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Misremembering might actually be a sign your memory is working optimally 
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When asked the other day about a bakery near my home, I responded that I’d recently eaten its mouth-

watering chocolate chip cookies. My wife corrected me, noting that the cookies I ate were actually oatmeal 

raisin. 

Why did I make this memory error? Is this an early sign of impending dementia? Should I call my doctor? 

Or is forgetting the details of a dessert a good thing, given that everyday life is filled with an enormous 

number of details, too many for a finite human brain to remember accurately? 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/robert-jacobs-1257935
https://theconversation.com/us/partners
https://theconversation.com/profiles/robert-jacobs-1257935
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I am a cognitive scientist and have been studying human perception and cognition for more than 30 years. My 

colleagues and I have been developing new theoretical and experimental ways to explore this kind of error. 

Are these memory mistakes a bad thing, resulting from faulty mental processing? Or, counterintuitively, could 

they be a good thing, a desirable side effect of a cognitive system with limited capacity working efficiently? 

We’re leaning toward the latter – that memory errors may actually indicate a way in which the 

human cognitive system is “optimal” or “rational.” 

Help experts spread facts 

Give today 

Are people rational? 

For decades, cognitive scientists have thought about whether human cognition is strictly rational. Starting in 

the 1960s, psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky conducted pioneering research on this topic. 

They concluded that people often use “quick and dirty” mental strategies, also known as heuristics. 

For example, when asked whether the English language has more words starting with the letter “k” or with 

“k” as the third letter, most people say there are more words starting with “k.” Kahneman and Tversky argued 

that people reach this conclusion by quickly thinking of words that start with “k” and with “k” in the third 

position, and noticing that they can think of more words with that initial “k.” Kahneman and Tversky referred 

to this strategy as the “availability heuristic” – what comes most easily to mind influences your conclusion. 

Although heuristics often yield good results, they sometimes do not. Therefore, Kahneman and Tversky 

argued that, no, human cognition is not optimal. Indeed, the English language has many more words with “k” 

in the third position than words starting with “k.” 

Suboptimal or the best it can be? 

In the 1980s, however, research started appearing in the scientific literature suggesting that human perception 

and cognition might often be optimal. For instance, several studies found that people combine information 

from multiple senses – such as vision and hearing, or vision and touch – in a manner that is statistically 

optimal, despite noise in the sensory signals. 

Perhaps most important, research showed that at least some instances of seemingly suboptimal behavior are 

actually the opposite. For example, it was well known that people sometimes underestimate the speed of a 

moving object. So scientists hypothesized that human visual motion perception is suboptimal. 

But more recent research showed that the statistically optimal sensory interpretation or percept is one that 

combines visual information about the speed of an object with general knowledge that most objects in the 

world tend to be stationary or slow moving. Moreover, this optimal interpretation underestimates the speed of 

an object when visual information is noisy or low quality. 

https://www2.bcs.rochester.edu/sites/jacobslab/people.html
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=Fl7EBc8AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721414529144
https://doi.org/10.1167/19.2.11
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029856
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_Kahneman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amos_Tversky
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374533557/thinking-fast-and-slow
https://theconversation.com/people-use-mental-shortcuts-to-make-difficult-decisions-even-highly-trained-doctors-delivering-babies-168711
https://thedecisionlab.com/biases/heuristics/
https://thedecisionlab.com/biases/availability-heuristic/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2004.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2004.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1038/nn0602-858
https://images.theconversation.com/files/432497/original/file-20211117-23-8db7cc.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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How well can you gauge the speed of this ball coming at you? tdubphoto/Moment via Getty Images 

Because the theoretically optimal interpretation and people’s actual interpretation make similar errors in 

similar circumstances, it may be that these errors are inevitable when visual information is imperfect, and that 

people are actually perceiving motion speeds as well as they can be perceived. 

Scientists found related results when studying human cognition. People often make errors when remembering, 

reasoning, deciding, planning or acting, especially in situations when information is ambiguous or uncertain. 

As in the perceptual example on visual speed estimation, the statistically optimal strategy when performing 

cognitive tasks is to combine information from data, such as things one has observed or experienced, with 

general knowledge about how the world typically works. Researchers found that the errors made by optimal 

strategies – inevitable errors due to ambiguity and uncertainty – resemble the errors people really make, 

suggesting that people may be performing cognitive tasks as well as they can be performed. 

Evidence has been mounting that errors are inevitable when perceiving and reasoning with ambiguous inputs 

and uncertain information. If so, then errors are not necessarily indicators of faulty mental processing. In fact, 

people’s perceptual and cognitive systems may actually be working quite well. 

 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/432497/original/file-20211117-23-8db7cc.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/432497/original/file-20211117-23-8db7cc.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/photo/fastball-royalty-free-image/127753874
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2006.01780.x
https://images.theconversation.com/files/432499/original/file-20211117-21-klnvte.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/432497/original/file-20211117-23-8db7cc.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Like a filing cabinet drawer, one human brain has a limit to how much it can store. Stephanie phillips/E+ via 

Getty Images 

Your brain, under constraints 

There are often constraints on human mental behavior. Some constraints are internal: People have limited 

capacity for paying attention – you can’t attend to everything simultaneously. And people have limited 

memory capacity – you can’t remember everything in full detail. Other constraints are external, such as the 

need to decide and act in a timely manner. Given these constraints, it may be that people cannot always 

perform optimal perception or cognition. 

But – and this is the key point – although your perception and cognition might not be as good as they could be 

if there were no constraints, they might be as good as they could be given the presence of these constraints. 

Consider a problem whose solution requires you to think simultaneously about many factors. If, because of 

capacity limits on attention, you cannot think about all factors at once, then you will not be able to think of the 

optimal solution. But if you think about as many factors as you can hold in your mind at the same time, and if 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/432499/original/file-20211117-21-klnvte.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/432499/original/file-20211117-21-klnvte.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/photo/open-file-cabinet-with-papers-spread-out-on-the-royalty-free-image/172182617
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/photo/open-file-cabinet-with-papers-spread-out-on-the-royalty-free-image/172182617
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2021.02.015
https://images.theconversation.com/files/432499/original/file-20211117-21-klnvte.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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these are the most informative factors for the problem, then you’ll be able to think of a solution that is as good 

as possible given your limited attention. 

The limits of memory 

This approach, emphasizing “constrained optimality,” is sometimes known as the “resource-rational” 

approach. My colleagues and I have developed a resource-rational approach to human memory. Our 

framework thinks of memory as a type of communication channel. 

When you place an item in memory, it’s as if you’re sending a message to your future self. However, this 

channel has limited capacity, and thus it cannot transmit all details of a message. Consequently, a message 

retrieved from memory at a later time may not be the same as the message placed into memory at the earlier 

time. That is why memory errors occur. 

If your memory store cannot faithfully maintain all details of stored items because of its limited capacity, then 

it would be wise to make sure that whatever details it can maintain are the important ones. That is, memory 

should be the best it can be within limited circumstances. 

[More than 140,000 readers get one of The Conversation’s informative newsletters. Join the list today.] 

Indeed, researchers have found that people tend to remember task-relevant details and to forget task-irrelevant 

details. In addition, people tend to remember the general gist of an item placed in memory, while forgetting its 

fine details. When this occurs, people tend to mentally “fill in” the missing details with the most frequent or 

commonplace properties. In a sense, the use of commonplace properties when details are missing is a type of 

heuristic – it is a quick-and-dirty strategy that will often work well but sometimes fail. 

Why did I recall eating chocolate chip cookies when, in fact, I had eaten oatmeal raisin cookies? Because I 

remembered the gist of my experience – eating cookies – but I forgot the fine details, and thus filled in these 

details with the most common properties, namely cookies with chocolate chips. In other words, this error 

demonstrates that my memory is working as well as possible under its constraints. And that’s a good thing. 

https://theconversation.com/misremembering-might-actually-be-a-sign-your-memory-is-working-optimally-

166089?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20Novemb

er%2029%202021%20-

%202130121083&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202

021%20-

%202130121083+Version+A+CID_42d53f09635458f559ccf7742cfb2200&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Misremembering%20might%20actually%20be%20a%20sign%20your%20memory%20is%20

working%20optimally 

  

https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-444-53238-1.00004-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-444-53238-1.00004-1
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X1900061X
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0029856
https://memberservices.theconversation.com/newsletters/?source=inline-140K
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0042-6989(97)00116-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0042-6989(97)00116-8
https://doi.org/10.1037/rev0000197
https://theconversation.com/misremembering-might-actually-be-a-sign-your-memory-is-working-optimally-166089?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083+Version+A+CID_42d53f09635458f559ccf7742cfb2200&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Misremembering%20might%20actually%20be%20a%20sign%20your%20memory%20is%20working%20optimally
https://theconversation.com/misremembering-might-actually-be-a-sign-your-memory-is-working-optimally-166089?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083+Version+A+CID_42d53f09635458f559ccf7742cfb2200&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Misremembering%20might%20actually%20be%20a%20sign%20your%20memory%20is%20working%20optimally
https://theconversation.com/misremembering-might-actually-be-a-sign-your-memory-is-working-optimally-166089?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083+Version+A+CID_42d53f09635458f559ccf7742cfb2200&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Misremembering%20might%20actually%20be%20a%20sign%20your%20memory%20is%20working%20optimally
https://theconversation.com/misremembering-might-actually-be-a-sign-your-memory-is-working-optimally-166089?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083+Version+A+CID_42d53f09635458f559ccf7742cfb2200&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Misremembering%20might%20actually%20be%20a%20sign%20your%20memory%20is%20working%20optimally
https://theconversation.com/misremembering-might-actually-be-a-sign-your-memory-is-working-optimally-166089?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2029%202021%20-%202130121083+Version+A+CID_42d53f09635458f559ccf7742cfb2200&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Misremembering%20might%20actually%20be%20a%20sign%20your%20memory%20is%20working%20optimally
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Labor Reallocation and Remote Work During COVID-19: Real-time Evidence from GitHub 

Grant R. McDermott & Benjamin Hansen 

TwitterLinkedInEmail 

WORKING PAPER 29598 

DOI 10.3386/w29598 

ISSUE DATE December 2021 

We investigate the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on labor activity using real-time data from millions of 

GitHub users around the world. We show that the pandemic triggered a sharp pattern of labor reallocation at 

both the global and regional level. Users were more likely to work on weekends and outside of traditional 9 

am to 6 pm hours, especially during the early phase of the pandemic. We also document considerable 

heterogeneity between different user groups and locations. Some locations show a steady reversion back to 

historical work patterns, while others have experienced persistent trend deviations in the wake of COVID-19. 

The pattern of labor reallocation is slightly more pronounced among males in our sample, suggesting that men 

may have benefited more from the increased flexibility provided by remote work than women. Finally, we 

show that the pattern of reallocation was accompanied by a simultaneous increase in overall activity, though 

this effect is more transient. We discuss several potential mechanisms and draw tentative conclusions for 

broader workplace trends given our study population. 

 

https://www.nber.org/papers/w29598?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_cont

ent=201305530&utm_source=hs_email  

https://www.nber.org/people/grant_mcdermott
https://www.nber.org/people/benjamin_hansen
https://www.nber.org/papers/w29598?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_content=201305530&utm_source=hs_email#share_twitter
https://www.nber.org/papers/w29598?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_content=201305530&utm_source=hs_email#share_linkedin
mailto:?subject=Labor%20Reallocation%20and%20Remote%20Work%20During%20COVID-19:%20Real-time%20Evidence%20from%20GitHub&body=https://www.nber.org/papers/w29598
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Scientists discover neutron star mergers a primary source of cosmic heavy metals 

Collisions between neutron stars discharge more heavy metals than collisions between neutron stars 

and black holes 

 
 

An artist’s depiction of Earth among the cosmic chaos of a collision between neutron stars. 

▪ Credit and Larger Version 

 

November 17, 2021 

Researchers at MIT and the University of New Hampshire embarked on a novel scientific endeavor to 

quantify and analyze sources of heavy metals in the solar system. Scientists have long known that when 

neutron stars collide with a black hole or another neutron star the explosion can produce heavy metals, but the 

magnitude was unclear. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303915&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.mit.edu/2021/neutron-star-collisions-goldmine-heavy-elements-1025
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.eurekalert.org/news-releases/932599
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The researchers discovered that when neutron stars collide, a massive amount of heavy metals is discharged. 

The study indicates that neutron star collisions have the capacity to emit up to 100 times more heavy metals 

than when neutron stars smash into black holes. 

This research was partially funded by the U.S. National Science Foundation and was published in The 

Astrophysical Journal Letters. 

