melting linoleum, and she couldn’t breathe. Still she ran, clutching David’s hand. Something near 
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them crashed, the fire roared, they couldn’t breathe and they couldn’t see. Dani was going by instinct. 

She didn’t need oxygen. She was angrier than she’d ever been in her life. The fire thought it could come 

after her? She’d show it. She’d teach it a lesson. She didn’t need to banish it like before in order to beat 

it. 

The fire licked at her legs like something soft and playful. She didn’t feel it burning, though she 

supposed it must be. Then something—maybe the fire, maybe something else—snagged her and she 

tripped, crashing into a wall that was already flaming. That was all the fire needed, and it had her. She 

screamed, let go of David, her instinct kicking in. Roll, she told herself, rollrollrollrollROLL! Maybe she was 

rolling, maybe she was thrashing. Her pajama pants were on fire. Then her shirt. 

David stood over her, frozen. “Run!” she screamed. “Run!” She tried to get up and failed. The fire 

was laughing, victorious. 

“Go away!” she sobbed, the only words she had left, but David thought they were directed at him. He 

hesitated a split second longer, then ran. Go away, Dani sobbed inside her head, panicked, trying to do 

to the fire what she had done before, but the fire only cackled in amusement at her. It was too big and 

powerful for her to send away. She wondered how long it took to die. 

Everything got very confused and mixed up after that. Big arms lifted her up. There was a mask over 

her face, cool air. Bright lights. She was floating, drifting. Then there was white-hot pain and she was 

screaming again. Something about a tub. Her mom was there, and a man in a white coat, and women 

with teddy bears on their shirts and masks over their faces. Her mom was patting her hand, and telling 

her something, but her brain couldn’t concentrate on it. There was more pain, which she now realized 

happened when the men came and put her in a tub and scrubbed at her burned skin.  

When she woke up there were get-well balloons and lots of milk. She was cold all the time, shivering 

under her bandages, but it was a different sort of cold than it had been. Eventually her mom and the 

nurses told her what had happened. David had made it outside, had run straight into the firemen and, 

while they were trying to fuss over him and soothe his burned feet and scorched lungs, had kicked and 

screamed until they realized there was someone else in the house, that nobody had known to look for. A 

fireman ran back in and found her by tripping over her. 

She overheard the nurse say that she was burned on more than forty per cent of her body. Her legs, 

her side, her back. Her left arm had a shiny new burn all the way down to her old scar. 

Over the next weeks there were surgeries, where they took a piece of her skin from one part of her 

body and moved it to another part. In between, there were the baths, when they took off the ace 

bandages and the gauze and the xeroform and scrubbed at her skin. Being in the bath, the water stung 
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all over her body, and then they had to clean her with washcloths and that hurt. She gritted her teeth 

and tried not to cry. She hated crying. 

Her mom visited before she went to work and after she got off. She told Dani she was sorry she 

couldn’t stay all the time. Dani said she understood. And she did. She wasn’t a baby. She didn’t need a 

babysitter.  

More than a month, and they moved her out of Intensive Care and into a regular bed. She hadn’t 

seen David or Luke since she got in here. They were too young, her mom said. She only saw, 

occasionally, the babies who were also patients here—a four-year-old who’d fallen in a barbeque pit and 

an eight-year-old who played with matches. Dani didn’t talk to them much. Now they were moving her 

to a regular room near kids who’d been in car wrecks or gotten meningitis or attacked by dogs or 

whatever. 

Dani started to get impatient to be let out. She had to figure out something, and to figure it out, she 

needed a book of matches and some privacy. Was she like Pyro from the X-Men? Could she only 

manipulate fire that already existed? Or could she summon fire from thin air, if she practiced? Was there 

a way to do it that didn’t make her blood go cold? She felt trapped in frustration, running around in 

circles inside her own head. In stories, somebody always showed up to explain what was going on—Mr. 

Tumnus told Lucy about the White Witch, Gandalf figured out about the One Ring, whatever. There 

was always someone to fill you in and tell you what needed to be done. Dani felt like she’d been dropped 

into a new world and her tour guide had forgotten to make an appointment. 

Oh man, she thought, if my mom ever finds out about this she is seriously going to kill me. 

A week later Sarah, her PT, cheered because Dani had walked again. Halfway down the hall and 

back. Sarah and a nurse had applauded Dani, but Dani felt only exhausted and frustrated. Walking 

twenty-five feet might be an accomplishment for a two-year-old, but Dani was eleven. She realized now 

that when the doctors said “nerve damage to the lower extremities,” it meant you couldn’t feel the cold 

tile under your bare feet when you stood up, couldn’t tell they were there even though they were the 

only things holding you up. What was she supposed to say to Luke and David, if they were ever allowed 

to visit? “Hi guys, I can’t run any races with you, but I can sit here and be the finish line post”? 

And burn care had hurt. Burn care always hurt. 

Finally, eventually, and at last, Dani was released from the hospital. She was wearing tight-fitting 

Jobst garments under her regular clothes that the doctors said would reduce the scarring and protect her 

new skin. She couldn’t go back to school yet, but at least she could see Luke and David when they got 

out. 
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When she got out of the car in her own driveway, she saw that David’s house next door was gone and 

in its place was a house-shaped skeleton. There was a crew of workmen there, and the scream of circular 

saws and the smell of sawdust filled the air. She could see clean studs and fresh particle board floor that 

would, soon enough, be covered over with drywall and tile, filled in with insulation, plumbing, and 

electrical wire. 

Dani felt an arm go around her shoulders, and she and her mom watched the construction. 

“Some local church group helped them clean out all the burned stuff, so they got it done faster and 

cheaper than if they’d had to pay for it,” her mom said. 

“When can they move back in?” 

“Not sure. It might not be till spring.” David and his family were living in a condo a few miles away, 

Dani remembered. They watched in silence, and then Dani’s mom leaned down and hugged Dani so 

tight—tighter than she had in years—that Dani was lifted off the ground. Dani hugged back for a few 

seconds, and then squirmed away. Instead she took her mom’s hand and started walking her toward the 

front door. Her mom gave her hand a momentary squeeze, and Dani understood that she was trying to 

say how glad she was that Dani was home and safe, if not entirely sound. 

The next day, Dani started for the fort well before school was out so that she could get there before 

Luke and David. Her left leg was still stiff because of a particularly thick band of scar tissue that snaked 

around her knee, and she still couldn’t feel the tips of her toes.  

The fort looked the same as she remembered, with the grass grown over the wheels, the dull faded 

paint, the rusted-out wheel wells. Dani opened the trunk and dug around, not sure if they’d be there, but 

then she uncovered them back in the corner. David’s brother’s cigarettes and a lighter. She guessed that 

David and Luke had gotten tired of matches. 

The sun was warm and the air was still, so she closed the trunk and climbed stiffly up to sit on it. With 

her thumb, she spun the little steel wheel on the lighter, and a flame obediently spouted from the top of 

the lighter. 

Weeks ago, on this spot, she had banished a fire from esixtence. But it hadn’t, she’d decided, gone 

away. Instead, it had gone somewhere else. Went BAMF like Nightcrawler in the X-Men and went to 

some other place, and had carried her—or at least the important parts that made her, her—away with it 

and left only a shell. Had left to go burn down houses? Had gone to David’s house? 

That night at David’s, she had pulled the fire back inside herself. She had—twice that same day—

somehow exerted control. Over fire. And the fire had whispered things inside her head. 

She let go of the wheel, and the flame disappeared. Just a flame. Just a lighter, like all the lighters her 
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mom owned and used. She lit the lighter again, and blew the flame out. 

She slid off the trunk and pulled up handfuls of grass, twisting it into a rope. She piled the grass on the 

bare metal of the Buick’s hood and held the lighter underneath the dry stalks. The flames caught and 

licked upward. 

Dani exhaled slowly, and the flames fluttered under her breath. She held out a hand, and 

concentrated, but nothing happened. She took in a deep breath and looked steadily at the flame until she 

could see nothing else. “Come here, little fire,” she thought at it. She cupped her hand around the back 

of the flames and pulled it toward her chest, and the fire came with her hand, not catching her hand or 

her Jobst garments on fire, but drifting just ahead and floating there. It reminded her of the way magnets 

in science class danced away from each other when you matched their poles. 

“Hey, Dani!” 

Dani turned, turning her hand over and smacking it on the hood as she did so, which put the fire out. 

Luke and David were emerging from the trees, picking up speed when they saw her at the fort. 

“What’s up?” 

“You’re out of the hospital!” 

“Why weren’t you at school, if you’re out?” 

“What’re those blue gloves?” Luke poked at her Jobst garments. 

“Hi, guys.” Dani realized she didn’t know what to say, or where to start. Tell them that the Jobst 

garments were to minimize scarring? Luke, she knew instinctively, would want to see the scars. Tell them 

about the half-day schedule she’d be on at school? Tell them about the fire? Ask if they wanted to play 

baseball? 

Luke diverted her from her awkwardness, which was good because it wasn’t a feeling she knew what 

to do with anyway. “So you’re like Pyro, huh?” 

“What’re you talking about?” she asked warily, wondering if he’d seen what she’d been doing before 

David called out to her, wondering if she could get them to go away so she could try the trick again. 

“You can like…make fire. You can make it do stuff.” 

She held his gaze. She could feel the muscles in her arms tightening, wanting to make fists, but she 

resisted. The challenge wasn’t so much in what he was saying. It was in his eyes, the way he lifted his 

chin. She had seen it before when he was itching for a fight. “Yeah,” she said warily, “I guess I can.” 

“Show me.” 

“What?” 

“Do it.” He dug in his pocket and pulled out a book of matches. He must not have seen her with the 
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lighter. “Show me.” 

“I don’t want to.” Dani was baffled. She had not expected this from Luke. Had expected curiousity, 

maybe, but not hostility. 

“Come on, show me.” He thrust the matches at her. 

“No.” 

“Come on, Luke, she doesn’t want to.” David reached out to try and swipe the matches from Luke’s 

hand. 

“Shut up, tool.” Luke swatted David’s wrist and shoved him. David looked startled and hurt, but he 

didn’t retaliate. He never did. 

“Hey!” Dani pushed herself between Luke and David. “Cut it out.” 

“Just show me.”  

“No.” 