A collision between two neutron stars was detected and observed for the first time 

at LIGO and Virgo observatories in 2017. The presence of heavy metals was detected in remnants of an 

explosion that happened 130 million light-years ago and was considerably greater than anticipated. 

"The magnitude of gold produced in the merger was equivalent to several times the mass of the Earth," said 

co-author Hsin-Yu Chen. "That entirely changed the picture. The math showed that binary neutron stars were 

a more efficient way to create heavy elements, compared to supernovae." 

The data confirm that neutron star collisions have produced more heavy metals in the last 2.5 billion years 

than collisions between neutron stars and black holes. The findings could be key to understanding more about 

the production of heavy metals in the solar system. 

"This research is an example of the power of combining gravitational wave observations with state-of-the-art 

numerical simulations,” said Pedro Marronetti, a program director in NSF’s Division of Physics. “Results like 

these would have been impossible a decade ago, not just because of the lack of data, but because the codes to 

simulate mergers between neutron stars and black holes were not mature enough to give definitive answers. 

Now lines of scientific work are converging to provide answers to questions such as the origin of heavy 

elements." 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303915&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very  

  

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1806278&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/2041-8213/ac26c6
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/2041-8213/ac26c6
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1764464&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.virgo-gw.eu/
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303915&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303915&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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 “A Grand Old Cafe” 

IVÁN MÁNDY, TRANSLATED BY JOHN BATKI 

 

The following is excerpted from Iván Mándy's short story collection, Postcard from London: And Other 

Stories. Mándy (1918–1995) was one of the most widely-read Hungarian writers of the postwar period. He 

was coeditor of the independent literary review Újhold until its suppression in 1948. John Batki, born in 

Hungary, has lived in the United States since age fourteen. His numerous translations from Hungarian 

literature include works by László Krasznahorkai and Gyula Krúdy. 

“I’ll be right back, kiddo…” 
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Father stood up. Using two fingers, he lightly propelled himself away from the edge of the table top. On the 

way out, he nodded at the waiter. He stopped at one of the tables to bend down and peer into someone’s 

newspaper. He greeted a chubby customer. Waved in the direction of a wrinkled, oversized vest. The girl 

selling cigars accompanied him with her tray as far as the revolving door. She must have said something, for 

Father smiled and nodded. Ever so casually, he plucked up a cigar and disappeared. 

He’s off to see someone, the boy thought. Drop in somewhere. Check out some place. 

The ruins of breakfast lay on the table. The full-course breakfast. Empty glasses on a tray, eggshells in the egg 

cup. Leftover bits of butter and jam. 

The cigar girl passed by the table. She smiled at the boy. Sort of like at a package the father had left behind. 

From the other tables they turned to stare at him. A greying matron gave him a rather disapproving glance. 

(No school today, sonny?) The old, hunchbacked newspaper vendor swept past. 

“Would you like something to read?” The waiter looked down at the boy from somewhere on high. “A sports 

section, with the football write-ups? Or a theatre magazine with pictures of actresses? Not very interesting 

stuff. Wait, I’ve got something for you.” 

The leather-bound little book looked like it might have contained the wine list. A wine list that not every 

guest gets to see. 

“Our Visitor’s Book.” With a nonchalant gesture, the waiter flipped the cover open. “Oh, a few lines, or just 

an autograph. You know, the people who’ve been here. You’ll find some of the names familiar . . . Anyway, 

it’s worth a look!” 

Vilma Bánky. 

That was the first name. Vilma Bánky! She’s been here? Here, in this cafe? She’d walked down between this 

row of tables here. The waiters lined up for her. Waiters and customers. Then she sat down . . . perhaps at this 

very table. The waiter bowed and handed her this book. She was back home, visiting from America. By then 

her films were showing in all the cinemas. So she came home for a visit, and dropped in at this cafe. Next to 

her, another name. Rod La Rocque. Her husband. For she hadn’t come alone, she’d brought her husband with 

her. Vilma Bánky and Rod La Rocque marched into this cafe, arm in arm. 

Emil Jannings. 

In one of his films, he played a doorman who’d been dismissed for some reason and now roamed the streets. 

Names, names and names. Some were impossible to decipher. But Franz Lehár’s was clearly legible. The date 

underneath. The day he was here. Father had known him back in the days when Lehár was the conductor of a 

military band. 
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The boy looked up. He was surrounded by empty chairs. A newspaper tossed on a table. A jacket on the back 

of a chair. A rumpled jacket, sleeves dangling. The boy stood up and went over to it. A blackened cigarette 

holder in a breast pocket. He took it out and put it back. Tram tickets dropped out of the pocket, and all sorts 

of paper slips. 

He wanted to explore the cafe. 

He went past the billiard table. White and green balls rolled slowly into a pocket. Slowly and without a sound. 

He returned to the Visitors’ Book, put it under his arm, and sat down at another table. 

He looked for Vilma Bánky’s name without success. Yet it had been right there at the top of the first page. 

The very first name. Now it was replaced by all these illegible scrawls. As if in the meantime someone had 

defaced the book. 

Franz Molnár. 

This was the name, clearly legible, on one of the pages. Of course, Franz Molnár. Good old Molnár! Father 

knew him, too. In the old days, they’d worked on the same newspaper. Back then, Molnár wrote little 

feuilletons, humorous snippets about kids. 

“No one else could write about kids like that!” 

Father, as if holding forth at some distant table. “He should’ve stayed with that kind of material. Those plays 

he wrote . . . potboilers!” 

The boy sat down in a back booth. 

But what about the others? The customers. Perhaps they were up in the galleries. Or took shelter in the card 

room. Yes, the cafe’s clientele might have decided to lie low in there. 

He went upstairs. Small tables with chairs folded up. The carpet rolled up, as if waiting for the cleaners. 

He slipped into a small side booth. 

This is where the Editor used to sit. That awe-inspiring, austere Editor. 

Snow-white hair, glasses, a huge pile of manuscripts in front of him. Nobody dared to approach. Only when 

he waved someone over. 

“He never called out,” said Father. “He merely waved. But when he waved, you knew it, even if you had your 

back to him. Even if you sat in the opposite corner of the cafe with your back to him. No matter who you 
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were, you stood up and marched over to the Editor’s table. And the whole cafe would watch you on your way 

to that table.” 

Now the boy sat at that table. There was a good view of the ground floor from up here. You could see the area 

fronting the boulevard, and the other part, facing a long, narrow side street. You could see the solitary phone 

booths. The vast dining room sunk into the dark depths. A grand staircase led down to the dining room. 

He leant forward and looked down into the deep. Raising a finger, he waved toward one of the tables. A 

shadow rose from that table and set out toward the gallery. Now the boy waved toward the various parts of the 

cafe. First in the direction of the boulevard, then toward the side street. 

He felt that his table was surrounded. By writers young and old, world-famous professionals and unknown 

tyros. 

He fled toward the lavatory. 

He pulled a curtain aside and plunged into total darkness. His hand crept along the wall, groping for the 

switch. There was a futile click, but no light. 

White spots loomed in the dark. The sink, the urinal, the wall tiles. Two booths with doors, like two jail cells. 

Who could be huddled in there? It seemed as if someone was standing in front of the urinal as well. Night 

editors, cruising the streets like old tramcars. After work, they’d head straight for this cafe. They’d order ham 

and eggs. And while they waited for their orders, they’d clamber up here, half-asleep, with a cigar dangling 

from their mouth. He thought he heard the groans and wheezing of travelling salesmen. 

And midnight vagabonds, who spouted such waterfalls! Or else the barest of trickles. So that the man would 

just stand there, staring at the wall. 

The boy entered a booth and slid the bolt shut. He did not sit down. He stood and watched the greyish-blue 

light up above. There was a strange kind of light swirling up there. Light? Or was it smoke? 

He was back at the lavatory sink. 

Father would wash his hands without even looking. But there were others who went through a whole ritual, 

practically a bath. And yet others who didn’t even turn on the tap but merely stared at their faces in the mirror. 

A den of peace and quiet. 

Except at times someone would start to cough. Hoarse and choking hacks that brought up old deposits of 

phlegm, archaeological layers. Then others would start to cough, until the whole place was one big rattling 

uproar. 
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He continued exploring the galleries. 

Another curtained booth. Tablecloths and napkins in a heap. They had collected the wrinkled, stained 

tablecloths to be carted away. All those stains! Brown spots left by sauces…red wine, black coffee. Smudged 

cigar ashes. 

There might even be a customer lying wrapped up in that bundle. An arrogant slob who had contributed more 

than his share of stains. Who had spilt sauces on the tablecloth. 

They’d tied up the saucy fellow in a bundle. A bundle of dirty laundry. 

In the central part of the gallery, a mass of tables and chairs pushed together. As if the furniture had been 

shoved here in the wake of some catastrophe. Here they stood now, offended, left behind. Diminutive green-

baize tables. Perhaps from the card room. And those slender, high-back chairs came from a club of some kind. 

There was a club here once. The cinema-owners’ club. 

A photograph, showing a moustached man with a stiff collar smoking a cigar. But somehow so full of 

worries. Probably the owner of some cinema. Those owners who never watch any of the films. They just dart 

through the lobby with their hat on. This one didn’t have a hat. Perhaps he’d lost his cinema. He lit up one last 

cigar, and after that… 

But perhaps this was a card room. The players sat at the green baize-covered tables. Some had been here for a 

whole week. Originally meant to just pop in for a moment, then stayed here, stuck. At first he would still run 

downstairs to phone. “I’ll be home in an hour, maybe an hour and a half.” He ran down to phone a few more 

times, then became oblivious to everything. 

The boy went down the stairway from the galleries. He tilted his head to the side and clasped his hands behind 

his back. As if he were part of a group. The rest of the company had left him lagging behind. 

In the kitchen, gigantic kettles. Deep and dark bays with cooking ranges. Knives and ladles on tabletops. A 

cookbook and a white apron. Maybe it was taken off only a moment ago. Someone had made a remark to the 

chef. Some kind of complaint about the food. He said not a word in reply. Simply took off his hat, his apron, 

and walked out. But he did not go by himself. The other cooks, sous chefs and scullions all accompanied him. 

Only the kettles stayed behind. 

The tables were laid in the dining room. White tablecloths, plates, silverware. A white-crested napkin plopped 

on the plate. Condiments in various jars. Salt shakers, pepper mills, ashtrays, toothpicks. 

The restaurant was waiting for customers. It lay, as if covered with a grey net, nearly lost in that thick, 

impenetrable gloom beneath the marble stairway. Red carpeting on the stairway, red carpeting in the 

restaurant. But all of it lost in the grey twilight. 
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The boy strolled past rows of tables. He glanced up at the galleries. He thought he saw someone draped over 

the balcony handrail, as if waving in boredom toward the lower depths. 

The dark cube of the aquarium. The lights turned off long ago, but the water still remained. Stale, turbid 

water. The rigid, watchful glare of a fish. Rigid glare in that netherworldly liquid. 

He sat down at a table. On the edge of the seat, as if afraid of being taken to task. He moved over to another 

table, where he sat more comfortably. He waited a bit. Then he clinked a knife against the edge of the plate. 

“Waiter!” 

His voice rang out in the dining room. Then there was silence. 

He stood up, as if to move to another table. He stood at the foot of the stairway, surveying the empty cafe. 

The phone booths, the card room. 

Suddenly the stairs lit up, like a resplendent bridge. 

The boy stepped back, and held on to a table’s edge. 

Up at the head of the stairs, wearing a silver turban, came Vilma Bánky herself! Her head tilted back, she 

smiled as she advanced downstairs. By her side her husband, Rod La Rocque. Wearing a tail coat, Rod La 

Rocque raised his hand in languid greeting. The corpulent Emil Jannings hurried ahead, as if he did not care 

to meet them. But bespectacled Harold Lloyd moved up from behind to link arms with Vilma Bánky, and 

came down the stairs arm in arm with her. 

Franz Lehár appeared in tails and white gloves. Lehár, whom Father had known in the days when he 

conducted military bands. Franz Molnár wore a monocle and thrust his hands into his pockets. He stood 

slightly to the side, by the banister. Perhaps he wanted to make way for the white-haired man with the 

spectacles who carried a briefcase under one arm. 

The Editor! Authors were milling around him. Writers whom he had waved over to his side, and writers who 

would have liked to be waved over to his side. Writers whose names were known overseas, and writers whose 

names were unknown even in this cafe. 

Newspapermen raced down the stairs. Awesome, two-fisted journalists who had entry everywhere, for whom 

no doors were closed. And scribblers of two-line items, and others who did not even get two lines. Gofers 

who were sent for beer and cigars. Hacks of the yellow press, slimy little blackmailers. 