“I’ll tell everyone at school you’re a freak.” 

Dani was so mad she felt hot all over. “I don’t care.” 

“Come on, Dani,” he pleaded, changing tack. He lit a match and held it out to her. “I just want to 

see.” 

In one movement, she swiped at Luke’s wrist and made him drop the match, then stepped forward 

and shoved him to the ground, both hands planted firmly on his chest. When she made contact, sparks 

flew. Luke yelped and, on hitting the ground, rolled over and over, swatting at the sparks on his shirt. 

Dani balled up her fists to hold on to the fire, taking deep breaths, holding it near her. It wasn’t 

burning her hands, just hovering around them, like the nimbus around a candle. The key, it seemed, was 

to not let her emotions drive the fire too high, but at the same time, not let the flames flicker and escape 

like they had the last time she was in this field. 

Luke stumbled to his feet, dusting his hands off on his pants, two black scorch marks on his tshirt. He 

was breathing heavily and looked angry and scared. “I’m going to tell on you,” he said, walking 

backwards. “I’m going to tell everyone what a freak you are. Everybody. Come on, David. Unless you 

want to be a freak too.” He started marching away. 

David looked from Luke to Dani, uncertain and scared. He took a few steps after Luke, then stopped 

and looked at her.  

She took a deep breath. “Go on,” she said bitterly. “You wouldn’t want to be a freak.” He held her 

gaze a moment longer, then turned and ran after Luke. 

Dani looked down at her fists, at the little bits of flame still snaking around her knuckles. David would 
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probably come tapping on her window late that night. Wanting everything to stay the same, even 

though it was broken. 

She took another deep breath and opened her hands, flapping her hands at the wrists. The fire 

dropped off like water, curling into nonexistence when it hit the ground. She stared at the spot where the 

fire had been, suddenly feeling tired. She didn’t think that Luke would tell everyone that she’d set him 

on fire. He knew that no one would believe that. But he’d tell them something. Which annoyed her. Like 

she didn’t have enough to worry about. 

She picked up the lighter from where she’d dropped it and stuffed it in her pocket, then started for 

home. She didn’t look back. By the time she got home, she knew what she wanted to do. And it wasn’t 

just about wanting to beat up Luke. She waited patiently through her mom’s rant about how worried 

she’d been, how Dani needed to leave a note if she was going to go disappearing. She didn’t get upset 

when her mom grounded her, and agreed that she must be the only person in the history of the world to 

get released from the hospital one day and then grounded the next. She waited until her mom was all 

out of steam, and then she asked her question. 

“Mom,” she asked, “Can I take karate lessons?” 



Hives, Damn Hives, and the Internet 

 
This is an essay I wrote during my undergrad studies at Columbia in early 2011. I had to trim out a lot to stay within 

my professor’s word count, so it skips along a little faster than I’d like (I guess I didn’t keep the original, longer, more 

detailed draft). Since it's about the Internet, naturally it's already out of date. I’d update it, but well…I’d have to update it 

every three months to keep in current, which is why writing about Internet culture is frustrating. This essay was published 

(fancy!) in the Columbia undergrad journal, The Morningside Review in the fall of 2011. 
 

In late 2010, a loosely knit group of internet denizens who call themselves Anonymous launched 

cyber attacks against Amazon, MasterCard, PayPal, Visa, and PostFinance using a tactic known as 

“distributed denial of service,” or DDOS, overwhelming the attacked sites’ servers and rendering them 

inaccessible for several hours. The companies became targets because they had, in response to political 

pressure, either stopped hosting or frozen donations to the whistleblower website WikiLeaks, which was 

then in the midst of releasing a huge number of classified U.S. diplomatic cables to the public. 

Anonymous had evolved out of chatrooms on the website 4chan.org, and first gained attention in 2008 

staging pranks on the Church of Scientology. Since then, the group has launched attacks on the 

government websites of countries including Australia and Iranian, white supremacist radio host Hal 

Turner, the Koch brothers, and alleged sexual predator Chris Forcand (it was actually Anonymous, in a 

To Catch A Predator-like trap, that led to the arrest of Forcand in the first place). Since the pro-WikiLeaks 

operation, Anonymous has also launched attacks in support of the protest in Egypt, Tunisia, and 

Wisconsin. Generally, but not exclusively, Anonymous targets organizations that it perceives as 

suppressors of free speech and freedom of expression, or seek to influence others through dishonesty. 

Though individual members (or people who claim to be members) have come forward and been 

interviewed by the press, Anonymous remains largely faceless. An estimated 50,000 people took part in 

the WikiLeaks operation, enlisted not only through chatrooms on 4chan and IRC, but also through the 

group’s website and Twitter account.26 Anonymous’ slogan (“We do not forgive. We do not forget. We 

are legion”) and their penchant for wearing Guy Fawkes masks in public, underlines their desire to 

remain, well, anonymous. Lacking definitive sources or informative press releases, characterizations by 

the media and social commentators run the gamut: from activists, civil disobedients, and allies against 

oppression at one end to vigilantes, vandals, and immature adolescents throwing a collective tempter 

tantrum at the other. These characterizations probably reveal as much about the commenters as they do 

about Anonymous. 
                                                
26	  Grigoriadis	  
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Usually, the question of whether a group is aligned with devils or angels must wait for some historical 

consensus. Civil rights protestors and activists, investigated in the 1960s by the FBI as criminal 

organizations, have been vindicated as heroes by the passage of time. Inversely, the Ku Klux Klan, self-

appointed guardians of the white Christian Southern way of life and accepted by the early 20th century 

power structure, has been condemned as a white supremacy group that uses fear and violence to 

terrorize black citizenry. Groups organize and gain influence over a period of months or years, and so 

our analyses of them evolve (though of course, we interact with these organizations in real-time). But 

Anonymous exists and acts amid a unique and often brutal Internet culture that is evolving at a speed to 

which we—as both participants and observers—have yet to adapt. As the Internet and its various 

subcultures spill out into the real world, they take on a force borne of networking ability that has not 

been seen before.  

Though Anonymous’s actions are often illegal and some of its members have been arrested, in a 

network that is 50,000 strong and scattered across the globe, individual participants—like a school of fish 

in which each individual feels safe because it’s surrounded by others—can operate with relative impunity 

or fear of the law, and (collectively speaking) with a disconcerting amount of power. As British author 

Alan Moore asked, “Who watches the Watchmen?” How we characterize such groups will, in large part, 

define how we react to them, and as social trends and events develop at ever-increasing speeds, we need 

to feel assured that groups will use their power in a moral, benevolent way. What do we have to fear 

from Anonymous? If it makes decisions based on morality, then we can make some predictive 

assumptions about its behavior. But is morality an appropriate standard to apply to a group like 

Anonymous? 

Morality can be surprisingly slippery. It is generally simplified as “a code of conduct that applies to all 

who can understand it and can govern their behavior by it,” and is assumed to be beneficial (if not 

downright essential) to individuals and society as a whole.27 Moral codes feel “mandatory and universal” 

to the point that the thought of violating them often feels impossible (even in hypothetical situations), but 

despite their universal appearance—which suggests some basis in evolution, moral codes vary widely 

from culture to culture.28 Yet morals are often oddly inexplicable, both to the people who follow them 

and to outside observers.  

Consider, for example, the Trolley Problem, devised by philosophers Philippa Foot and Judith Jarvis 

Thomson. A runaway trolley is hurtling towards five men, and only you can save them. You can pull a 

lever that will throw a switch and divert the trolley onto a spur, killing only one man who happens to be 
                                                
27	  Stanford.	  
28	  Pinker	  56.	  
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there. Or you can hurl a fat man off a bridge, landing on the tracks and stopping the trolley, killing the 

fat man but saving five people. With either option, the math is the same. So why do people generally 

find the first option easy to answer (yes, divert the trolley), and feel morally conflicted about the second 

(don’t kill the fat man)?29 Were morality simply logic and rules, there would be no disparity between the 

two options. Irrational functions like emotions and a sense of justice have somehow become deeply 

entangled in our moral brains.  

Today, as scientists join generations of philosophers and religious thinkers, using 21st century tools like 

fMRIs and large-scale survey studies to discover why morals have such a hold on our psyches, we are 

beginning to discover just how complicated our moral reasoning can be. When asked to explain why 

certain actions are moral or immoral, many people struggle to articulate a reason. Moral reactions can 

be among the strongest that we have as a species, and yet we can barely explain the reasons behind 

them. It turns out that moral decisions—in particular, moral dilemmas—engage several different areas 

of the brain, including emotional and rational centers, logic as well as instinct.30 A challenge for social 

scientists, says psychologist and science author Steven Pinker, has been addressing how a moral sense 

can be “universal and [yet] variable at the same time.”31 

Psychologist Jonathan Haidt, though not explaining the evolutionary source of morality, describes 

some of the underlying patterns and universal themes that underpin our culturally variable morals. He 

outlines five foundational categories: harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, in-group/loyalty, 

authority/respect, and purity/sanctity.32 One of the reasons morals can seem so different, Haidt argues, 

is that different cultures prioritize the five themes differently—Asian cultures, for example, value 

obedience to authority and loyalty to the group more highly than Americans, who tend to emphasize 

fairness and reciprocity. Haidt describes morals not as moral reasoning, but as a moral intuition. People 

start at the moral conclusion and work backwards, a “post-hoc process in which we search for evidence 

to support our initial intuitive reaction.”33 Morals also serve a utilitarian social function, bringing groups 

together. Morality, says Haidt, “binds and builds; it constrains individuals and ties them to each other.”34 

A common context helps members of the same culture, even if they don’t know each other, to predict 

each others’ behavior and establish a baseline of trustworthiness. For example, on the assumption of 

trustworthiness, creative writing groups—often comprised of relative strangers—share personal pieces 

                                                
29	  Pinker	  35.	  
30	  ibid.	  
31	  Pinker	  37.	  
32	  Haidt	  999.	  
33	  Haidt	  998.	  
34	  Haidt	  1000.	  
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with each other on the assumption that other group members won’t steal their creative product. Any 

member caught doing so would be asked to leave the group. Morality, in this sense, has a coercive effect. 