Reprinted with permission from Postcard from London: And Other Stories, by Iván Mándy, published by 

Seagull Books and distributed by the University of Chicago Press. © 2021. All rights reserved. 

https://lithub.com/a-grand-old-cafe/ 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780857428868
https://lithub.com/a-grand-old-cafe/
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7 Trends to Watch in 2022 

19 JAN 2022|by HBS News 

Surging COVID-19 cases may have dampened optimism at the start of 2022, but change could be on the 

horizon. Harvard Business School faculty members share the trends they're watching this year. 

 

As 2022 gets underway we asked our faculty to highlight some trends worth watching in the coming year. 
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Ariel Stern: A new future for digital health care 

 

While 2020 and 2021 were years of rapid innovation and deployment of new health care technologies and 

delivery modalities, 2022 will be a big year for learning about what works in digital health. Recently, we have 

witnessed developments that would have been difficult to imagine just a few years ago. 

In the United States, we have seen massive expansions in insurance coverage for remote patient monitoring—

defined as the automated, remote collection of patient physiological measurements such as blood pressure, 

weight, or blood glucose levels—and both commercial health insurers as well as the Medicare system have 

seen dramatic increases in the use of these services in conjunction with networked devices. 

In Germany, the past 15 months have seen the rollout of “prescription apps” and the introduction of a system 

of nationwide health insurance coverage for digital health applications, the first of its kind worldwide. 

These developments are compelling and allow us to imagine the promise of digital tools to improve 

individuals’ health and their experiences engaging with the health care system. But we are still learning what 

“good” looks like and we still have a long way to go in understanding which tools work, how well, and for 

whom. I believe that expansive growth in these new technologies, coupled with ever-better data on 

performance and health outcomes will mean that 2022 will be a year of learning and reflection. 

Digitization in health care should be seen as a means to an end—improving the quality, patient-centricity, 

equity, and convenience of the formal health care system—not a goal in and of itself. Data and insights from 

2022 will help us start to understand the impact of these new technologies and, I hope, allow us to move 

forward in pursuing a more thoughtful, more evidence-driven vision of the digital future of health care. 

Ariel D. Stern is the Poronui Associate Professor of Business Administration. 

Scott Duke Kominers: NFTs go mainstream 

 

Last year saw a huge spike in the creation and sale of non-fungible tokens (NFTs), digital ownership records 

stored on distributed ledgers called blockchains. People bought and traded NFTs of everything 

from contemporary art to images of apes and a giant tungsten cube. While some find the idea of exchanging 

digital tokens puzzling, in many ways it’s nothing new—through the same type of technology that powers 

cryptocurrency, NFTs provide a sort of “digital deed” that we can use to establish ownership of a variety of 

goods. They make it possible to assign and transfer ownership to assets like digital art and music tracks, and 

also help make it clear who the owners are, so they can coalesce into communities. Moreover, NFTs are 

programmable—which makes it possible to expand their features and value over time. 

https://hbr.org/2021/11/how-nfts-create-value
https://mashable.com/article/nft-contemporary-art-sales
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/infinite-scroll/why-bored-ape-avatars-are-taking-over-twitter
https://www.vice.com/en/article/v7dgnm/crypto-investors-spend-dollar250k-to-touch-2000-lb-tungsten-cube-once-a-year
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2021-08-08/kominers-s-conundrums-how-much-is-that-avatar-in-the-window
https://hbr.org/2021/11/how-nfts-create-value
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Now mainstream brands like Pepsi and Adidas—as well as popular celebrities like Ozzy Osbourne and 

writers like Ben Mezrich—are getting into the NFT market. And with Coinbase opening its own NFT 

marketplace this year, these products will become significantly more accessible to consumers. 

We can expect to see NFTs being used to build brands, gate access to a variety of services, establish online 

reputation, and—eventually—find broader application in the physical world, such as for event ticketing. And 

major media and collectibles franchises will start moving into the NFT space—Pokémon NFTs, for example, 

could really set the market on fire. Perhaps even more importantly, NFTs have already proven that they 

can bootstrap communities of consumers and capture the public’s imagination in a way that cryptocurrency 

mostly hasn’t. The demand for NFTs is already driving innovation to make crypto wallet technology to more 

intuitive and better protected for consumers. So it’s also likely that NFTs will help (finally!) take crypto 

mainstream. 

Scott Duke Kominers is the MBA Class of 1960 Associate Professor of Business Administration. 

Robert S. Huckman: Flexibility in health care could boost access 

 

When the COVID-19 pandemic began in early 2020, many aspects of health care delivery in the United States 

changed—at least temporarily—out of a need to expand access to care. Outpatient care shifted from offices to 

telemedicine visits. Non-physician clinical staff—such as nurse practitioners and physician assistants—were 

allowed to perform certain duties independently, without the direct supervision of a physician. And 

physicians, themselves, were increasingly able to provide care across state lines. Together, these changes 

helped maintain access to care while reducing the risk of COVID exposure—for both patients and 

providers—and easing strain on health care facilities that were inundated with patients requiring intensive 

treatment. 

As the first wave of the pandemic subsided, however, several of these temporary changes were reversed or 

allowed to expire. Now, in early 2022, our health care system is again inundated, this time by the Omicron 

variant. The need for expanded access again looms large as the overall population—including health care 

providers—encounters a substantially higher risk of being infected with COVID and unable to engage in in-

person care encounters. 

The access challenges that have accompanied each wave of the COVID pandemic remind us of the underlying 

need for increased care access that has existed in the US since well before N95 masks, PCR tests, and mRNA 

vaccines were part of our common parlance. Like nearly every burden of this pandemic, this historical lack of 

access has fallen disproportionately on the shoulders of poorer communities. As the United States wrestles 

with the Omicron wave, my hope is that the health care system can learn from its recent ability to increase 

access in moments of broad crisis to develop strategies to help those who will otherwise face pervasive access 

challenges once this global pandemic has subsided. 

https://micdrop.pepsi.com/
https://www.adidas.com/us/metaverse
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/exclusive-ozzy-osbourne-announces-nfts-cryptobatz-collection-1276535/
https://www.benmezrichnft.com/
https://fortune.com/2021/11/10/coinbase-nft-market-cryptocurrency-ceo-brian-armstrong/
https://fortune.com/2021/11/10/coinbase-nft-market-cryptocurrency-ceo-brian-armstrong/
https://www.one37pm.com/nft/tech/nft-access-passes-nftnyc
https://future.a16z.com/decentralized-identity-on-chain-reputation/
https://future.a16z.com/decentralized-identity-on-chain-reputation/
https://dgen.network/4-ways-nfts-will-change-sports-tickets-forever/
https://www.polygon.com/22356401/holographic-charizard-ebay-300k-sold-pokemon-cards
https://www.project-syndicate.org/onpoint/bitcoin-and-new-digital-ledger-applications-by-christian-catalini-et-al-2021-04
https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2021/11/nft-picked-as-word-of-the-year-deal-with-it/
https://techcrunch.com/2022/01/12/web3auth-secures-13m-to-drive-mass-adoption-of-web3-apps-and-wallets-through-non-custodial-authentication-infrastructure/
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Robert S. Huckman is the Albert J. Weatherhead III Professor of Business Administration and the Howard 

Cox Health Care Initiative Faculty Chair. 

Joseph Fuller: Businesses face a changed workforce 

 

In 2022, employers will begin to understand the full impact of COVID on human resource management. Most 

companies have viewed the ructions caused by COVID as an anomaly. They aren’t. COVID accelerated a 

number of trends that were latent in the labor market before the onset of the pandemic. Companies will now 

have to account for them in their human resource strategy. The disruption is far beyond what most imagine. 

Companies will have to re-engineer every core process to account for changes in workforce demographics in 

the post-COVID world. The supply-demand balance will become a permanent feature in recruiting. 

Companies will need to open the aperture on their hiring in order to attract a sufficient number of applicants 

to meet their needs. They will also need to relax the many superfluous conditions they have applied in 

evaluating job seekers. Abandoning business models based on the assumption that low-wage workers should 

turn over at a high rate will also be necessary. Many companies assume that 50 percent, 100 percent, even 200 

percent annual turnover in workers is “normal.” As a result, they fail to invest in programs such as upskilling 

that will dramatically improve their retention rate. The winning formula will be based on minimizing 

turnover, not minimizing the next periods wage expense. 

Firms will be seduced into focusing on artifices for minimizing turnover in their highly skilled, white-collar 

workforce. That’s the wrong issue. COVID has caused many such workers to reconsider the role of work in 

their lives. Firms dependent on such talent would be better served to consider how they can reshape their job 

descriptions to retain talent fed up with fulfilling various corporate process “requirements” or how to make 

themselves attractive together to gig workers with world-class skills. 

Joseph Fuller is a professor of management practice and co-leads the Managing the Future of Work initiative. 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter: Coalitions and climate change 

 

My wish is that 2022 will be dominated by glorious visions of a green and blue economy future, but I’m 

afraid politics will interfere with those efforts. In 2022, in the US, big national political issues, like the future 

of democracy, will be in the air and in the media. CEOs will have to make tough choices about whether to 

weigh in on democracy issues, such as voting rights, while contentious political divides will undoubtedly be 

echoed in heated conversations inside workplaces. Work cultures will be stressed anyway, as the continuing 

COVID-19 pandemic uncertainty puts people on edge. Employee loyalty has waned and resistance grown. 

Leaders could suffer empathy fatigue and become less understanding, but leaders from every sector will need 

to work together and listen to community voices to set priorities. 
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Despite all of this, even if there is increased national funding for climate change proposals—a big if—there 

will be tough political choices at the state and local level. To combat sea level rise, should coastal cities build 

living shorelines with natural barriers or construct concrete sea walls? Can low-income communities afford to 

weatherize buildings when residents struggle with paying utility bills? With transportation as one of the 

biggest sources of carbon emissions, should budget-limited school systems invest in new electric buses over 

direct education expenditures? 

Expectations for business leadership will be greater than ever. For example, real estate developers will be 

expected to not just comply with building codes but actively contribute to crafting higher standards. Bankers 

will be asked to promote green and blue ideas. With more women and people of color rising in executive 

ranks (finally), communities will look to them to represent the needs of vulnerable populations. 

2022 could be the year of the coalition. The leadership skill most in demand will be the ability to work across 

divides to align independent organizations behind a shared agenda in pursuit of a greater purpose. Healthier 

communities powered by the green and blue economy would be a good start 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter is the Ernest L. Arbuckle Professor of Business Administration. 

Julie Battilana: Workers gain more power 

As we greet 2022, another wave of COVID-19 infections lays bare the multidimensional crisis at hand. 

The public health crisis is anything but isolated: It has revealed and deepened both economic and social crises 

characterized by rising inequalities, unfolding on the backdrop of an increasingly severe environmental crisis. 

This multidimensional crisis is fundamentally a crisis of power concentration. As my co-author Tiziana 

Casciaro and I explain in our new book Power, For All, power comes from controlling valued resources. Over 

the past four decades, neoliberal policies have shifted power and wealth in the hands of a small minority, 

while accelerating the destruction of the planet. 2022 is a critical juncture: We can continue as is, reproducing 

the neoliberal economic model, which will result in further inequalities and the destruction of the planet, or 

we can dare to rethink and reform our economic and social systems in depth. 

To do so, power sharing—the structural redistribution of resources from the hands of the few to the many—is 

essential. It must take place within companies too. Research indicates that corporations have contributed to 

creating and continue to reproduce social and economic inequalities. Dominant business models that prioritize 

shareholder value maximization and short-term financial gains, largely at the expense of employee, climate, 

and societal welfare, have contributed to this crisis of power concentration. Power sharing entails giving 

workers a seat and a vote in their companies' decision-making bodies, with the power to accept or reject 

strategic decisions. In 2022, innovative business practices meant to empower employees and give them a real 

say in their companies’ decision-making process will need to be supported and studied. The Great 

Resignation is making it clearer everyday: The old hierarchical model no longer suits employees; they want to 

have a say in their working conditions and they aspire to find more meaning at work. 

What is at stake, though, is not only a fairer distribution of valued resources up and down the organizational 

chart, but also between employees across race, gender, and class. Over the past five years, the energy of social 

https://www.powerforallbook.com/
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/D/bo154077035.html
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/annals.2017.0033
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movements like Black Lives Matter and #MeToo has made power sharing across race, gender, and class—and 

their intersections—an imperative. Here, again, corporations have a critical role to play. Building truly 

inclusive workplaces requires considerably more than one-off diversity trainings or publicity campaigns that 

too often tokenize women and people of color. It requires changing the practices that dictate who power flows 

to in organizations. This entails a serious commitment to tracking and rewiring how opportunities and 

resources are distributed in the organization. As record numbers of Americans quit their jobs in search of 

better work and life arrangements, power sharing offers an antidote to power concentration and a pathway to 

better work. It offers a gateway to changing our social and economic systems, starting inside organizations. 

Julie Battilana is the Joseph C. Wilson Professor of Business Administration at Harvard Business School and 

the Alan L. Gleitsman Professor of Social Innovation at Harvard Kennedy School. 

Regina Herzlinger: Health care innovations—and inequities 

COVID’s devastating impact has a silver lining. In this case, the lining was lithium, in the form of 

consumer-driven innovations that created alternate, lower cost sites of care, such as free-standing retail 

medical, surgery, and urgent care centers; telemedicine, sensors and other sources of personalized care in the 

home; and artificial intelligence engines that parse this massive new trove of information to improve the 

quality, access, and cost of care. 

COVID also unleashed consumer-driven public policy changes, including allowing pregnancy termination 

pills to be purchased over the counter and adding social determinants of health, such as allergens that may 

infest the homes of people with respiratory diseases, to insurance benefits. 

COVID unlocked these innovations because the US had too few hospital beds to meet the surge in demand it 

caused. Astute entrepreneurs poured massive funds into innovations to bolster consumers who needed non-

hospital sources of care. Although employers should assure that their employees have access to these 

innovations, caveat emptor applies. The first innovator is usually not the most successful; many consumer-

facing retail medical clinics are low ranked; the business models of others may feature unsavory conflicts of 

interests; and all of them face massive regulatory push back from the politically powerful hospital sector that 

fears this competition. 

The health care sector is excessively costly, inaccessible, and inequitable. Because health insurance payments 

for most insured employees are not adjusted for income, inequality was heightened as lower-income 

employees paid more and more for policies that required higher out of pocket payment and offered 

depersonalized care in inaccessible locations of unknown quality. These COVID led consumer-driven 

innovations can help correct these flaws; but their path is a rocky one. 

Regina Herzlinger is the Nancy R. McPherson Professor of Business Administration. 

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/seven-trends-to-watch-in-2022?cid=spmailing-34054262-

WK%20Newsletter%201-19-2022%20(1)-January%2019,%202022 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.nr0.htm
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From Life 

by Shane McCrae 

Issue no. 227 (Winter 2018) 

I came from life from living I arrived 

Nowhere     in the midst of God     in the midst of God 

God is a city      in which no one has ever lived 

We live      in houses like the houses we once had 

Some in their first      some in their last 

I live in the house I lived in with my wife 

The first year we were married     a small white 

House at the edge of campus it’s as if 

We never graduated     never left 

Except she isn’t here     and none of our 

Friends but the friends who died so long ago 

They aren’t our friends anymore 

I do what old friends do 

And love them anyway    we eat together at the Waf- 

fle House on Saturdays and wait all week to die 

How many weeks now I don’t know 

Except it can’t be more than three 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=05dc5a8d7a&e=d538c8f2e0
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Thousand I guess about three thousand    sixty years or so 

Or how long do young people live 

Seems like it’s longer every day    three thousand or 

She would be here with me I have 

Thought hard about it and I’m sure 

But sometimes     I feel like I’ve thought about 

Her life for longer than she could have lived it 

And mean to ask an angel      why we can see 

Everything but Earth     from Heaven 

But I don’t ask     I don’t think I could stand to not 

Be answered     but I don’t think I could stand the answer 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=05dc5a8d7a&e=d538c8f2e0 
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Survey of 1,800-plus 'young' volcanoes in the US Southwest 

Study reports on monogenetic volcanoes younger than 2.58 million years 

 
 

Crater of Dotsero volcano, a monogenetic volcano that erupted in Colorado about 4,000 years ago. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

November 18, 2021 

They're born. They live once, erupting for a period that might last for days, years or decades. Then, they go 

dark and die. 

That narrative describes the life of a monogenetic volcano, a type of volcanic hazard that can pose important 

dangers despite an ephemeral existence. 

The landscape of the southwestern U.S. is heavily scarred by past eruptions of such volcanoes, and a new 

study marks a step toward understanding future risks for the region. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303925&org=NSF
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The U.S. National Science Foundation-funded research, published in Geosphere, provides a broad overview 

of what scientists know -- and don't know -- about this type of volcanism in the U.S. Southwest over the past 

2.58 million years, a geologic period known as the Quaternary. 

During this time, more than 1,800 monogenetic volcanoes erupted in the region, according to a count covering 

Nevada, Utah, Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico and parts of California's eastern edge. Add in the Pinacate 

volcanic field, located mostly in the Mexican state of Sonora, bordering Arizona, and the number goes up to 

more than 2,200, scientists say. The volcanoes included are ones whose ages are estimated to be in the range 

of the Quaternary, but many have not been precisely dated. 

"Monogenetic means 'one life,'" says lead author Greg Valentine, a University at Buffalo volcanologist. "So, a 

monogenetic volcano will erupt once, and that eruption may last for several days to several decades, but after 

that, the volcano is basically dead. 

"In the United States, most volcanic hazards-related attention has rightly gone to places like Hawaii, and to 

the Pacific Northwest and Alaska, where we have big stratovolcanoes like Mount Rainier and Mount St. 

Helens, which will have many eruptive episodes over a long life, with widespread hazardous effects." 

In the past, Valentine says, smaller monogenetic volcanoes have not been looked at from a focus on hazards; 

they have been studied mainly for what they tell us about the deep Earth. Recently, however, there has been 

more concern about the need to look at the kinds of hazards these volcanoes might pose. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303925&from=news&org=NSF&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1420455&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://pubs.geoscienceworld.org/gsa/geosphere/article/doi/10.1130/GES02405.1/609360/Quaternary-basaltic-volcanic-fields-of-the
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.buffalo.edu/news/releases/2021/11/001.html
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303925&from=news&org=NSF&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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How the US census led to the first data processing company 125 years ago – and kick-started America’s 

computing industry 
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•  LinkedIn 

•  Print 

The U.S. Constitution requires that a population count be conducted at the beginning of every decade. 

This census has always been charged with political significance, and continues to be. That’s clear from the 

controversies in the run-up to the 2020 census. 

But it’s less widely known how important the census has been in developing the U.S. computer industry, a 

story that I tell in my book, “Republic of Numbers: Unexpected Stories of Mathematical Americans through 

History.” That history includes the founding of the first automated data processing company, the Tabulating 

Machine Company, 125 years ago on December 3, 1896. 

Population growth 

The only use of the census clearly specified in the Constitution is to allocate seats in the House of 

Representatives. More populous states get more seats. 

A minimalist interpretation of the census mission would require reporting only the overall population of each 

state. But the census has never confined itself to this. 

A complicating factor emerged right at the beginning, with the Constitution’s distinction between “free 

persons” and “three-fifths of all other persons.” This was the Founding Fathers’ infamous mealy-mouthed 

compromise between those states with a large number of enslaved persons and those states where relatively 

few lived. 

The first census, in 1790, also made nonconstitutionally mandated distinctions by age and sex. In subsequent 

decades, many other personal attributes were probed as well: occupational status, marital status, educational 

status, place of birth and so on. 

As the country grew, each census required greater effort than the last, not merely to collect the data but also to 

compile it into usable form. The processing of the 1880 census was not completed until 1888. 

It had become a mind-numbingly boring, error-prone, clerical exercise of a magnitude rarely seen. 

Since the population was evidently continuing to grow at a rapid pace, those with sufficient imagination could 

foresee that processing the 1890 census would be gruesome indeed without some change in procedure. 

A new invention 

John Shaw Billings, a physician assigned to assist the Census Office with compiling health statistics, had 

closely observed the immense tabulation efforts required to deal with the raw data of 1880. He expressed his 

http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&source=The+Conversation&summary=The+U.S.+Constitution+requires+that+a+population+count+be+conducted+at+the+beginning+of+every+decade.+%0A%0AThis+census+has+always+been+charged+with+political+significance%2C+and+continues+to+be.+That%27s+...&title=How+the+US+census+led+to+the+first+data+processing+company+125+years+ago+%E2%80%93+and+kick-started+America%E2%80%99s+computing+industry&url=https%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fhow-the-us-census-led-to-the-first-data-processing-company-125-years-ago-and-kick-started-americas-computing-industry-172850%3Futm_source%3Dlinkedin%26utm_medium%3Dbylinelinkedinbutton
https://theconversation.com/how-the-us-census-led-to-the-first-data-processing-company-125-years-ago-and-kick-started-americas-computing-industry-172850?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20the%20US%20census%20led%20to%20the%20first%20data%20processing%20company%20125%20years%20ago%20%20and%20kick-started%20Americas%20computing%20industry
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http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=163
https://www.census.gov/history/www/through_the_decades/index_of_questions/1790_1.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24987147?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

29 

concerns to a young mechanical engineer assisting with the census, Herman Hollerith, a recent graduate of the 

Columbia School of Mines. 

On Sept. 23, 1884, the U.S. Patent Office recorded a submission from the 24-year-old Hollerith, titled “Art of 

Compiling Statistics.” 

 

 

The Hollerith electric tabulating machine in use in 1902. United States Census Bureau 

https://pdfpiw.uspto.gov/.piw?PageNum=0&docid=00395782&IDKey=73D9506C5930%0D%0A&HomeUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fpatft.uspto.gov%2Fnetacgi%2Fnph-Parser%3FSect1%3DPTO1%2526Sect2%3DHITOFF%2526d%3DPALL%2526p%3D1%2526u%3D%25252Fnetahtml%25252FPTO%25252Fsrchnum.htm%2526r%3D1%2526f%3DG%2526l%3D50%2526s1%3D0395782.PN.%2526OS%3DPN%2F0395782%2526RS%3DPN%2F0395782
https://pdfpiw.uspto.gov/.piw?PageNum=0&docid=00395782&IDKey=73D9506C5930%0D%0A&HomeUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fpatft.uspto.gov%2Fnetacgi%2Fnph-Parser%3FSect1%3DPTO1%2526Sect2%3DHITOFF%2526d%3DPALL%2526p%3D1%2526u%3D%25252Fnetahtml%25252FPTO%25252Fsrchnum.htm%2526r%3D1%2526f%3DG%2526l%3D50%2526s1%3D0395782.PN.%2526OS%3DPN%2F0395782%2526RS%3DPN%2F0395782
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https://www.census.gov/history/img/1902_Hollerith_electric_tabulating_machine.jpg
https://images.theconversation.com/files/434755/original/file-20211130-19-16o80z7.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

30 

By progressively improving the ideas of this initial submission, Hollerith would decisively win an 1889 

competition to improve the processing of the 1890 census. 

The technological solutions devised by Hollerith involved a suite of mechanical and electrical devices. The 

first crucial innovation was to translate data on handwritten census tally sheets to patterns of holes punched in 

cards. As Hollerith phrased it, in the 1889 revision of his patent application, 

“A hole is thus punched corresponding to person, then a hole according as person is a male or female, 

another recording whether native or foreign born, another either white or colored, &c.” 

This process required developing special machinery to ensure that holes could be punched with accuracy and 

efficiency. 

Hollerith then devised a machine to “read” the card, by probing the card with pins, so that only where there 

was a hole would the pin pass through the card to make an electrical connection, resulting in advance of the 

appropriate counter. 

For example, if a card for a white male farmer passed through the machine, a counter for each of these 

categories would be increased by one. The card was made sturdy enough to allow passage through the card 

reading machine multiple times, for counting different categories or checking results. 

The count proceeded so rapidly that the state-by-state numbers needed for congressional apportionment were 

certified before the end of November 1890. 

Rise of the punched card 

After his census success, Hollerith went into business selling this technology. The company he founded, the 

Tabulating Machine Company, would, after he retired, become International Business Machines - IBM. IBM 

led the way in perfecting card technology for recording and tabulating large sets of data for a variety of 

purposes. 

By the 1930s, many businesses were using cards for record-keeping procedures, such as payroll and 

inventory. Some data-intensive scientists, especially astronomers, were also finding the cards convenient. 

IBM had by then standardized an 80-column card and had developed keypunch machines that would change 

little for decades. 

Card processing became one leg of the mighty computer industry that blossomed after World War II, and 

IBM for a time would be the third-largest corporation in the world. Card processing served as a scaffolding 

for vastly more rapid and space-efficient purely electronic computers that now dominate, with little evidence 

remaining of the old regime. 