The reward of being a moral person is that you are a trusted and included member; people who violate a 

group’s moral codes are untrustworthy and no longer welcome.35 

The standards of morality Haidt offers help us to better understand Anonymous. They value fairness 

very highly, believe that everyone has the right to personal expression, do not at all respect authority, and 

act mostly (if not exclusively) in support of their moral intuitions. Perhaps they arrive at a moral 

conclusion to justify their actions, rather than the other way around, but this tactic is common in moral 

reasoning. It’s possible that those who argue that Anonymous is nothing but a bunch of internet vandals 

simply do not understand the value system in which their actions make moral sense. 

Admittedly, Anonymous’ immediate social context complicates and possibly undermines Anonymous’ 

claim on morality. The website which spawned Anonymous, 4chan.org, is a notorious gathering place of 

“trolls,” or internet users who delight in upsetting unsuspecting people in any number of ways, for no 

other reason other than “lulz” (a bastardization of LOLs, or LOL, internet speak for “laughing out 

loud”—they do it because it’s funny). 4chan, for example, went after Jessi Slaughter, an 11-year-old girl 

who attracted their attention after posting a YouTube video (in response to another Internet dispute 

unrelated to 4chan) saying, among other things, “This is to all you fucking haters, okay? Guess what—

you guys are bitches…I don’t give a fuck. I’m happy with my life, okay? If you can’t realize that and stop 

hating, I’ll pop a Glock in your mouth and make a brain slushie.”36 4chan users decided to call her bluff, 

and taunted and insulted her on her YouTube vlog, MySpace, Facebook, and email. Some 4chan users 

tracked down her real name, home phone number, and address, and made numerous prank phone calls 

as well as (according to the family) death threats and accusations of child abuse which ended up being 

investigated by the local police department. As obnoxious and foul-mouthed as pre-teen Jessi Slaughter 

may be, it’s hard to imagine any justification to gang up on an 11-year-old in such a coordinated way 

and expect her to be able to cope with it, and hard to characterize 4chan’s users as anything other than 

bullies in this particular situation. 4chan has a sense of humor, as well. Lolcats (pictures of cats with 

funny captions, now mostly found on icanhazcheeseburger.com) have their roots in 4chan. They 

overwhelmed an internet contest in a bid to send Justin Bieber on a concert tour to North Korea and 

invented the “Rickroll” (in which you click on a link only to discover that it takes you to the YouTube 

video for Rick Astley’s song “Never Gonna Give You Up”).37 

                                                
35	  ibid.	  
36	  http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/jessi-‐slaughter	  
37	  Grigoriadis.	  



	  

	  

59 

59 

Such antics sometimes spill over into Anonymous. It was Anonymous who overwhelmed YouTube 

with porn uploads one day, and allegedly wallpapered an epilepsy support discussion forum with loud, 

strobing advertisements (noise and flashing lights being known to cause seizures).38 Anonymous also 

flooded and prompted the shutdown of several hip-hop websites and a California teenager’s website for 

his No-Cussing Club.39 Anonymous’ recent activities may be morally motivated, but the culture in which 

it exists (and it is hardly a stretch to assume some overlap between the people who defended WikiLeaks 

and those who attacked Jessi Slaughter) is often frivolous, certainly questionable, and sometimes 

downright predatory. “Lulz” and internet Darwinism do not exactly foster the requisite environment 

(mutual support and beneficence, social conformity, establishment of trust) for group morality to 

function healthily. 

Is the Internet a better, safer place because of Anonymous? The group is trying, in its own selective, 

capricious way, to take on the role of Internet Cop, Guardians of Freedom. Clearly, Anonymous is not 

nearly as concerned with its own morals or conduct as it is with making sure other groups act in 

compliance with behavior it deems to be honorable, and humiliating groups which deviate from its 

standards. This puts Anonymous more comfortably in the company of fictional anti-heroes such as 

Batman, Rorschach (of Watchmen), and Wolverine of the X-Men. But guardians of morals cannot be 

automatically assumed to have morals themselves, not in the same way that civil rights groups in the 

1960s lobbied for the rights of citizens while also adhering to their own internal moral standards. And 

groups like Anonymous cannot be assumed to function like groups with a more defined structure, either. 

Studies of morality frequently examine an individual, an overall culture, or an organized group of 

people. But Anonymous seems to pride itself on its leaderlessness and facelessness. The idea that 

anonymity can breed trusting relationships between its members contradicts one of Haidt’s primary 

hypotheses for the functions of morals, that is, the coercive effect on behavior that collective morals can 

have. Although the group can so effectively punish outsiders, Anonymous has no way of policing its own 

membership, excluding those who don’t adhere to its moral code, or coercing its members into 

behaving. With no leaders, Anonymous goes where the whims of the hive mind will it to go. If members 

of a community are bound together by their common individual morals, members of a hive mind are 

bound by something else altogether. Groups with no authority figure or hierarchy must rely on the 

authority of each individual member to create something that reflects the collective whole of the group. 

Anonymous is a different sort of group to which the traditional assessment of group dynamics—to say 

nothing of morality—is challenging to apply. 
                                                
38	  Courtney,	  Poulson.	  
39	  Potter.	  
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The formal study of group dynamics began in the 18th century, but has fascinated our ancestors for 

many millennia. How do ants make a colony, or bees make a hive, or corals form reefs? What happens 

to higher reasoning when individuals join a mob? Leonardo da Vinci dissected cadaver brains looking 

for the place where the human soul resided. Charles Darwin explained the collective weight that 

random, singular genetic mutations can have. In the modern world, how do videos go viral? How does 

Google rank its search results? The process has been called emergence—how order emerges from disorder.  

Western philosophy has historically viewed the loss of individuality, the surrender of one’s autonomy, 

as threatening and dystopian. One thinks of the Bacchantes, ripping Orpheus to pieces in collective 

madness; or the many senseless riots that have caused incalculable damage in cities all over the world. 

Friedrich Nietzsche said, “Madness is rare in individuals—but in groups, parties, nations, and ages it is 

the rule.”40 There are times when the surrender of individuality is a goal, such as in certain religions; the 

practice like the Sufi dhikr, and other forms of religious ecstasy, which are believed to bring the 

practitioner closer to God. But the assumption is that moral individuals tend to become immoral in 

aggregate, and generally, complicated social action (of the sort that Anonymous engages in) is not what 

people envision crowds doing. The line between the madness of crowds and the intelligence behind 

emergence is only beginning to be understood. 

For example, as scientists study crowds they discover that crowds have an odd sort of intelligence. For 

example, when trying to guess how many jellybeans are in a jar, no one person will be right—but when 

all the guesses are averaged together, it turns out that the group is almost exactly correct, often within a 

jellybean or two. This has been documented over and over again, with a variety of different problems, 

including economic issues of supply and demand.41 And the larger the crowd, the more correct the 

answer is likely to be, the more likely that the noise of individual stupidity can somehow coalesce into a 

signal of collective wisdom. 

James Surowiecki, in his book The Wisdom of Crowds, outlines four qualities that a crowd must have 

before it can be considered “wise:” diversity of opinion, independence of individuals, decentralization of 

authority, and aggregated decision-making. Individuals in Anonymous can trawl the entire internet for 

information, making their own decision about whether to participate in any given operation. No one 

individual’s opinion holds more weight than anyone else’s, and whether or not an operation is a success 

depends directly on how many people participate. It’s hard to imagine a purer distillation of opinion. 

So Anonymous may be a “wise crowd.” Though it is difficult (perhaps impossible) to predict what 

organizations will attract Anonymous’ ire, there is a deliberative process involved—both when the group 
                                                
40	  Nietzsche	  90.	  
41	  Surowiecki	  4.	  
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is deciding on targets, and when individual members of the group decide whether they are going to 

participate. It is hard to know how long an idea bounces around in the community—probably not more 

than a day or so, online attention spans being what they are—but at some point, the “What if…” and 

“We should…” has to become “We are going to…” with a precise date, time, and plan of deployment. 

Given the aggregative aspect of Anonymous’ decisions and actions, though, how much do individual 

members allow their assumptions about whether or not others will participate in an action influence 

their decision?  

Professors of philosophy Sara Rachel Chant and Zachary Ernst (University of Missouri) examine the 

“state of equilibrium” in a group, when individual intentions reach a tipping point and become collective 

action.42 When individuals in a group are reasonably certain that other actors will show up and also 

cooperate in the effort—like moving a large piece of furniture, for example, or cleaning a neighborhood 

park—they are more likely to commit to a project. Reasonable certainty about the “intentions and 

behaviors” of other individuals in a group can, at least in part, explain whether an individual member 

commits to an activity or not. 

So though Anonymous cannot breed trust-based morality between individual members, if individuals 

can make reasonable extrapolations about the intentions of Anonymous as a whole, then they do not 

have to trust other individuals—they can trust in the collective weight of Anonymous. As politically-

motivated actions outnumber actions waged against 11-year-olds, Anonymous gains a reputation as a 

particular sort of organization, and an organization that carries through with its intentions. Thus, as the group 

ages and evolves, new members will self-select to reinforce the morality they perceive Anonymous to 

have—and in the process, will make Anonymous a more moral organization, unintentionally shaping it 

in their own image. In the greater, wider, wiser crowd that is the Internet, everyone has a vote in the 

ultimate identity of Anonymous, whether they are part of it or not. 
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All of This is True 
 

Fiction. Date unknown. Dedicated to my friend Robin. 

 

Under the circumstances, I thought, things could be worse. I wasn’t quite sure how, but experience 

had taught me that whenever I thought that things couldn’t get worse, the universe went out of its way to 

prove to me that things could, in fact, get worse, just to prove its point. The universe’s creativity in this 

aspect never ceased to amaze me, so rather than delude myself, I went ahead and granted the universe’s 

premise that everything could get worse, and did my best to not tempt the vengeful wrath of the gods. 

I had come to L.A. to visit a friend of mine, a girl who had been my lover and, after that ended, one 

of my best friends for more than five years, until about two years ago, when she moved out here, and we 

started to grow apart. But we had started talking again, over the phone, a couple of weeks ago, and when 

a minor argument with one of my roommates reached epic proportions, I said something about wishing 

I could get away for a couple of days, and she said I should come visit her. Like an idiot, I agreed with 

her, so I took time off work, bought a ticket, and flew out to LAX, feeling exhausted and bruised and in 

need of hugs. 

She lived in a small, single-room apartment with just enough room in it for a stove and a futon that 

we both slept on, awkwardly shifting towards opposite corners, leaving enough room between us for 

almost a whole other person. Her refrigerator smelled of sour milk, and out the single window was a 

view of the yellow-brown bricks of the building on the other side of the alley. 

Neither of us had much money to spend, so there was nothing to distract us from the increasingly 

awkward conversations we were having. I didn’t have the energy to figure out why the comfort and ease 

I had felt in her presence five years ago had evaporated, and couldn’t figure out what it was—either 

about my presence or about what it was I was saying—that made her mad every which way. I guess I 

didn’t fully realize how mad she was getting, either. But either way, a full forty-eight hourse before I was 

scheduled to leave town to go home, I said something—I don’t remember what it was, the whole fight 

was about seven different kinds of surreal, I think I said something about her not seeming to want me 

around anyway—and she went right off the deep end. If I could phrase it more compassionately, I 

would. She said I was unbelievable, that she’d been putting up with me and my hostility for all these 

days and she was done, absolutely done, and that I should get my shit together and get the hell out of her 

house. I stared at her incredulously. No, seriously, she said. Get your stuff. I’m dropping you off at a 

hotel. I’m not putting up with you for one more night. 
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Feeling numb and dazed, I started to pack up my stuff. Before I really had any grasp of what was 

happening, she was dropping me off at a flop house. She gave me time to get my stuff out of the trunk of 

her car and then drove off, not even saying goodbye. It was right around then that I started telling myself 

not to worry, that it could be worse. I wasn’t sure if I believed me. 

The desk clerk passed me my room key through a slot in the bulletproof glass. Luckily, the television 

and the AC in my room worked, and the sheets looked kind of clean. Well, I thought, if I can cheat 

death for 48 hours in this land of forest fires, earthquakes, mudslides, gang wars, race riots, smog, 

corrupt cops, movie stars, their publicists, and their drug dealers, then I can survive anywhere. 

Hunger eventually drove me from my hotel room, and I wandered around the neighborhood in 

search of something to eat. A couple of blocks away, I cut through a park, if park is what you could call 

it. When I say “park,” the image my mind conjures is of trees, grass, picnics. But in this great concrete 

jungle, a park apparently consisted of three basketball courts, a small patch of grass with a graffitied 

picnic table and a small, diseased tree. It was completely deserted. 

The squeal of brakes caught my attention, and I looked up to see a car skid to a stop in front of what 

looked like a squirrel. It paused a moment, then drove away. I jogged up to investigate. 

The tires hadn’t hit the squirrel, so it was unhurt, but it was frozen in fear in the middle of the road. It 

crouched there, paws splayed out, as flat as it could make itself. It was tiny—I mean, I’ve seen rats bigger 

than this thing. It stared up at me, trembling, but it didn’t move. 

I tried to shoo it out of the street, but it wouldn’t go. I pulled my jacket sleeve down over my hand 

and gave him a little push to get him going. Instead he flipped over and grabbed my sleeve with his 

claws. And didn’t let go. I gave him a little shake, but he just dug his claws in tighter. He was tiny, 

obviously a baby, and I looked around, expecting to be pelted with acorns by an angry mama squirrel. 

But other than some disinterested pedestrians on the other side of the street, there was no one around. I 

looked down at the critter, who had curled up in my palm and was no longer trembling. I tried to put 

him in the tree, unappetizing though it seemed to be, but he wouldn’t go, he just stared at me with wide, 

dark eyes. He was so young he didn’t even have any teeth and, apparently, no fear of people. So I did 

what any sensible person would do. I put the squirrel in my jacket pocket, and wondered how I could 

manipulate someone into saying, “Is that a squirrel in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” 

I found a 7-11 and bought some food for the both of us. I was scrounging a cardboard box from a 

nearby alley when a woman came up to me, wearing stirrup pants, a UCLA sweatshirt, and a ratty fur 

coat. “Please,” she said, “Please can you help me?” 

“I don’t have any spare change, I’m sorry.” 
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“It’s not for me—look, I’m sorry, but a friend of mine asked me if I could watch her kids for a couple 

of hours, and that was three days ago. I can’t find her, and I don’t have money for food for them, and 

one needs diapers—“ 

I wanted to ask why she didn’t call the cops. I wanted to ask why she didn’t call child welfare. I 

wanted to tell her that I had a squirrel in my pocket. Instead, I apologized and told her I didn’t have any 

cash on me. It was true, kind of—I had $40 in my wallet, but that had to last me for three days. 

Back in my hotel room, I put the squirrel in the empty box and turned on the TV just to fill the 

silence. I got him to eat some peanut butter and water, and then I taped the box shut, sure that he would 

be dead by morning, because he was so small. 

But the next morning he was still alive, so as I fed him more peanut butter—a fingertip at a time—I 

flipped through the phone book and started calling pet supply stores. 

“You’re not allowed to have a pet squirrel, you know.” 

“I know. I don’t want a pet squirrel. I’ve only had him overnight, and now I want to get rid of him, 

but I don’t want him to die in the park.” 

There was a long silence as the girl I was talking to asked a question of someone nearby. “My co-

worker says that there’s a woman who rehabilitates small wildlife. I can give you her phone number.” 

Two bus rides and a long walk later, I was in the suburbs, matching the numbers on the houses to the 

ones on the scrap of paper in my hand. I stopped outside a house that was overgrown with an immobile 

menagerie of potted plants and clay animals. A bear on its hind legs, a family of pigs, a cat curled up 

with its tail over its nose, a dragon about to take flight. Six ducks of varying sizes all in a line. The yard 

was overgrown with stone animals and flowering shrubs. 

The doorbell was shaped like a squirrel standing on its hind legs. I pushed it and stood, nervously, 

clutching the box with my squirrel inside. 

The door was opened by a woman in a pink nightgown that hung down to her ankles. Two tabby cats 

were pacing in and out between her legs, and I tightened my grip on the box. Her hair was fly-away 

curly; her horn-rimmed glasses—with rhinestones, no less—stood out a full three inches beyond her 

head on either side. “You must be Hanna! And is that the little squirrel?” She pointed to the box. “Yes 

ma’am.” 

“Well aren’t you polite? Nobody says ma’am anymore. Well come in, come in, let’s get the little guy 

settled.” She opened the screen door for me, holding the cats back with one foot. 
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Every horizontal surface except the floor was stacked precariously with piles of bills, newspapers, 

envelopes, coupons, advertisements. The floor was littered with cat toys and kibble. It wasn’t quite 

hoarder-level, but it wasn’t reassuring either. 

She led me into the living room, which was dominated by a four-foot-tall crucifix. Jesus, in mid-

moan, blood dripping down his face, stared at me with protuberant eyes. I moved to the side on the 

pretense of extracting one of the tabbys from my shoelaces, but Jesus’s sad, bloody gaze followed me. If 

I’d had a free hand, I would’ve buried my face in it. Great, I thought. I’m in the house of some OCD 

woman who was told by Jesus to save the squirrels. 

She kept up a continual prattle about squirrels, about the facilities she had for them, about “Riley,” 

the other squirrel she had that was the same age as my squirrel, that she was sure they would be “the 

best of friends.” I filled out the form she gave me—name and address, where I’d found the squirrel, what 

I’d gotten him to eat—and, since she said she was a non-profit, gave her all the cash in my wallet, a 

whopping $3. Probably not even enough for a single meal for my squirrel (who would probably be 

named “Mackenzie” or “Addison” or some other soap opera name before the day was out), but to her 

credit, she didn’t look disappointed. Maybe Jesus made up for shoddy donations. I gave the squirrel one 

last scratch on the head and then excused myself, disentangling the tabby from my socks again, lying 

about how I had to get to work. It was not until I was on the bus, staring at the grease spot someone’s 

head had left on the window, that it occurred to me that she might just be fattening up my squirrel to eat 

him. 

I had another twelve hours until my flight home, and the only good thing I could see about returning 

there was that at least it wasn’t here. I was starting to feel good and sorry for myself, sitting surrounded 

by people who went out of their way to avoid acknowledging my existence, all alone in a city where even 

the damned squirrels had someone to look after hem, and when I got home all I had to look forward to 

was work. I decided to go to the airport early. I might as well do nothing there was here, and there 

would have a McDonald’s. 

Twenty-four hours later, I was back in Montana, breathing in clearer air and working in the one 

coffee shop in town, serving overpriced drinks and dreaming of the day when I could fling used espresso, 

like an enraged monkey throwing feces, at all the tourist yuppie jerks who walked through my doors. I 

amused my co-workers, Joe and Meg, for the first ten minutes with my squirrel story. They couldn’t 

agree on whether or not my squirrel was dinner. 

“Jesus freaks don’t eat squirrels,” said Meg. 
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Joe blew a raspberry to show what he thought of that argument. “It all depends on what Jesus told 

them to do, now doesn’t it? How many people have done something absolutely fucking bonkers because 

Jesus said so?” 

I left them to it and went to help the pudgy flannel-clad Santa Claus lookalike who’d just walked in. 

“What can I get for you?” 

“Just a small coffee, please. Room for cream.” 

“No problem.” 

“I hear the space shuttle got off the ground safely,” he said as I poured the coffee. “I saw in the paper 

this morning. Front page. I guess all that had to happen to get people interested in the space program 

again was for one of them to blow up.” 

I set the coffee down in front of him. “Do you think it’ll get back safe?” 

“Man, who knows. NASA never should’ve let that thing off the ground.” 

I took his money, punched the cash register. “I wish I could’ve watched them land on the moon. I 

don’t think anyone’s gone there in my lifetime.” I wanted to tell him that I didn’t care about the space 

shuttle, that I’d spent the last 24 hours with squirrels and Jesus freaks and with that kind of alien life on 

Earth, what were we even sending people to space for? 

“Man, it was something. I was in Alaska at the time with my wife—well now she’s my ex-wife. She 

was an anthropologist, studying some of the Inuits that live up there. We were in Barrow, way above the 

Arctic Circle. Beautiful fuckin place, birds and fish like you wouldn’t believe, but you had to really love it 

because the winters would drive you crazy, and I mean literally crazy, because the sun doesn’t rise for 

months at a time. If I’d thought that killing somebody would’ve bought me just ten minutes of sunlight, I 

probably would’ve done it. 