 

https://www.census.gov/history/www/innovations/technology/the_hollerith_tabulator.html
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=MGZqAAAAMAAJ&pg=GBS.PA1
https://www.worldcat.org/title/computer-a-history-of-the-information-machine/oclc/1110437971?referer=br&ht=edition
https://images.theconversation.com/files/292229/original/file-20190912-190061-1af81fk.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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A blue IBM punch card. Gwern/Wikimedia Commons 

Those who have grown up knowing computers only as easily portable devices, to be communicated with by 

the touch of a finger or even by voice, may be unfamiliar with the room-size computers of the 1950s and ’60s, 

where the primary means of loading data and instructions was by creating a deck of cards at a keypunch 

machine, and then feeding that deck into a card reader. This persisted as the default procedure for many 

computers well into the 1980s. 

As computer pioneer Grace Murray Hopper recalled about her early career, “Back in those days, everybody 

was using punched cards, and they thought they’d use punched cards forever.” 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/292229/original/file-20190912-190061-1af81fk.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/292229/original/file-20190912-190061-1af81fk.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Blue-punch-card-front.png
https://www.worldcat.org/title/grace-hopper-navy-admiral-and-computer-pioneer/oclc/19516564&referer=brief_results
https://images.theconversation.com/files/292229/original/file-20190912-190061-1af81fk.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Hopper had been an important member of the team that created the first commercially viable general-purpose 

computer, the Universal Automatic Computer, or UNIVAC, one of the card-reading behemoths. 

Appropriately enough, the first UNIVAC delivered, in 1951, was to the U.S. Census Bureau, still hungry to 

improve its data processing capabilities. 

 

 

This ‘mechanical punch card sorter’ was used for the 1950 census. U.S. Census Bureau 

 

No, computer users would not use punched cards forever, but they used them through the Apollo Moon-

landing program and the height of the Cold War. Hollerith would likely have recognized the direct 

descendants of his 1890s census machinery almost 100 years later. 

This is an updated version of an article originally published on October 15, 2019. 
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[ You’re smart and curious about the world. So are The Conversation’s authors and editors. You can read us 

daily by subscribing to our newsletter. ] 
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Black spruce trees struggle to regenerate amid more frequent Arctic fires 

Resulting ecological shift could have rippling impacts on the boreal region 

 
 

Black spruce trees are struggling to regenerate amid more frequent Arctic forest fires. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

 

The black spruce -- a key species on the boreal landscape -- is losing its resilience and capacity to regenerate 

in the face of warming temperatures and increasingly frequent Arctic wildfires. The trend could result in a 

landscape-wide ecological shift that would have a complex and rippling impact on the region, including an 

acceleration in permafrost thaw and a loss of valuable biodiversity, scientists report in Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303895&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/118/45/e2024872118
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/118/45/e2024872118
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In boreal North America, the thick, spongy soils in which black spruce trees grow are made of peat moss and 

lichens that retain moisture. But when they dry out, they are highly flammable. Black spruce trees rely on 

fires for regeneration -- their cones open in the heat and drop seeds on the charred soil -- but this study, 

supported by the U.S. National Science Foundation through its Bonanza Creek Long-Term Ecological 

Research site, indicates that more severe fires that burn deeper into peat soils are leading to a short circuit in 

the regeneration process.  

"Predicting how regional forests will respond to change is important for human lives and livelihoods, just like 

predicting the weather," said Francisco (Paco) Moore, a program director in NSF's Division of Environmental 

Biology. "This study is the result of decades of investment in understanding ecology, and that understanding 

is now helping us predict and prepare for change." 

In synthesizing data from more than 1,500 fire-disturbed sites, the researchers found that black spruces' ability 

to regenerate after fires dropped at 38% of sites and failed completely 18% of the time. Shifts in wildfire 

regimes are pushing black spruce forests to a tipping point, beyond which the species may lose its place as the 

dominant tree in boreal North America. 

"This trend is especially alarming given its potential impact on Arctic carbon storage," said Brendan Rogers 

of the Woodwell Climate Research Center, a study co-author. "In many parts of the boreal region, the mossy 

soil layers that promote black spruce regeneration also insulate permafrost. As fires increase and these forests 

dry out, however, loss of black spruce forests could accelerate permafrost thaw and trigger a warming 

feedback loop, pushing black spruce to its tipping point and facilitating the release of massive amounts of 

carbon from the permafrost into the atmosphere." 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303895&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1636476&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.lter.uaf.edu/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.lter.uaf.edu/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.woodwellclimate.org/black-spruce-regeneration-failure/
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303895&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303895&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Why the History of Science Should Matter to Scientists 

Two historians consider the field of taxonomy to ask what history can provide science at the bench 

level. 

 

Amphibians of La Escalera Region, Southeastern Venezuela 

  

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Olivia Box  

 Share Tweet Email Print 

Science, in practice, is a series of evolving processes informed by hypotheses and theories, with the 

hopeful endpoints of discovery and dissemination of knowledge to others. In a case study using 

taxonomy—the field of organism classification—Andrew Hamilton and Quentin D. Wheeler argue that 

these processes need to be informed by precedents from the history of science, asking “[w]hile there 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/olivia-box/
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=419334385204394&display=popup&href=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fwhy-the-history-of-science-should-matter-to-scientists%2F&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fwhy-the-history-of-science-should-matter-to-scientists%2F
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fwhy-the-history-of-science-should-matter-to-scientists%2F&text=Why+the+History+of+Science+Should+Matter+to+Scientists&via=JSTOR_Daily
mailto:?subject=Why%20the%20History%20of%20Science%20Should%20Matter%20to%20Scientists&body=Two%20historians%20consider%20the%20field%20of%20taxonomy%20to%20ask%20what%20history%20can%20provide%20science%20at%20the%20bench%20level.%0D%0A%0D%0A%20Read%20More:%20https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fwhy-the-history-of-science-should-matter-to-scientists%2F
javascript:window.print()
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/588691?mag=why-the-history-of-science-should-matter-to-scientists
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/588691?mag=why-the-history-of-science-should-matter-to-scientists
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really is no question about the value of history of science in the humanities, what good is it for 

practicing scientists? What difference does it make at the lab-bench level?” 

Traditionally, taxonomy was centered around identifying similarities and differences between and 

among species, by looking at family trees and identifying clusters of similar organisms. For example, 

insects could be grouped  based on the number of wings (if any), if their bodies were segmented or not, 

and if so, how many segments. Using these family trees, taxonomists could identify how closely related 

species were. These systems of classification, however, relied only on physical observation, and so 

relationships that might be only “visible” at the genetic level went undiscovered. 

Phenetics requires a number of steps that present the opportunity for unintentional errors. 

During the mid-20th century, the method of phenetics was developed, which utilized computers and 

algorithms to determine relatedness. A biologist would select the specimens of a group they wished to 

investigate, then select the characteristics of those specimens to be measured and analyzed. These data 

would then be translated  into numbers that could be fed to algorithms that would calculate degrees of 

relatedness. The results could then be used to identify a previously unclassified specimen, or to create a 

map of potential evolutionary relationships. 

Table of the Animal Kingdom (Regnum Animale) from Carolus Linnaeus’s first edition (1735) 

of Systema Naturae. via Wikimedia Commons 

https://daily.jstor.org/why-the-history-of-science-should-matter-to-scientists/?utm_term=Why%20the%20History%20of%20Science%20Should%20Matter%20to%20Scientists&utm_campaign=jstordaily_11252021&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Linnaeus_-_Regnum_Animale_(1735).png
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Phenetics requires a number of steps  that present the opportunity for unintentional errors. The 

selections of specimens, the characteristics chosen, and the algorithm(s) used all may influence the 

outcomes of a phenetic study, without any intent on the part of the researchers involved to obtain 

particular results. 

Historians Hamilton and Wheeler then contrast phenetics with a current method of taxonomic 

research, DNA barcoding. In this approach, depending on the organism(s), biologists will sequence one 

or more genes that have little variation between individuals of the same species, but high variation 

between individuals of different species. By analyzing these sequences against known species, the 

relationship of the unknown individual to others can be made. 

Weekly Newsletter 

Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

Neither DNA barcoding nor phenetics, the authors maintain, give attention to the underlying concepts 

of species, and the histories of populations that led to their differences. “Our concern is that certain 

new molecular methods for doing taxonomy repeat a mistake from taxonomy’s recent past because 

they produce results that do not have a firm basis in underlying theory.” 

For instance, because barcoding looks at a small portion of the genes, (usually a sequence within a 

gene), it can lead to classification errors, and not describe the full range of diversity. The historians 

write “at a time when advances in taxonomy are crucial to understanding and preserving biodiversity”, 

it is of even greater important to heed “Darwin’s advice that observations need appropriate theoretical 

context if they are to make sense.” 
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Taxonomy and Why History of Science Matters for Science 

By: Andrew Hamilton and Quentin D. Wheeler 

Isis, Vol. 99, No. 2 (June 2008), pp. 331-340 

The University of Chicago Press on behalf of The History of Science Society 
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All shades of iberibe 

KASIMMA 

December 1, 2021  
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The following is excerpted from All Shades of Iberibe, a new collection by Kasimma, featuring stories of 

the people of Nigeria. Kasimma is from Igboland and has been awarded residencies at Wole Soyinka 

Foundation, Faberllull, Sinthian Cultural Center, Ebedi hills, and Study Abroad in Lebanon. 

Kandudi opened her eyes to a flood of light, a welcomed contrast from her recurring dream of traipsing 

through the dark woods, tailing the cry of a baby. Her head throbbed. It was worse at her right temple. 

It sounded like the incessant, rhythmic pummeling of the pestle on an empty mortar. Each sound came 

three seconds after the former: kpom—1, 2, 3—kpom—1, 2, 3—kpom. Her vision was blurry, as though 

a thick curtain of cloud stood between her eyes and everything else. She shut her eyes and inhaled. She 

smelled disinfectant. She heard the sounds of beeping. She rubbed her hands on her thighs. One of her 

hands felt heavy as though she had elephantiasis. A very thin material covered her skin and she felt the 

soft surface on which she lay. She opened her eyes again. They rested on a woman’s beautiful smile and 

honey-colored face. Kandudi felt a grip on her arm. She stiffened. 

“It’s okay, darling,” the woman said. 

Kandudi’s vision became clearer now. She was dressed in a thin hospital gown. An IV was connected to 

her arm. She was surrounded by machines. The zigzag lines of the heart rate machine and its constant 

beeping confirmed her location. She did not know why she was there, but she relaxed her arm 

“Welcome back,” the woman said. “I’m going to take your vitals.” 

Kandudi gawped at the lights. It felt good to see such brightness. The door creaked open, ushering in 

two females wearing blue scrubs. They smiled at her. 

“B.P. 130 over 84; temperature, 36; pulse rate; 88,” the woman said. 

“Get her a glass of water,” one of the newcomers said before turning to Kandudi. “My name is Doctor 

Chioma.” She pointed at the second lady in blue. “This is Doctor Tinu. Your friend here is Nurse Ebo.” 

“You have been unconscious for 18 months now. You were involved in an accident.” 

Doctor Chioma was saying something but Kandudi only heard a deep-pitched, very loud, draggy sound 

before she slipped back into sleep. 

The next day, Doctor Tinu and Doctor Chioma came back after a nurse had cleaned Kandudi’s body, 

checked her vitals, administered drugs, and gotten her a bottle of water. Pleasantries were exchanged. 

“It’s good to have you back,” said Doctor Chioma. Kandudi raised an eye and furrowed her brows. 

“You have been unconscious for 18 months now. You were involved in an accident.” 

Kandudi’s eyes almost abandoned their sockets. 
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“It is good to have you back. May I ask you a few questions?” 

Kandudi nodded. 

“What is your name and age?” Doctor Chioma asked. 

“Kandudi. Thirty.” 

A line etched on Doctor Chioma’s forehead. Doctor Tinu was writing. 

“Are you married or single?” Doctor Chioma asked. 

“Single. 

The lines on Doctor Chioma’s forehead moved like those on the heart rate monitor. 

“Have you any children?” 

Kandudi moved her forefinger from left to right two times. Doctor Chioma dug out her phone and 

swiped her index finger across the screen. “Where are you from?” 

“Achina,” Kandudi replied. 

Doctor Tinu still scribbled viciously; her eyes thinned and her lips tightened. Doctor Chioma scratched 

her forehead. The slight wrinkling of her eyes hinted pity to Kandudi. 

“What’s wrong with me, Doctor?” 

Doctor Chioma held Kandudi’s swollen palm, the one with the IV. “Well, some of the answers you gave 

are no longer correct.” She snapped her fingers at Doctor Tinu, pointed at the jotter, and opened her 

hand. Doctor Tinu handed the jotter to Doctor Chioma, and then Doctor Chioma placed the jotter side 

by side with her phone. “From my years of experience, I can immediately diagnose, with 90 percent 

certainty, that you are suffering from what is called focal retrograde amnesia.” 

Kandudi rolled her eyes. 

Doctor Chioma raised a hand. “It is temporary, I assure you. 

And as far as amnesia goes, this is one of the best.” The doctor smiled. Kandudi did not smile back. 
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“From our records, you were brought in here by one Chiemela Ezeudo who claims to be your husband. 

Your file says that you are Kandudi Ezeudo.” The doctor looked up from the jotter. “This suggests that 

you have lost a part of your memory, possibly a few years back. Also…” 

Kandudi stopped listening. She could not be married. Did she not know herself? She remembered when 

she played kpakpangolo as a child with her friends, running in a circle, raising dust. Strangers became 

friends merely by holding the hand of a friend. How she and Onyinye, she remembered the girl’s name, 

danced in the rain and bathed in the sand. The sand, invisible on her skin, glimmered on her black 

hair. She remembered when her father died. He went to bed one night and was a rock the next 

morning. She remembered the cotton wool stuffed in his ears and nose. His skin looked dry and gray as 

if he had been bathed by the harmattan winds. She also remembered the voices of her uncles quarreling 

over mundane issues during her father’s burial, and her wishing she could use her stony father to 

break their heads. With her mother, she moved into a small shelter made from zinc roofing sheet. It 

was like living in a boiling pot. Her memories came back to her, not caked and cracked as a clay wall, 

but hot, soft, and sweet as fresh bread. 

* 

Kandudi opened her eyes to a man sitting on her bed, rubbing the back of her swollen arm. His eyes 

were deep brown and his skin was the color of unripe plantain chips. His hair was wooly, black, and 

low-cut. Neat facial hair covered half of his cheeks, his entire jaw, and the top of his lips. He smiled. His 

left canine was unaccounted for. She was infected by his smile. He smelled like a lathered rose. He was 

certainly not medical staff or he would’ve been wearing scrubs like the rest of them. So who was he? 

She closed her eyes, scuttling through the disorienting sandstorm of her memory. She was an only 

child. She loathed her uncles: a feeling that was mutual. Her father was dead. So who was this fine 

man? She felt his soft, pink lips on her forehead, his beard pricking her. She winced. 

“I am so happy to have you back, sweetheart.” 

When you place a plastic bowl upside down on a hard floor and hit the top with your finger, the sound 

you would hear was exactly his voice. His eyes had begun to look watery. He avoided her gaze and 

rubbed her arm. 

“The doctor told me you lost a part of your memory. That’s where you would have found me, your 

husband.” 

He looked at her and smiled. He was so fine. His teeth were the same shape and size, except for the 

missing one, which made him even more handsome. She did not catch the happiness in his voice. It 

made her remember sepia-toned pictures. He made to touch her, but she moved away from his hand 

and sat up on her own. She picked up the bottle of water from the table. He got off the bed, dragged a 

plastic seat closer, and sat. 

Kandudi stopped listening. She could not be married. Did she not know herself? 
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“I don’t know who you are. Stay away from me.” 

“I am your husband.” He struck his chest. “We are married. I . . .” 

“I want my mother. Stay away from me.” 

“I have proof!” he said, clasping his hands. “Please, I beg you, sweetheart, let me show you the proof, 

and then I will leave you to rest. I promise.” 

Before she could object, he grabbed a white, worn-out, polythene bag off the end of the bed and fished 

out a stack of photographs. One by one, he fed her the pictures. She saw herself looking beautiful in an 

off-shoulder, white-floral lace dress. Her mother stood to her left, smiling all her teeth to the camera; 

and he was at her right, looking fine in a black suit. She looked at him. He was the same person in the 

picture. He showed her gazillions of their wedding pictures, talking and talking: this is my aunt; that is 

my uncle; this is Uche, you remember? There was a picture of the two of them in front of a black car he 

said was theirs. There was another one where she was pregnant, smiling and posing in a house with red 

cushions. She picked out the furniture, he said. Did she remember the furniture, he asked. He was like 

a cook, sprinkling salt on stale food to make it tasty again. His words meandered like a stream, 

emptying into her brain and draining out. His desperate effort to fill her memory only exhausted her. 

“What is your name?” she asked. 

He tried to touch her hair. She dodged. He touched his eyes with the back of his forefinger. “Chiemela.” 

She yawned. “Chiemela, I want to sleep.” 

* 

Kandudi turned toward the creaking door. Nurse Ebo smiled at her. Kandudi managed a weak smile, 

sniffed, and turned away. Nurse Ebo sat on her bed. 

“Kandi, why are you crying?” 

Kandudi shook her head and pressed her eyelids together for a fleeting moment. Tears rolled down her 

cheeks. Nurse Ebo set about her business of injecting some fluids into the IV bag. 

“Do you feel sick?” 

Kandudi shook her head. The headache was still there, but it did not make it to her list of problems. 

When Nurse Ebo was done, she sat beside Kandudi and held her hand. 

“Please, tell me, what’s wrong?” 

“I am afraid. Who am I? Why is this happening to me?” 
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Nurse Ebo rubbed her arm. “It’s okay, Kandi.” She looked at her watch. “This is almost midnight. Do 

you want us to take a stroll?” 

Kandudi smiled, holding the nurse’s hand tightly as they strolled to the garden, following the half-

moon’s light splashed in the gloomy blankets of the clouds like a flashlight in a dense forest. Her thin 

cotton gown swayed in the direction of the wind. Dry leaves squashed underneath her feet as she 

walked. Nurse Ebo had plastered an injection to the back of Kandudi’s arm and had brought along two 

bottles of soft drinks. They sat on a cement bench in the garden. It felt cold. Nurse Ebo opened one of 

the drinks and gave it to Kandudi. She took some gulps, closed her eyes, and allowed the sugary liquid 

to slide through her dry and bitter throat. 

“So, tell me, why were you crying?” 

Kandudi scratched her eyes. “I don’t know him. But he has been too kind to me.” 

“Who? Your husband?” 

Kandudi shrugged. “I’m not sure who he is.” 

“But we all are. We all know him. Even while you were unconscious, your mother and he always slept 

in your room in turns. He paid for all your expensive surgeries. Surely he will not spend all that money 

if he doesn’t love you.” 

Love. That was exactly what she was running away from. She had been thrown off a cliff like an 

ordinary biscuit wrap into this world where the only person she knew, her mother, was now dead. 

Kandudi had felt abandoned by life and love after looking at the picture of her mother’s corpse that 

Chiemela gave to her. He said he’d been attending the funeral when he received the call that his wife 

had emerged from coma. Kandudi remembered feeling dizzy after seeing that picture. And when she 

woke up yesterday, they told her that she had been unconscious for two days. 

“But why are you afraid of him?” 

“I am not afraid of him.” 

She was afraid of what she felt for him. Was it too early to feel? She remembered when she felt his body 

touch hers. She stiffened and opened her eyes, but he was only lying beside her and cuddling her. She 

closed her eyes, her heart tolling like a bell, but she felt at peace. She adjusted to make more room for 

him on the bed. And whenever he wanted to kiss her forehead, he kissed the scar on her right temple, 

which was not there in any of the pictures. 

“He came one afternoon with his laptop and said he wanted to play a movie for me. It was The Sound of 

Music.” 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

46 

“You hate the movie?” 

“It is my best movie ever. And just before the part that always makes me cry, he gave me a tissue. He 

buys me my favorite flavor of ice cream. He knows me too much.” 

Nurse Ebo pulled her closer. Kandudi rested her head on the nurse’s shoulder. 

“Kandi, it’s been three weeks. Open up. I have no doubt that that man is your husband. Forget the 

pictures and focus on the sacrifices he’s made. Kandi, you are so lucky. You were brought in here 

unconscious, bleeding through your cracked skull. You had tiny visible strands of wood sticking to your 

brain, like a broomstick under someone’s skin. You pulled through two brain surgeries. This man 

waited for you to survive. He is still here. See, I look at you and I say ‘what a lucky woman’ and here 

you are being afraid.” 

Kandudi sighed. “It is not that easy.” 

“You have amnesia. You will only make your head ache the more if you try to remember yesterday. 

Just flow with the now. Life chose you. Choose life too. Forget the forgotten memories and create new 

ones.” 

The wind was peaceful. Bats clicked. Crickets stridulated. Kandudi knew her friend spoke the truth. 

She imagined angry water pushing through towns, eroding houses, trees, her mother, and her memory. 

Life had taken enough from her. 

Nurse Ebo tapped her gently. “Drink up; it’s late.” 

* 

Kandudi left the hospital two weeks later with this fine man whose wind of love blew her off the 

ground. 

When she walked into his beautiful big house, which had double gates and a fountain in front of it, she 

was first struck that the cushions were black, not red like the ones in the pictures. A smiling girl, 

smelling as if she’d been immersed in a drum of sweat, came and collected Kandudi’s bag. 

“Welcome, ma,” she said, bowing. Kandudi smiled. She did not know her. 

Chiemela asked, “What are you people cooking?” 

“Egusi and pounded yam. The soup is ready. The yam is almost boiled.” 

Kandudi walked around the house looking at the artwork hanging on the wall and the small statues 

spread out on the tv top. She remembers being philistine. But what did she know? She heard the voices 
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of children. Since seeing the pictures of herself pregnant, she’d been dreaming of meeting her twins. 

Chiemela had told her that the boy looked more like her than him, but the girl looked nothing like her. 

She stood by the door and listened. 

“Ainde need the biscuit,” a baby voice said. 

Kandudi wondered what “Ainde” meant. Was it a name? She wished Chiemela had talked less about 

himself and been more open about talking of their children. She slowly pushed the door open. She 

sensed that it was a playroom because of its weird paint of pink, yellow, and purple. But she did not 

recognize the precious two-year-olds looking at her. The girl sat in front of a train track, wearing an 

engineer’s cap; the boy stood by a corner, holding a teddy. Kandudi’s heart leaped for joy. She did not 

know what to say first. Was she to say hello? Hi? I’m your mother? What was she to say? Chiemela put 

an arm around her. She rested her head on his chest. The children suddenly came back to life, 

screaming in glee, running to hug their father. He rubbed their heads and laughed. Kandudi found 

herself smiling. Chiemela held her closer and kissed her hair. Then he pointed at the children, pointed 

at her, and said, “This is your mummy.” The boy was silent, clutching his penis through his pants, 

shaking his legs. 

The girl said, “No, she’s not.” 

“Yes, she is. Shut up that talking-talking mouth,” Chiemela said and led Kandudi away. 

Kandudi felt stung. The little girl sounded so sure. They had Chiemela’s complexion. And just as she 

imagined, the boy had her lips. She saw nothing of herself in the girl. 

“I’m sorry about that,” Chiemela said. 

“Oh, it’s okay.” She waved her hand. 

“What are their names?” She felt his hand on her shoulder stiffen. 

“Taiwo and Kehinde.” 

She looked at him. Taiwo and Kehinde? Those weren’t Igbo names. She had no Yoruba person in he 

rlineage. Chiemela rubbed her shoulder, raised his phone to his ear, and moved away. 

She wandered into a room. There were clothes neatly stacked in the open wardrobe. There was a Bible 

on the table and an opened notebook and a pen. She heard sounds of high-pitched laughter coming 

from the other side of the wall. She rubbed her hands on the wall, which felt like sand. She pressed her 

ear to the wall, but instead of human sounds, she heard kpom-kpom-kpom. She pressed her palms to her 

ears, yet the nightmare sound intensified. A thin cloud covered her eyes as if she was seeing the room 

through a foggy sky. Her right temple ached. Her feet felt as if they were being lifted from the ground. 

Blackness. 
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__________________________________ 

Excerpted from All Shades of Iberibe by Kasimma. Reprinted with permission of the publisher, Sandorf 

Passage. Copyright © 2021 by Kasimma.  

 

https://lithub.com/all-shades-of-iberibe/   

https://sandorfpassage.org/product/all-shades-of-iberibe/
https://lithub.com/all-shades-of-iberibe/
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A man takes a picture of a statue representing the 5,300-year-old mummy named Ötzi, discovered in the 

Italian Alps 30 years ago. Andrea Solero/AFP via Getty Images 
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Ötzi the Iceman remained hidden to the world for millennia until two German tourists discovered it 30 years 

ago in a glacier in the Italian Alps. 
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Tattoos on the mummy of Ötzi the Iceman. ©South Tyrol Museum of Archaeology/Eurac/Samadelli/Staschitz 

This 5,300-year-old mummy is not only perhaps Europe’s most famous mummy, but also one of the most 

significant finds for those who study the global history of tattoos. 