“So anyway, there I am, in Alaska. There was one family in the whole town that had a television, so 

me and my wife went to their house and watched with the rest of the neighborhood. And it was broad 

daylight—it was nighttime, but up there the sun doesn’t set between May and August—and there on the 

TV set there’s these guys, surrouded by darkness, hopping round on the moon. I could see the moon out 

the living room window, and I could see them, on my television set. It was wild.” 

“It sounds wild. I wish I could’ve seen it.” 

He took a sip of coffee. “Come outside with me for a second.” 

I raised my eyebrows at him, my Do-I-look-like-a-sexual-assault-victim-to-you? look.  

He laughed. “Come on. I promise not to kidnap you or anything. I just want to show you 

something.” I shrugged and, coming out from behind the bar, followed him out into the parking lot. 
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The sun had set, but it wasn’t quite dark enough for the stars to be out. The moon, orange and heavy, 

was not yet fully above the horizon. Santa Claus pointed at it. “Somewhere up there,” he said, “are the 

footprints of astronauts, set in dust that never changes because there’s no air, and no wind. An idea 

crossed the mind of a group of men, and they pulled it off. That’s what humans do, kid. They look over 

the river, over the ocean, up into the sky, and they say—I wanna figure out what it’s like there. And off 

we go.” And he looked at me looking at the moon, to see if I was looking at footprints, or at a lunatic. 

It should’ve been something that I could appreciate, and I think on any other day, I would have. But 

I had gone from one fight to another and returned and my roommate was still mad at me, and looking 

up at the moon with Santa Claus, I just felt tired. 



Tobacco Island/San Patricios 
 

These are both historical background essays I wrote to go with two songs, “Tobacco Island” by Flogging Molly and 

“San Patricios” by the Street Dogs. Both songs tell the stories of actual historical events in Irish or Irish-American history, 

and I got interested and went investigating.  

 

“Tobacco Island”43 

 

And to hell we must sail for the shores of sweet Barbados, 

Where the sugar cane grows taller than the God we once believed in. 

The butcher and his crown rape the land we used to sleep in, 

Now tomorrow chimes of ghostly crimes will haunt Tobacco Island. 

 

‘Twas 1659, forgotten now for sure. 

They dragged us from our homeland with the musket and their gun. 

Cromwell and his roundheads battered all we knew, 

Shackled hopes of freedom, we’re now but stolen goods. 

Dark is the horizon, blackened from the sun 

This rotten cage of Bridgetown is where I now belong 

 

And to hell we must sail for the shores of sweet Barbados, 

Where the sugar cane grows taller than the God we once believed in. 

The butcher and his crown rape the land we used to sleep in, 

Now tomorrow chimes of ghostly crimes will haunt Tobacco Island. 

 

Red leg, down a peg, blisters burns the soul. 

The floggings they’re a plenty, but reasons there are none. 

Our backs belong to landlords where branded is their name. 

Paid for with ten shillings, cheap labor never breaks. 

The silver moon is shining, cools the copper blood 

                                                
43 © 2004 26F RPM, Inc. Music by King/Regan/Casey/Schwindt/Hensley/Maxwell/Schmidt. Lyrics by King. Published by 

TWENTYSIXF Music (BMI) and 26F Gellert Hill Music (Ascap). From the Flogging Molly album Within a Mile of Home. 
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Where the living meet the dead and together dance as one 

 

Agony, will you cleanse this misery? 

For it’s never again I’ll breathe the air of home. 

From this sandy edge, the rolling sea breaks my revenge 

With each whisper a thousand waves I hear roar, 

“I’m coming home.” 

 

 
 
A Bit of Background 
The long epic of Ireland’s domination by England begins, in Greek tragedian style, with a fight over a 

woman. The King of England (Henry II) was officially granted lordship over Ireland by the papal Bull 

Laudabiliter (a papal Bull being roughly equivalent to an executive order) in 1155. The Bull states, 

among other things, that “We regard it as pleasing and acceptable to us that you [Henry II] should enter 

that island [Ireland] for the purpose of enlarging the boundaries of the Church, checking the descent 

into wickedness, correcting morals and implanting virtues.”44 No word on whether the Irish regarded the 

action pleasing and acceptable, especially considering they were already Catholic at the time. At any 

rate, Henry II did nothing to enforce the order for almost fifteen years, until 1169, when an Irish king, 

Diarmait, furious and bitter over the loss of his wife and his lands to a rival king and exiled from Ireland, 

searched out Henry II and offered him all of Ireland on a silver platter in return for military assistance in 

recapturing his (Diarmait’s) lands. The following year, a Norman army led by Richard Strongbow and 

allied with Diarmait landed on Ireland with the intention of conquest. In 1172, Henry II went to Ireland 

for the first time since he had taken charge of it seventeen years before. 

It must be one of history’s great ironies that the rule of Ireland was given to the English crown by an 

English pope who did not have the authority to give it away; that this name-only rule remained dormant 

for fourteen years until an Irish monarch and traitor also offered the King prizes that were not the 

Irishman’s to give. Following the Crown’s history in Ireland requires a certain amount of suspension of 

disbelief, logic, and common sense. Some monarchs tried invading Ireland militarily; some tried more 

subtle method of exporting rafts of Englishmen to colonize and displace the Irish natives. About the only 

thing that remained consistent was the fact that England simply didn’t have the money or the army to 
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truly bring Ireland to heel, and so the island was left more or less alone for two hundred years. In 

England, the crown was often beleagured—by internal politics and powerplays, by external war—and 

Ireland, by comparison, caused little trouble. A British king didn’t even set foot in Ireland between 

Henry II in 1172 and Richard II in 1394.45  

One thing is true, though: even when England and Ireland shared a religion (which they did until 

Henry VIII wanted to get a divorce), there was no question of the hierarchy between the two countries, 

particularly from England’s point of view. Ireland’s Catholicism was of a different color, having evolved 

in isolation and within Gaelic society for hundreds of years. Gaelic customs such as divorce, fosterage, 

secular marriage, and collective property ownership continued with no conflict from the Church well 

into the 1400s, in spite of Rome’s and London’s efforts to the contrary.46 From the point of view of the 

Church of England, Catholic or Protestant, the Irish Church was always in need of reform. The Irish 

had always been primitive backward savages, still an agrarian warrior-based society long after London 

became a bustling, cosmopolitan metropolis, the most influential city in Europe. That Ireland, with its 

favorable location, good shipping ports, fertile soil, and some of the most beautiful scenery that God saw 

fit to put on this earth belonged to the Irish, irked the growing empire to no end. 

The English have always wanted Ireland, but have always had a terror of becoming Irish. It was, in 

some ways, the misfortune of the Irish to have been born on the island first. 

 

1641—Prologue 
In England, King Charles I and the Puritan-controlled Parliament were locked in a battle for 

dominance that would, eventually, culminate in the King’s execution. 

In Ulster, a sizable number of Scots-Presbyterians were competing for dominance with English 

Anglicans. The Scots had been given incentives to settle northern Ireland in the early 1600s in an effort 

to displace the Catholic Ulstermen. Forty years later, however, Scotland was angling for its own 

independence, the Irish Catholics stubbornly refused to be displaced or converted. Anglicans and 

Presbyterians, catfighting with each other, made the fatal mistake of forgetting about the Gaelic majority 

all around them, and the Irish Catholic majority took advantage. The Irish were not, in this instance, 

fighting for independence; but rather for the recognition of their rights of land ownership and freedom of 

religion. 

The rebellion was most concentrated in the Irish county of Ulster, where the mayhem was fierce. 

Present-day estimates hold that perhaps as many as 12,000 Protestant planters died, either from 
                                                
45	  ibid.	  
46	  ibid.	  



	  

	  

72 

72 

massacre or privation—perhaps as much as one-third of the Protestant population. The rebellion, and 

subsequent massacre, were told and retold in England, both in truthful lurid glory and exaggerated 

propaganda. Rancor in England was fierce. In a pamphlet published in reaction to the 1641 rebellion, 

an anonymous English author stated, “Cursed be he that holdeth back his sword from blood; yea, cursed 

be he that maketh not his sword drunk with Irish blood.”47 

By that logic, in 1649, Oliver Cromwell would shortly become the most blessed man in the British 

empire. 

 

‘Twas 1659, forgotten now for sure. 
They dragged us from our homeland with the musket and their gun. 
Cromwell and his roundheads battered all we knew. 

(So it was actually 1649, but whatever.) 

After dispensing with the king of England by having him executed in January of 1649, subduing 

Ireland was a priority for Cromwell. For one thing, the recurrent rebellions were a drain on the Royal 

Treasury, and there was always the chance that a royalist uprising could spread to England itself. 

Avenging the massacre of 1641 provided a convenient reason (not that Puritans ever needed much of an 

excuse to wage war on Catholics), and besides, what a prize it must have been for Cromwell: to succeed 

where generations of monarchs had failed, to subdue Ireland as she had never been subdued before. 

On August 15th, 1649, Oliver Cromwell and 12,000 men of the New Model Army landed in Dublin, 

joining 8,000 men who were already there.48 Within two weeks they were fully mustered and on their 

way to battle. On Sept. 11th, 1649, they arrived at Drogheda, a small coastal town north of Dublin, and 

laid siege. 

Drogheda had once been a center of the Pale, but was controlled by Catholics by Cromwell’s time. It 

was defended by 2220 foot and 320 horse, nearly all Irishmen, and commanded by the Catholic Sir 

Arthur Aston, a veteran soldier who had supported the king during the English Civil War, and made 

governor of Drogheda in 1648. Upon arriving at the walls of the town, Cromwell sent Aston a demand 

for surrender. The demand was declined. 

The siege did not last even a full day; the garrison was overrun and the slaughter—which went on for 

four full days—began. Sir Arthur Aston was captured and beaten to death with his own wooden leg; his 

body was hacked to pieces. English officers promised quarter to Irish soldiers who lay down their arms, 
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but went back on their word and massacred surrendered soldiers. Cromwell issued an order that no 

man, woman, or child should be spared—they “would sacrifice their souls to the ghosts of the English 

whom they had massacred.” Over 3000 people—soldiers, civilians, and priests alike—were put to the 

sword, regardless of their participation in the rebellions of 1641 or 1649.49 In a letter back to England, 

Cromwell reports that “we put to the sword the whole number of defendents. I do not think thirty of the 

whole number escaped with their lives…a righteous judgment of God upon those barbarous wretches 

who have imbrued their hands in so much innocent blood…it will tend to prevent the effusion of blood 

for the future.” 

Cromwell wasted no time celebrating victory. He marched on to Wexford. Their defenses didn’t hold 

either; the town was sacked and its people slaughtered, prisoners of war were either executed or put in 

gaols in preparation for being sent to Barbados. 

 

Shackled hopes of freedom, we’re now but stolen goods. 
By July of 1650, Cromwell controlled all of Ireland except a few isolated provinces. The small 

number of surviving Irish rebels were held as prisoners of war “in safe custody for Barbados.”50 

On August 24, 1652, a proclamation was issued giving the Commissioners of Ireland the power to 

seize and transport anybody judged dangerous to the Commonwealth. The most common destinations 

were Virginia and Barbados. Estimates hold that anywhere between 12,000 and 50,000 Irish were 

transported to the West Indies and Americas every year during the 1650s.51 Not a single soul who was 

“barbadoed” managed to return home. Many of those transported were rebels or landowners, people 

too dangerous to be allowed to stay in Ireland but to expensive to keep imprisoned forever. Captured 

priests and nuns were exiled and enslaved, and some people were simply kidnapped by merchants. 

The Irish had already been going to Barbados for some years, most under the banner of indentured 

servitude, binding themselves and their service to a planter for a certain period of time. After Cromwell’s 

defeat of Ireland, however, Irish citizens were seized and sold into slavery in large numbers. 

Barbados had been settled by the English in 1627. The initial crop invested in was tobacco, like many 

West Indian islands at the time. Tobacco doubled as currency among the English colonists—one of the 

governors of Barbados in the 1630s demanded tax levees in the form of tobacco leaves. Barbados was, in 

slang, “Tobacco Island.” But Virginian tobacco was superior, and after a brief attempt at growing 
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cotton, by the 1650s, English planters had settled on the labor-intensive crop of sugar as the profit-maker 

of choice.  

After the first shipments of Irish POWs and rebels, every Irish man, woman, or child who could be 

rounded up east of the Shannon River was taken to a seaport—Waterford, Cork, Dunarvan, and 

others—and flung into a gaol to await the arrival of the slave ships. Priests were barbadoed as well; those 

too old or physically incapable of slave labor were executed or banished to France or Portugal.52  

 

And to hell we must sail for the shores of sweet Barbados, 
Where the sugar cane grows taller than the God we once believed in. 

Whatever the Irish experienced of their conquerors in England, they were about to discover that life 

could actually get worse. We know little about voyages specifically carrying Irish slaves, but as these 

were, in many cases, the same ships and captains that participated in the well-documented trade 

between Africa and the American colonies, educated guesses can be made. 

Slave ships generally carried between 200 and 500 slaves per trip (captains were known as either 

“loose packers” or “tight packers,” a reference to the number of people they would cram into the hold). 

Slaves were chained together and kept below decks, most often on long bunks stacked close together, “so 

tightly…that they could not move. In the ‘best regulated’ ships, a grown person was allowed 16” in 

width, 32” in height, and 5’11” in length…‘not so much room as a man has in a coffin.’”53 Conditions 

were filthy and abominable and people died like flies. A loss of 20% during the course of a voyage—

perhaps 10,000 over five years—was considered acceptable, an expense captains planned for when 

calculating profit margin. 

Slaves were bought on the Irish coast for £4.10s, then sold in Barbados for at least £10. A cargo of 

250 slaves could bring a profit of almost £5,000—considerably more profitable than the West African 

slave trade at the time.54 

The newly arrived, bewildered exiles were branded “redlegs” for, wearing tattered clothes and no 

shoes, they were apt to get burned by the hot Barbadan sun. 

 

The Butcher and his crown rape the land we used to sleep in. 
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Back in Ireland, Cromwell instituted his second campaign: to wash the Irish out of Ireland, to seize 

and redistribute their land to English hands. Three-fourths of the Irish population were banished to 

Connaught, on the far west of the island. 

Between the military campaigns and transplantation, seven out of every eight Irish people died.55 

Over 11 million acres of land were confiscated and redistributed. By 1685, only 22% of Ireland was 

owned by native Irishmen,56 almost all of that in Connaught. Irish landowners arrested east of the 

Shannon River faced death or slavery in Barbados. Gaelic soldiers who stayed in the eastern Ireland and 

waged guerilla war on the English (soldiers and planters alike) had a bounty put on their heads and were 

hunted down like foxes. The English put packs of dogs on their trails and tore them to pieces. Priests also 

had a bounty on their heads and were either murdered, exiled, or barbadoed.57 Irish landowners were 

told they could remain on their land if they murdered a suitable number of rebels (or an unfortunate 

Irish peasant who might be passed off as a rebel). 

 

Red leg, down a peg, blisters burns the soul. 
The floggings they’re a plenty, but reasons there are none. 
Slaves’ lives were ruled by the horn and the whip. The horn called them out of sleep at dawn, 

summoned them to their midday meal, released them from work at the end of the day. Any infraction—

real or supposed—was met by the whip.58 

Black and Irish slaves were mostly mixed together in the same line, as their lack of common language 

made them less likely to revolt.59 As most of the Irish slaves spoke no English either, only Gaelic, they 

were supremely isolated—from their homeland, from their countrymen, from anyone who even spoke 

their language. 

The overseers on the plantations were, most often, either mixed-race or black. The threat of floggings 

was constant, and the white slaves were often singled out for punishment—the overseers were, perhaps, 

eager to punish a white skin, any white skin, for the punishment that they themselves were subject to at 

the hands of their masters. Women worked the fields in lines of their own, vulnerable to being raped by 

overseers or fellow slaves or plantation owners.60 Slaves were commonly whipped in the field, but for a 

serious infraction, a slave was tied to a post—the post had a crossbar to lash his arms to—and flogged 
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with a cowhide whip until they lost consciousness. Doused with cold water, their wounds rubbed with 

vinegar or salt to increase the pain, the flogging would continue, until the slave’s back was in ribbons. 

“The English,” observed Pére Labat, a French clergyman, in 1700, “do not look after their slaves well, 

and treat them very badly.” 

“Under the hot sun many of the slaves collapsed and died where they worked in the fields,” said Irish 

journalist Sean O’Callaghan. “They were buried where they lay and the work continued. Very often the 

overseer did not even bother to mention the death of a slave to the owner of the plantation.” 

 

Our backs belong to landlords where branded is their name. 
Paid for with ten shillings, cheap labor never breaks. 
After a humiliating and terrifying trip to the auction block, strong boys sold for fieldwork and girls 

drawing prices as concubines and breeders, the slaves were branded with the initials of their owner. A 

heated branding iron was applied to males’ buttocks and females’ forearms.61 The slaves were then taken 

directly to the plantations and told to build their own dwellings (but given no material or tools with 

which to do so), and commenced back-breaking work the next morning. 

Three categories of labor existed in Barbados: the indentured slaves, the white slaves, and the black 

slaves. The usual length for an indenturement was seven years. There were three types of indentured 

servants: “Freewillers,” who signed themselves away of their own free wills; “Redemptioners,” people 

who were persuaded or duped into signing indenturement papers; and “Spiriters,” those (often children) 

who were kidnapped by merchants and slave captains. It is estimated that a single merchant could 

capture and ship an estimated 500 children per year.62 

The promise of indenturement—that you serve for seven years, and at the end you get a plot of land 

and some tools to make your own life—was bitterly far from the reality. If your master sold you to 

another planter, your term of servitude started over, dragging out servitude indefinitely. And indentured 

servants often discovered that their lot was actually harsher than that of slaves, black or white. A slave is 

a slave for life, and a master has a vested interest in making sure they live for as long as possible. An 

indentured servant, on the other hand, is a labor source with a deadline—and cheaper to replace—so 

the masters pushed to get as much out of them as possible.63 

For a period of time—maybe twenty years, starting when Cromwell first began exporting Irish 

rebels—white slaves were both cheaper and easier to manage than black slaves. Catholic slaves, unlike 
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pagan Africans or even Protestant Christians, would not commit suicide to escape their conditions, 

allowing overseers to treat them as harshly as they could without killing them. But gradually, says 

American historican Fergus Bordewich, “the balance shifted toward the almost exclusive exploitation of 

black Africans. Slaves, unlike indentured whites, steadily continued to multiply their master’s wealth, like 

well-invested money…It was also, of course, harder for black slaves to slip away unnoticed and 

disappear into the free white population.”64 

 

Dark is the horizon, blackened by the sun, 
This rotten Cage of Bridgetown is where I now belong. 

“The Cage” was the name of the prison in Bridgetown where rebellious slaves were held before their 

trial and (inevitable) hanging. 

Runaways and revolts were a constant threat, the slave population having very little to lose (and, from 

one perspective, a death to gain) if they attempted and failed. In 1655, an unspecified number of slaves 

bolted and took refuge in “ye thicket” and, before they were captured, occupied themselves attacking 

English planters and hacking them to pieces with machetes, then stealing the planters’ guns and using 

them on the militia that was trying to hunt them down.65 Laws attempting to curb runaways were passed 

in 1652, 1657, and 1675. Another attempted rebellion was put down in 1686, by which times most 

indentured servants had become free people with no land, jobs, rights, or food. Many starved to death. 

 

Now tomorrow chimes of ghostly crimes will haunt Tobacco Island. 
As the demographic composition of the slave population gradually shifted, the Irish population 

declined and the slave ships turned to the more inexhaustible African labor supply, and eventually (by 

the early 1700s) the slave population was almost entirely black. Freed Irish slaves and their descendents 

joined the ranks of buccaneers and pirates or scraped out a living in a forgotten corner of the island. 