Ötzi was adorned with 61 tattoos that were incredibly preserved by the glacial climate. 

The meaning of those tattoos has been debated ever since his discovery by the two hikers. Many of Ötzi’s 

tattoos were found to be lines drawn along areas such as the lower back, knees, wrists and ankles, areas where 

people most often experience ongoing pain as they age. Some researchers believe these tattoos to be an 

ancient treatment for pain. Various herbs known to have medicinal properties were found in close proximity 

to Ötzi’s resting place, lending further credence to this theory. 

Our mission is to share knowledge and inform decisions. 

About us 

However, not all of Ötzi’s tattoos were on places usually affected by the wear and tear of everyday life on 

joints. Ötzi also sported tattoos on his chest. Theories of the purpose behind this set of tattoos, which were 

https://www.iceman.it/en/media-archive/
https://www.discovermagazine.com/planet-earth/scientists-have-mapped-all-of-otzi-the-icemans-61-tattoos
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https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/what-otzi-icemans-tattoos-reveal-about-copper-age-medical-practices-180970244/
https://www.discovermagazine.com/planet-earth/scientists-have-mapped-all-of-otzi-the-icemans-61-tattoos
https://www.discovermagazine.com/planet-earth/scientists-have-mapped-all-of-otzi-the-icemans-61-tattoos


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

52 

discovered using new imaging techniques in 2015, range from early acupuncture or ceremonial healing 

rituals to being part of a system of ritual or religious beliefs. 

Of course, the idea that Ötzi’s tattoos may have held deep cultural or religious meaning for him and his 

people is not beyond reason. As a tattoo historian and scholar, I have seen how tattoos have historically been 

used for ceremonial healing, religious rites and to show belonging to both cultural and religious 

groups throughout the ancient world and leading all the way up to modern times. 

Ancient tattoos 

The mummified remains of women in Egypt shows tattoos dating back to 2000 B.C. In addition, engraved 

and painted figures in tomb reliefs and small carved figurines depicting women with tattoos date back to 

4000-3500 B.C. 

In both cases, the tattoos were a series of dots, often applied like a protective net across a woman’s abdomen. 

There were also tattoos of the Egyptian Goddess Bes, seen as the protector of women in labor, on a woman’s 

upper thigh. In both cases, these ancient tattoos were regarded as a kind of talisman of protection for women 

who were about to give birth. 

The early Greek historian Herodotus discussed how runaway slaves at Canopus voluntarily 

tattooed themselves as both a way to cover up the branding performed on them by their masters and out of 

religious devotion. 

These new marks were often used to symbolize that these men and women no longer served their earthly 

slave masters, but instead were now in service to a certain god or goddess. 

Tattoos across many faiths 

The early Christian Apostle Paul is recorded in the Bible in Galatians 6:17 as saying, “From henceforth let no 

man trouble me: for I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus.” The original word used for “marks” was 

the word “stigmata,” which was often seen, hailing back to Herodotus, as the term used to describe tattooing 

practices. 

Multiple scholars believe Paul’s tattoos were meant to show his devotion to Christ. The tattoos would also 

help other Christians, who faced persecution from the Roman empire, identify him as a believer. 
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The Māori people of New Zealand have long been practicing tattoo art. Sydney Parkinson - Alexander 

Turnbull Library via Wikimedia Commons 

The Māori people of New Zealand have been practicing the tattoo art of Tā Moko for centuries. These tattoos, 

which are still practiced today, hold a deep cultural meaning and history. The tattoos not only convey social 
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status, family identification and a person’s own life accomplishments, but also hold spiritual meaning with 

designs that contain protective talismans and appeals to spirits to protect the wearer. 

Multiple Native American and First Nations tribes in North America have a long history of wearing sacred 

tattoos. In 1878, the early anthropologist James Swan wrote multiple essays on the Haida people he 

encountered around Port Townsend, Washington. 

In one essay he detailed that the tattoos were more than ornamental, with each design having a sacred 

purpose. He also detailed that the ones who performed the tattoos were seen as spiritual leaders or holy 

persons. 

The ancient Aztec god of sun, wind, learning and air, Quetzalcoatl, is often depicted as having tattoos 

in ancient reliefs. The Aztec people themselves practiced religious tattooing, with their priests often in charge 

of various forms of body art and modification. West African nations such as Togo and Burkina Faso have 

used, and continue to use, tattoos and ritual body modification as sacred rites of passage. 

[Like what you’ve read? Want more? Sign up for The Conversation’s daily newsletter.] 

Sacred practices 

In modern times, one can still see people around the world wearing sacred tattoos with religious significance. 

traditional tattoo. Mawg64 via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 

Whether it is a member of the Kalinga province of the Philippines receiving a mambabatok tattoo, a pattern of 

traditional designs done with a single needle, from the oldest known living tattoo artist, 102-year-old Whang-

Od Oggay, to the countless crosses, Bible verses, and other symbols of Christianity that can be seen in the 

U.S., tattoos can still hold deep religious and spiritual meaning. 

What the tattoos adorning Ötzi the Iceman’s mummified body meant to him will most likely remain at least 

partially a mystery. 

But Ötzi is an important reminder that tattoos have been, and continue to be, a sacred part of many cultures 

worldwide. 
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The oldest known living tattoo artist, Whang-Od Oggay in the Kalinga province of the Philippines, makes a  
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Seneca on Gratitude and What It Really Means to Be a Generous Human Being 

“I am grateful, not in order that my neighbour, provoked by the earlier act of kindness, may be more ready to 

benefit me, but simply in order that I may perform a most pleasant and beautiful act.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0141395850/braipick-20
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“Anything you do not give freely and abundantly becomes lost to you. You open your safe and find 

ashes,” Annie Dillard wrote in her beautiful case for why a generosity of spirit is the greatest animating force 

of creativity. 

Two millennia earlier, great Roman philosopher Seneca examined this notion and its broader implications for 

human life in his correspondence with his friend Lucilius Junior, later published as Letters from a 

Stoic (public library) — the timeless trove of wisdom that gave us Seneca on true and false 

friendship, overcoming fear, and the antidote to anxiety. 

Seneca 

In his eighty-first letter to Lucilius, Seneca writes under the heading “On Benefits”: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/28/annie-dillard-writing-the-abundance/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/28/annie-dillard-writing-the-abundance/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0141395850/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0141395850/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/letters-from-a-stoic-epistulae-morales-ad-lucilium/oclc/899727344&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/19/seneca-friendship/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/19/seneca-friendship/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/02/15/seneca-letter-18/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/08/27/seneca-anxiety/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0141395850/braipick-20
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You complain that you have met with an ungrateful person. If this is your first experience of that sort, you 

should offer thanks either to your good luck or to your caution. In this case, however, caution can effect 

nothing but to make you ungenerous. For if you wish to avoid such a danger, you will not confer benefits; and 

so, that benefits may not be lost with another man, they will be lost to yourself. 

It is better, however, to get no return than to confer no benefits. Even after a poor crop one should sow again; 

for often losses due to continued barrenness of an unproductive soil have been made good by one year’s 

fertility. In order to discover one grateful person, it is worth while to make trial of many ungrateful ones. 

True generosity, Seneca argues, is measured not by the ends of the act but by the spirit from which it springs. 

He writes: 

Benefits, as well as injuries, depend on the spirit… Our feeling about every obligation depends in each case 

upon the spirit in which the benefit is conferred; we weigh not the bulk of the gift, but the quality of the good-

will which prompted it. So now let us do away with guess-work; the former deed was a benefit, and the latter, 

which transcended the earlier benefit, is an injury. The good man so arranges the two sides of his ledger that 

he voluntarily cheats himself by adding to the benefit and subtracting from the injury. 

In a delightful reminder that even the most serious of thinkers can regard themselves with a sense of humor, 

Seneca adds a remark he cheekily qualifies as “one of the generally surprising statements such as we Stoics 

are wont to make and such as the Greeks call ‘paradoxes'”: 

The wise man… enjoys the giving more than the recipient enjoys the receiving… None but the wise man 

knows how to return a favour. Even a fool can return it in proportion to his knowledge and his power; his 

fault would be a lack of knowledge rather than a lack of will or desire. 

In a sentiment which Henry Miller would come to echo two thousand years later in his reflection on the 

intricate balance of giving and receiving, Seneca considers the meaning of generosity and the proper object of 

gratitude: 

Anyone who receives a benefit more gladly than he repays it is mistaken. By as much as he who pays is more 

light-hearted than he who borrows, by so much ought he to be more joyful who unburdens himself of the 

greatest debt — a benefit received — than he who incurs the greatest obligations. For ungrateful men make 

mistakes in this respect also: they have to pay their creditors both capital and interest, but they think that 

benefits are currency which they can use without interest. So the debts grow through postponement, and the 

later the action is postponed the more remains to be paid. A man is an ingrate if he repays a favour without 

interest. 

At the heart of his message is the insistence that true generosity is not transactional and that gratitude, in turn, 

ought to be calibrated to the intrinsic rewards of the generous act rather than to the veneer of a transactional 

favor: 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/08/06/henry-miller-on-altruism/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/08/06/henry-miller-on-altruism/
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Illustration by Jacqueline Ayer from The Paper-Flower Tree 

We should try by all means to be as grateful as possible. For gratitude is a good thing for ourselves, in a sense 

in which justice, that is commonly supposed to concern other persons, is not; gratitude returns in large 

measure unto itself. There is not a man who, when he has benefited his neighbour, has not benefited himself, 

— I do not mean for the reason that he whom you have aided will desire to aid you, or that he whom you have 

defended will desire to protect you, or that an example of good conduct returns in a circle to benefit the doer, 

just as examples of bad conduct recoil upon their authors, and as men find no pity if they suffer wrongs which 

they themselves have demonstrated the possibility of committing; but that the reward for all the virtues lies in 

the virtues themselves. For they are not practised with a view to recompense; the wages of a good deed is to 

have done it. I am grateful, not in order that my neighbour, provoked by the earlier act of kindness, may be 

more ready to benefit me, but simply in order that I may perform a most pleasant and beautiful act; I feel 

grateful, not because it profits me, but because it pleases me. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/08/30/the-paper-flower-tree-jacqueline-ayer/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/08/30/the-paper-flower-tree-jacqueline-ayer/
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Letters from a Stoic remains one of the most potent and enduring capsules of wisdom our species has 

produced. Complement it with Susan Sontag on what it means to be a decent human being, Rebecca Solnit 

on generosity of spirit in difficult times, and Simone Weil — one of our civilization’s most underappreciated 

sages — on attention as the highest form of generosity, then revisit Seneca on the key to tranquility of 

mind and how to fill the shortness of life with wide living. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/06/29/seneca-letter-81-on-

benefits/?mc_cid=e93d268f34&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0141395850/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/03/30/susan-sontag-writing-storytelling-at-the-same-time/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/10/16/rebecca-solnit-disaster/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/08/19/simone-weil-attention-gravity-and-grace/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/11/30/seneca-on-the-tranquility-of-mind/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/11/30/seneca-on-the-tranquility-of-mind/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/09/01/seneca-on-the-shortness-of-life/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/06/29/seneca-letter-81-on-benefits/?mc_cid=e93d268f34&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/06/29/seneca-letter-81-on-benefits/?mc_cid=e93d268f34&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Plagiarism Scandal That Ended Nella Larsen’s Career 

Larsen’s 1930 story “Sanctuary” had a similar plot to an earlier British story. So what? Perhaps the tale never 

really belonged to either writer. 

 

Nella Larsen, 1928 

  

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Ashawnta Jackson  

  

November 21, 2021 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NellaLarsen1928.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/ashawnta-jackson/
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With the release of the film version of her 1929 novel Passing, there’s a renewed interest in the work of 

author Nella Larsen. But it was another of her pieces, the short story “Sanctuary,” published in 1930, that was 

her most controversial. The story tangled Larsen into a claim of plagiarism and as literature 

scholar Hildegard Hoeller explains, “caused a scandal from which she—as many critics have pointed out—

would never quite recover.” 

The story that started the controversy was “Mrs. Adis” by British writer Sheila Kaye- Smith, published eight 

years earlier. Both Kaye-Smith’s and Larsen’s stories share a similar premise—a man enters a secluded home 

attempting to hide from the police after a robbery and shooting. The house is occupied by a woman who 

agrees to hide the man. Ultimately, she finds that the person who has been shot is her son, and that she has 

aided his killer. And as American literature scholar Kelli A. Larson points out, when reading the two stories, 

“the similarities [are]  too numerous to be coincidence.” 

Gossip-filled letters flew between literary figures, who were shocked that this talented rising star would 

resort to theft. 