They never integrated with either the English gentry or with former slaves of African origin, and remain 

one of the most poverty-stricken groups on a poverty-stricken island—descendents of servants who were 

given their freedom and not much else. There are still descendents of redlegs living in Barbos—still 

isolated, and poorer than their ancestors were when they were stolen from their homeland with muskets 

and guns, perhaps almost as poor as their more recent ancestors who toiled for the benefit of English 

sugar merchants.  
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Names like Irish Town and Dublin Castle; Leinster Road and Killarney Avenue litter maps in 

Barbados; Murphys and Maddens and O’Briens are scattered throughout the phone book—descendents 

of ghostly crimes hiding in plain sight. 
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“San Patricios”66 
 

200 Irish go into Mexico 

To fight a battle of Manifest Destiny. 

Driven by their Catholic conscience 

They chose to rise and do what’s right, 

Joined up with the natives for the fight. 

 

Confused then torn by aggression  

Born against a sovereign land 

El batallón, el batallón, de San Patricios 

 

Sick and tired of the Anglo abuse of might, 

And of following orders from a bent U.S. regime, 

They joined ranks with the Mexican army, 
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Red-headed ones led by John Riley. 

When you stand behind your principles you never lose. 

 

Mirar aqui, Rudy 

Churubusco de el 72 no queridos en la corte marcial 

50 colgados, 16 madriados portrados como trydores 

Grito para ellos, grito para todos, 

Parados nunca calleron 

 

(Look here, Rudy 

The 72 of Churubusco found no love at the court martial. 

50 were hung, 16 were beaten, all were portrayed as traitors. 

Shout for them, shout for everyone, 

They can’t be silenced while we are standing.)67 

 

So we celebrate Irish and Mexican unity, 

It was forged with blood during Manifest Destiny. 

Confused then torn by aggression born against this sovereign land. 

El batallón, el batallón, de San Patricios. 

Led by Riley’s vision while they paid the highest price, 

El batallón, el batallón, de San Patricios. 

 

Read up about the Mexican-American War sometime, especially given these days of undeclared Holy 

Wars, Manifest Destiny, crumbling empires, fear tactics, and fictional weapons of mass destruction. As 

far back as 1836, we Americans had a natural talent for making opportunistic, economically motivated 

wars look like matters of the deepest principle thanks to our propaganda-machinated media. Manifest 

Destiny—aka White Americans’ sense of entitlement—leads to war, and it’s not like the United States 

has no experience in territorial disputes masquerading as religious conflicts and vice versa. Senator 

Daniel Webster in 1846, categorized the conflict as, “…a most unnecessary and most unjustifiable 

war…I hold it to be a war unconstitutional in its origin. I hold it to be a war founded upon pretexts.”68 
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We could write a how-to manual titled “Protestant vs Catholic to Protestant vs Muslim in Six Easy 

Steps” (Step One: Be Totally Oblivious To History Repeating Itself). 

Texas rebelled from Mexican rule in 1835 and annexed by the United States in 1845, even though its 

independence wasn’t recognized by Mexico. The slaughter of the soldiers at the Alamo incensed 

Americans in 1836, and Mexicans were frustrated by Caucasian-Americans’ encroachment into their 

northern states (including present-day New Mexico, California, Utah, Colorado, etc), acting like it 

already belonged to them.  

Immigration to the US was higher than ever before (almost 600,000 Irish alone arrived in coffin ships 

between 1840 and 1848)69, and there was an anti-immigrant backlash focused mainly at poor Irish and 

German Catholics. This was the beginning of “Irish Need Not Apply” and in the early 1830s there were 

anti-Catholic riots in cities like Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. It was the time of Manifest Destiny, 

an idea summarized succinctly by the journalist John L. O’Sullivan in 1845: “It is our Manifest Destiny 

to overspread the Continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying 

millions.”70 A time of expansion and empire-building in true Olde European Style; a time when America 

was coming into her own and discovering, as a nation who was still younger than many of her 

inhabitants, what she might be capable of. 

All this and more came to a head in mid-May, 1846, when, after months of buildup and provocation, 

Congress declared war on Mexico. General Zachary Taylor had already been camped on the Rio 

Grande at Matamoros with his army for months, had already engaged in hostilities with the Mexican 

army—and was already losing soldiers to disease and desertion. Taylor’s command totaled 3900 men, 

almost half of the entire American army, and almost half of those were foreign-born: mostly Irish and 

German, but also including Canadians, French, and others. Somewhere in all this mix, camped out on 

the Rio Grande near the town of Matamoros, was an Irishman named John Riley. 

Riley was born in or around 1817 in County Galway, on the cusp of the “Forgotten Famine,” a 

precursor to the Great Hunger of the 1840s and 50s. The famine, caused by a potato blight, was most 

severe in the western county of Connacht, including the districts of Clifden and Galway, where peasants 

were reduced to eating grass to survive. Corpses rotted on roadsides unburied. The British crown did 

nothing to relieve the suffering: no soup kitchens, no welfare assistance. The Church did, but were soon 

overwhelmed by the need. The British absentee landlords did nothing either, not even to ensure the 

survival of their tenant farmers. They took the crops the tenants had grown and sold them as usual, and 

left their tenants to eat food not fit for humans, or to die as they saw fit. The district of Clifden, where 
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Riley hailed from, aside from being one of the hardest-hit by the famine, was also a republican 

stronghold. Even two hundred years after Oliver Cromwell, Connacht was still relatively cut off from the 

British crown (most of the inhabitants didn’t speak English in spite of a mandate forbidding 

communication in Irish or Gaelic) and the punishing poverty it endured did not endear the local Irish 

citizens either to the Crown or their absentee landlords. That Riley survived his childhood at all is a 

minor miracle, but not only did he live, he learned to read and write somewhere along the way and, if 

his writings and letters are to be believed, possessed a certain amount of nationalism and political 

awareness than might be unexpected from a poor, starving, Connacht-bound Irishman. Riley would 

have had to grow up tough, independent, and quickly. He showed himself, throughout his life, to be a 

man of resourcefulness, observation, and determination; also fierce and more proud than a poor 

Irishman of the time perhaps had a right to be. 

Despite whatever nationalistic leanings he might have had—and Riley referred to himself his whole 

life as “an Irishman and a Catholic” and as a British subject only when absolutely necessary—Riley 

joined the British army as a young man, probably to escape a life of no options in Connacht. He rose to 

sergeant and trained in the artillery, but an Irishman in the British army had no hope for substantial 

promotion. At the end of his enlistment (or perhaps before, an unconfirmed long-lived rumor says he 

deserted), having made his way to Canada, he left the British Army and emigrated to Mackinac, 

Michigan. In September of 1845, with promises of good pay and opportunity for advancement, he 

enlisted in the US Army. Two days later, he was on his way to Mexico in a unit that was half Irish or 

German.71 

Zachary Taylor’s army was relatively inexperienced. Many young officers had never seen combat at 

all. Those that had, had seen it against American Indians, battles of a much smaller scale than they 

would face in Mexico.72 Ironically, many of the most experienced veterans in the Army were Irish and 

German immigrants. Men who, like Riley, had been trained by the British Army, or French or German. 

They were the only ones who could claim to have seen action of the kind the US would be facing in 

Mexico, but their experience wasn’t appreciated by the Nativist US Army brass. 

Reflecting the bigotry of the time, immigrant soldiers were subject to constant abuse and harsher 

punishment than their American-born comrades, including the ever-popular “buck and gag,” a 

particularly painful way of trussing someone up and then leaving them tied and helpless for hours in the 

hot Mexican sun (you sit on the ground, with your knees pulled to your chest and a pole running 

underneath them; your arms loop under the pole and are tied at the wrists in front of your knees. You 
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can’t lie down even if you want to, and if you fall over, you can’t sit yourself back up. You are, naturally, 

also gagged at the mouth). Combined with the poor rations and yellow fever, conditions were as bad as 

any man could be expected to take. The men—including Riley—had signed up on the promise of good 

pay, decent treatment, and the opportunity of advancement, only to discover that the Americans were, 

in many ways, worse than the British. It was more than some were willing to tolerate, and hundreds—

almost 13% of the entire army, the highest desertion rate of any American war and double that of 

Vietnam—went over the hill. Desertion rates were so high Taylor would violate the Articles of War to 

try and stem the tide, sentencing soldiers to death during what was officially peacetime.73  

Did Riley hesitate before going over the hill? He risked being shot as he swam the river, and after 

joining up with the Mexicans fought with a noose around his neck. The Mexican army covertly 

distributed leaflets promising promotion, fair treatment, and land to American soldiers who deserted and 

joined the Mexican army, but then, the recruiters for the American Army had done the same thing. 

Riley had no real way of knowing what he was swimming into. But he swam anyway. 

In the 1800s, breaking an oath was a grave matter, but the British courts in Ireland had been used to 

persecute and abuse poor Irishmen for so long that the Irish, by necessity, adapted their principles to an 

unjust system to avoid imprisonment, exile, or execution. The Irish regarded an oath as a contract 

between two parties, and when one party violated their word (for example, an American recruitment 

officer painting a falsely rosy picture of life in the army), the Irish regarded the oath as void, and so 

committed no sin by breaking it themselves. “In no way did Riley consider himself a traitor, for, with no 

family in America, no naturalized citizenship, and no chance to regain his stripes, he had never been 

assimilated to life in the United States,” says Irish journalist Peter F. Stevens. “He never called himself 

an American and always referred to himself as an Irishman who had endured prejudice because of that 

fact and because of his religion.”74 

Riley deserted on April 12th, 1846, seven months after his enlistment and a month before the official 

declaration of war (timing that would save his neck eighteen months later). Captain Moses Merril gave 

him a pass to attend church and he never returned. He surrendered himself to the Mexican army on the 

other side of the Rio Grande and asked to enlist. Mexican General Ampudia gave him a lieutenant’s 

commission and allowed him to join the artillery.75 He was the first American deserter to be offered a 

commission—the first evidence of the high regard in which the Mexican commanders would come to 

hold the San Patricios. 
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The San Patricios were destined to rise and fall quickly, a bright comet on the wrong side of history. 

Gradually, over the course of a year, Riley gathered other immigrants and US Army deserters to him. 

They came to be called the Batallón de San Patricios, and were one of the most notorious units in the 

war. At the Battle of Monterrey, Riley commanded a single unit made up of deserters. The survivors of 

the battle (the Mexican army lost) were spotted by American soldiers who realized, all at once, that the 

people who had been peppering them with grapeshot were their former comrades.  

Soldiers have deserted their posts for as long as armies have existed, but few join the enemy army, 

and the San Patricios are unique in being one of the only battalions in history formed almost entirely of 

deserters from the opposite army.76 Rather than be scattered across the infantry, the San Patricios were 

united in an artillery unit. They were not, as common mythology tells, all Irish; there were significant 

numbers of Germans, English and Canadians as well. Most were probably Catholic, but certainly not all. 

Zachary Taylor called them “that damned battery;” and Mexican General Pedro de Ampudia stated 

that had he been “[given] a few hundred more men like Riley’s…I would have won the victory.”77 

Riley showed up at the Battle of Buena Vista with a green banner, stitched with the emblems of a 

harp, a Mexican eagle, St. Patrick, and emblazoned with the slogan Erin Go Bragh.78 In the aftermath of 

Buena Vista, though Mexico lost, five of the San Patricios (including Riley) received the Angostura Cross 

of Honor. Francisco Rosendo Morena (nominal commander of the San Patricios, a Mexican who spoke 

fluent English) was promoted to colonel, Riley to captain, and two others to first lieutenant.79 The San 

Patricios were entrusted with the Mexican army’s largest artillery guns (24- and 16-pounders) 

(“pounders” here referring to the weight of the cannonball fired) and, much to the dismay of the 

Americans and the pride of the Mexicans, used them with devastating accuracy. 

At the Battle of Churubusco (a monastery near Mexico City, the name aptly derived from an Aztec 

word meaning “place of the war god”),80 the final battle in which the San Patricios fought under the 

green banner, Riley’s artillery (now more than 200 strong) succeeded in cutting down twenty-two 

gunners and fifteen horsemen in “the most accurate cannonry [American General Persifor] Smith had 

ever seen,” and by 3:00 in the afternoon, American soldiers realized they had lost an unusually high 

number of officers—dark coats deliberately picked off by Riley’s cannons.81 Unfortunately, the rest of 

the Mexican army wasn’t as efficient as the San Patricios, and Churubusco was the decisive defeat of the 
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Mexican army, if not the nominal one. The San Patricios fought down to their last ammunition, even 

after several of their cannons were destroyed. Even after a spark ignited a store of powder and the 

inferno enveloped four men. They were among the last to surrender, retreating inside the monastery, 

tearing down several white flags hoisted by the Mexicans. It was only after an American captain named 

James Smith called a ceasefire and ordered the Americans to back up that the 72 surviving San Patricios, 

exhausted and wounded, dropped their weapons and surrendered.82 

The San Patricios battalion was broken at Churubusco. More than 60% of the unit was captured or 

killed. The 72 survivors in American custody were court-martialed on the charge of desertion and 

treason. Many San Patricios would claim, at their courts martial, that they had been captured by the 

Mexicans while on a “drunken spree” and been forced into uniform;83 they would claim they had never 

fired a shot at the American army and plead for their lives (an order issued by Taylor early in the war 

spared those soldiers who, after several days AWOL, would turn out to have merely been on a bender).84 

In most cases, it didn’t work, and anyway, it wasn’t true.  

All but three were found guilty. Fifty were hung, five were pardoned, and fifteen—John Riley and 

fourteen others—were drummed out of the army.85 They were tied to posts and sentenced to fifty lashes 

each, though the captain in charge of carrying out the sentence made sure to lose count a couple of 

times. After the lashings, still bleeding and tied, the fifteen had hot iron brands pushed into the flesh of 

their cheeks, branding them with a “D” for Deserter for all to see. Then they were handed shovels and 

forced to bury their fifty executed comrades. Finally, before hauling them back to their prison cells, they 

were shoved to the ground by American soldiers holding straight razors, and their heads were shaved 

and their scalps bloodied. And so ended Riley’s war. 

After a backlash of Nativism and anti-Irish sentiment when word of the San Patricios’ existence 

spread back to the Eastern Seaboard, the battalion was almost forgotten in the States—an occurrence 

encouraged by the War Department, who filed the information about the soldiers’ desertions and courts 

martial in boxes, stashed them in a corner, and denied their existence for eighty years. In Mexico, they 

are honored twice a year, in Monterrey and Churubusco. 

The ultimate fate of Riley is unknown. For a time, it was generally accepted, though not known, that 

he had returned to Galway. He spent time after the war writing letters to the British consulate asking for 

assistance in returning to Ireland, so clearly it’s possible. According to an uncited Wikipedia article, 

however, a death certificate in Veracruz, Mexico, states that “In the H. [Heroic] city of Veracruz, on the 
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thirty first of August of eighteen hundred and fifty, I, Don Ignacio Jose Jimenez, curate of the parish 

church of the Assumption of Our Lady, buried in the general cemetery the body of Juan Reley, of forty 

five years of age, a native of Ireland, unmarried, parents unknown; died as a result of drunkenness, 

without sacraments, and I signed it.” 

So what’s to learn? What’s the point? A forgotten battalion of mostly uneducated immigrant soldiers 

who—for reasons of opportunism, of faith, of alcohol, of nationalism— turned traitor and received the 

expected punishment. A crowd of maybe 100,000 Irish men and women in chains doesn’t begin to 

compare to twelve millions of Africans enslaved in North and South America over 250 years. So why 

care? Why are these historical footnotes important? 

The United States, though it prides itself on being a melting pot, has also always had a xenophobic 

streak—the reaction of a nation trying to figure out who it is at any given moment, not sure how to 

incorporate the new while still holding onto the old. The US was, in the 1830s, violently anti-Catholic 

and anti-Irish and unapologetically racist; overarching all that were anti-immigrant sentiments in 

general. The low-level officers in the Army—not all, but enough—dished out constant abuse to their 

immigrant soldiers, these men who, as Peter F. Stevens points out, “…could not even vote in America, 

but, having signed the enlistment paper, could die for Americans who despised them.”86 They insulted 

the Irishmen’s soldiering ability and mocked the Germans’ accents, punished them with the buck and 

gag at every opportunity. And in the meantime, unfiltered American newspapers full of anti-Catholic 

propaganda found their way into the Army camps (the Catholic religion being one of the more 

convenient ways to denigrate and insult Mexicans and make Americans more okay with going to war 

against them). 

By contrast, the deserters were, by all accounts, welcomed in Mexico; allowed to form their own unit 

and given charge of the Army’s largest guns. The San Patricios are often referred to as “American 

soldiers” or “Irish-Americans,” but this is untrue. Riley was never an American citizen. Most of the San 

Patricios were foreign men for whom the most American thing about them was the uniform they wore 

when they went over the hill. 

Riley (whose first language was Irish) and Moreno (who spoke Spanish and English) commanded a 

unit in which the languages spoken included German, Irish, Spanish, English, Indian dialects, and 

others; and in spite of the language barrier formed a fighting unit that worked accurately and swiftly. 

They took care of each other, evacuated their wounded, faced down the Americans while knowing that 

they would, in all likelihood, be executed if captured. The US won the war without Riley and his 
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comrades, but how would the war have been different if the teamwork that Riley and Moreno fostered 

had been allowed to exist in the American army? How would America have been different, how would 

Riley have been different, if the taint of Nativism hadn’t poisoned them both? 

Immediately after Obama’s election, I heard media debates on NPR and CNN over whether we’re 

“post-race” or “post-gender.” Which is patently ridiculous to me, but maybe that’s just my 

(mis)understanding of what “post _____” means at all. To me, it’s when you reach a point as a society 

when the whatever-it-is doesn’t matter anymore. Post-punk, post-race, post-Vietnam, whatever. Being 

societally post-something and individually post-something are entirely different questions. At work, as the 

only girl on a crew of sixteen guys, I can say for myself that we are not post-gender. Even though I don’t 

work in an environment that is sexist or oppressive, it does matter to me that I’m the only girl there. 

Being a minority is something that you’re never entirely not aware of. 

What “Tobacco Island” and “San Patricios” tell me is not a story of when the Irish allied themselves 

with the “other,” with a group outside the power structure, be they African slaves or Mexican soldiers, 

but rather stories of a time with the Irish were the other. When the White power structure thought that 

killing an Irishman was no more great thing than killing a dog, when the Irish were less of an investment 

than African slaves and treated just as cruelly. It wasn’t so long ago, in the New World Colonies and in 

Old World Britain, that the Irish were niggers. When “papist” was a savage insult synonymous with 

“barbarian.” When the so-called civilized English committed acts so atrocious as to rival the Nazi 

concentration camps or the Russian pogroms of 300 years later. And while it’s important to recognize 

the WASPy demographic of America’s power structure, it’s also important to realize (especially as we try 

to change said demographic) that the definition of “white” in America has changed a lot over the past 

four hundred years. The power structure is mutable and always changing in small ways. 

So are we post-Irish in North America? There are no more signs that say “Blacks and Irish Need Not 

Apply,” and it seems like every third person has an Irish or Scottish surname. Most people don’t think 

about their Gaelic heritage past getting hammered on St. Paddy’s or tattooed with a Celtic knot. 

Socially, sure, I’ll say we’re post-Irish. But to a specific type of person (who seems to be most commonly 

found in working-class New England or at a Dropkick Murphys concert), we’re certainly not post-Irish. 

Only a generation ago, we as a nation wondered, not if a black person or a woman could be president, 

but if a Catholic could be. It wasn’t more than a generation back that Irish-Americans were raising funds 

and arms for Sinn Fein and the IRA. Would the English say their society is post-Irish? They just pulled 

active troops out of Northern Ireland in 2007. Would the residents of Northern Ireland say they’re post-



	  

	  

87 

87 

Catholic or post-Protestant, just because the bombs have stopped and nobody’s on hunger strike, and 

folks are talking about painting over the war murals? 

I don’t know. I know we’re not post-gender because I have a boss who thinks Ladies Night is sexual 

discrimination and who freely admits visiting tittie bars (sometimes you’re the objectified, sometimes you 

get to be the objectifier, is what I say). And I would say we’re not post-race simply because Obama’s 

election is such an earth-shattering thing. We’re not post-race when white people and black people have 

such radically different American experiences, and when Latinos aren’t counted as American at all. 

Maybe when those things change—maybe when we finally actually integrate—we’ll be post-race. And 

maybe then we’ll be post-Irish. 

But I doubt it. 
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