So, case closed? It may not be that simple. 

When Larsen’s story began making the rounds, it caused quite a stir in the literary world. Charges of 

plagiarism came almost instantly. Gossip-filled letters flew between literary figures, who were shocked that 

this talented rising star would resort to theft. In a letter to writer Countee Cullen, arts patron and teacher 

Harold Jackman wrote, “If you can get ahold of the Forum and the Smith book do so and compare them. But 

isn’t that a terrible thing.” Forum, the journal that published “Sanctuary,” did a full investigation of the 

story— both the final work and early drafts. The journal even published a response from Larsen, with the 

editors concluding that it truly was just a coincidence. But the bigger question lingered: if it wasn’t 

plagiarism, how did this happen? 

Several scholars readily acknowledge the similarities between the two stories, but is that because the story 

never really belonged to either woman? In her explanation that appeared in the Forum, Larsen claimed that 

the story came to her as folklore. Before her writing career, Larsen was a nurse, and this story was told to her 

by a patient sometime between 1912 and 1915. As Larson writes, the explanation was that the story was 

actually part of Black “almost folk-lore,” existing in hundreds of versions, [Larsen] defers the origin of the 

story even further, refusing that it could have specific ownership since “anyone could have written it up at 

anytime.” 
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Researcher Rosemary V. Hathaway agrees, arguing that Larsen’s story lives firmly in the folklore tradition. 

“In the case of “Sanctuary,” she writes: “Trusting both tale and teller supports an interpretation of the story as 

Larsen’s literary retelling of an oral narrative.” Even Kaye-Smith acknowledged that the story wasn’t wholly 

hers either, recounting how she first came across the story in an account by a seventeenth-century French 

bishop. 

Many scholars today argue that Larsen’s story falls in line with the modernist tradition of adaptation, and as 

Larson suggests, she “engaged in a literary tradition successfully employed by writers long before and after 

her time.” But the later reflections on the merits of the story came too late for Larsen. As Hathaway writes, 

“though Larsen wrote three other novels in the early 1930s, none of them were accepted for publication, and 

Larsen eventually returned to the nursing career she had abandoned years before.” 
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Words by David Peisner | Photos by Michael Stipe & Christy Bush 
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When Michael Stipe was a child, living in a modest house on Medlock Lane, in Decatur, Georgia, he 

liked to go in the yard and play with roly-polies. These tiny garden creatures, sometimes known as pill 

bugs or armadillo bugs, are not actually bugs at all, but small crustaceans that feed on decomposed plant 

matter. They’re best known, though — at least, to anyone who has ever spent time playing in the dirt — for 

their natural defense mechanism: When touched or frightened, roly-polies curl into a tight ball. 

Stipe has led an itinerant life. His father was in the Army, which meant his childhood was a consistent churn 

of new addresses: Georgia, Texas, Germany, Alabama, Illinois. He and the band he led for more than 30 years 

are forever associated with Athens, Georgia, and Stipe lived there for a decade or so between the ages of 18 

and 27, but even during that time, he was hardly rooted to the place. R.E.M. toured relentlessly during the 

1980s, and rarely recorded in Athens, instead decamping to studios in places like North Carolina, London, 

Indiana, Nashville, Memphis, and Woodstock, New York, to record its first six albums. In more recent years, 

Stipe has mostly split his time between New York City and Berlin, with regular extended stays in the south of 

France, where his longtime boyfriend’s family lives, and in Athens, where much of his own family still 

resides. 

“I feel a little like the Gang of Four song, ‘At Home He’s a Tourist,’” Stipe says. “I don’t consider places 

homes as much as bases.” 

It feels significant, then, that last March, when COVID was beginning to shut down the world, Stipe returned 

to Athens, where he’s kept a house that he bought when he was 25, and where he also maintains an art studio. 

He wanted to be near his mother, who has had some health issues, but the pandemic lockdown meant living in 

Athens for the longest block of time he had in many years. He admits that his peripatetic life has left him ill-

suited to discern the changes the town and the state have undergone over the last six decades, but there is one 

he noticed. 

“The roly-polies here have changed color since the early 1960s,” he says. “Now they’re turmeric colored, and 

if you try to move them, it’s almost like when you’re fucking around with lilies and you get the dust from the 

stamen on your hand. It never washes off.” If Stipe’s entomological observations are accurate — and 

they very well may not be — roly-polies in Georgia are no longer content to just bunker in defense. They’re 

going to leave a mark. “It appears that way,” he says, laughing. “They’ve gotten much better.” 
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Photo by Christy Bush. 

I don’t want to oversell the deeper meaning of the roly-poly anecdote. Sure, it’s cute, but it was just a tossed-

off observation at the beginning of a recent, winding conversation I had over Zoom with Stipe, who 

was sitting in his Athens studio, wearing a white T-shirt designed by an artist friend of his named Dean 

Sameshima, and black eyeglasses that framed his stubbled face. But it also felt like a tidy way to start thinking 

about the passage of time. Things change, whether we’re paying attention to them or not, whether we want 

them to or not. How we deal with those changes is kind of everything. 

It’s hard not to think a lot about the passage of time when you’re the 61-year-old former lead singer of one of 

the most important and admired American rock bands of all time. More than any other group, R.E.M. was 

responsible for dragging the artsy aesthetic, left-wing politics, and DIY punk ideals of the 1980s indie-rock 

underground into the pop mainstream. The band sold more than 90 million albums without ever seeming to 

compromise its musical vision or pander to its fans. Stipe offered a blueprint for a completely different kind 

of rock ’n’ roll frontman: quietly bold, slyly funny, achingly empathetic, forever thoughtful, and appropriately 
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embarrassed to be a rock star. The band’s measured rise to superstardom became the platonic ideal for a 

generation of artists that followed, and their influence shaped not only the sound of the alternative-rock 

revolution of the 1990s but also its moral compass. Then, after a series of albums in the late ’90s and 2000s 

that received a more muted public reception but which, in many cases, have aged better than the band’s multi-

platinum-selling classics, R.E.M. did the strangest of all things and amicably called it quits in 2011. 

Since then, Stipe has been steadfast in waving off any hint of a return for the band, and unlike many other 

artists of his vintage whose reunion denials always seem to imply a nod, a wink, and the hope of a large check 

from Coachella or Lollapalooza, you get the feeling the former R.E.M. singer is dead fucking serious. What’s 

done is done. 

“I’m very proud of what we did as a band, and I’m very proud of my contributions to our successes and our 

failures,” he says, as he runs his hands back and forth a few times over his bald head. 

His voice has the same warm, quietly authoritative timbre recognizable from three decades of R.E.M. songs, 

but in conversation, the words tumble out with a slightly frantic edge. “Every single thing that we put out 

through the band, we thought at the time was the absolute best thing that we could do,” he continues. “I 

embrace it all. But it was all-encompassing, and it was exhausting. I was really tired after 32 years. It was a 

lot.” As he put it rather definitively in an interview a couple of years ago, “Everything has a life, and at some 

point, it ends.” So yeah, the passage of time. 
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“I’m trying desperately to be in the present, and to allow for the presence of the present,” Stipe says, and 

then laughs. “I’m sorry. That sounds so stupid, but I tend to focus on the past and the future, so I’m trying to 

be more in the moment.” 

 

T-shirt by Vote.org. Questions based on “Three Things to Ask Yourself” from Stacey Abrams. Clipboard from 

Mr. Ginn, father of Greg Ginn and Raymond Pettibon. Vintage ’70s vote tie from Vote for Change 2004 tour. 

Self-portrait by Michael Stipe. 
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n the years following the band’s dissolution, Stipe stepped away from music completely, instead focusing on 

his work as a visual artist, specifically (though not exclusively) photography and sculpture. He’d been taking 

photographs consistently since he was 14, and majored in studio art at the University of Georgia before 

dropping out to devote his time to R.E.M. “It’s so nice to make something that’s tangible, that I can hold in 

my hand,” he says. “Because most of my life as a creative person, I was making things — through music or 

voice or lyrics — that you can’t touch.” In his Athens studio, he’s surrounded by a lot of these tangible things, 

the sculptures, photos, books, and other ephemera that have been both the inspiration for and the product of 

his recent artistic ventures. “I’m not going to do a show-and-tell,” he tells me, but shortly after proceeds to do 

exactly that. 

He starts with photos he took back in 2007 for a project called Future Epicenter. “That’s a close-up of a 

pornographic image of a guy’s foot,” he says, flashing a page from a photo collection up to the Zoom lens. 

“This is a close-up of my computer screen. You can see all the fingerprints on the screen.” The point of the 

project, he tells me, was to post a digital photo every day for a year. “The idea was that after 365 days of 

doing this, I’d be able to look back and acknowledge how I looked at the world before digital cameras and 

how I’m looking at the world now, through digital cameras. And it was this profoundly, radically different 

vision.” 

Around the same time, Stipe had his first sculpture installation at the opening of an upscale men’s clothing 

store in Manhattan. For it, he cast recent cultural artifacts — including Polaroid cameras, cassette tapes, and 

clock radios — in bronze. One of the people who saw that exhibit was Ruth Lingen, an artist who specializes 

in printing, papermaking, and bookbinding. A few years later, she began working with Stipe on a very 

limited-edition photo book (only seven were made) called Giants of the 20th Century. “It was sort of the same 

idea in print form,” she says. The book collected photographs of what Lingen describes as “future relic kind 

of things,” including the Concorde, the Dewey Decimal System, the United Nations, and Marlon Brando. 

Some of it was Stipe’s own photography, but some was “re-photographing photographs that he had. It was 

interesting because it was a re-conceptualizing of these everyday objects.” 

Stipe says: “Giants of the 20th Century detailed very important aspects of the 20th century that didn’t quite 

make it into the 21st century. And the truth is, they actually all did, but they didn’t in the way we thought that 

they would. They entered it differently.” The same, of course, could be said of Stipe himself. 

How the past makes its way, often inelegantly, into the present has been a thread running through a lot of 

Stipe’s work, going back at least to R.E.M.’s canonical “It’s the End of the World as We Know It (And I Feel 

Fine),” a breathless, dizzying recitation of historical images that anticipates the annihilating, context-free blur 

of a social media scroll better than anything else in 1987 could have. That thread was tweezed apart when 

Stipe worked with his friend, Generation X author and noted futurist Douglas Coupland, on a photo book 

called Our Interference Times: A Visual Record, which pondered the messy intersection between the analog 

and digital worlds. The photos in the book reveled in the misuse of digital technology: an iPhone photo of a 

laptop screen displaying an image originally taken with a film camera; a photo of a window that had been 

Xeroxed over and over until it could no longer be identified as a window. The effect is disorienting, chaotic, 

and not entirely dissimilar from “It’s the End of the World as We Know It.” 

“The common thread is me and my eye, and often my life,” Stipe says. He takes photos constantly and has 

done so for many years. So, in one way or another, even if he’s taking photos of someone else’s photos, the  
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Wearing a Bootleg Fassbinder Fox and His Friends T-shirt by Dean Sameshima. Self-portrait by Michael 

Stipe. 

perspective is always his, and the experience he’s chronicling, in toto, is, if not quite autobiographical, 

certainly his own. “There is an aspect of it that is a part of me and that shows, in some regard, how I look at 

the world and how I move through it.” Which is to say, with an awareness that the past — to quote another 

Southern wordsmith — is never dead. It’s not even past. 

 

On February 26, 2020, Stipe went to a Tibet House US benefit concert at Carnegie Hall featuring, among 

others, Patti Smith, Bettye LaVette, Phoebe Bridgers, and Laurie Anderson. Stipe was with Caroline Wallner, 

one of his closest friends, and Wallner’s three daughters, the eldest of whom is Stipe’s goddaughter. At the 

time, COVID was not much more than a rumor, a potentially dispiriting bit of international news floating in 

the ether. There were troubling reports coming out of China. There were epidemiologists offering anxious 

warnings on NPR. But most of us were still happily cocooned in our ignorance, assuming that COVID would 

go the way of SARS, MERS, and swine flu before it: Frightening public health emergencies that were mostly 

only emergencies for other people. 

Stipe was more worried than most, though. That night, Wallner recalls him toting along disinfectant spray, 

which he used to disinfect their seats on the subway and the pepper shaker at the restaurant they went to 

before the show. Following the concert, there was an after-party. People talked. They embraced. “It’s pretty 

scary now when you think about it,” says Wallner. “Hal Willner was there and we hugged him.” Willner, an 

iconoclastic producer who worked on albums by Lou Reed, Marianne Faithfull, and Allen Ginsberg, was a 

good friend of Stipe’s. He died almost six weeks later of COVID. “That particular show was the last concert 

either of us went to,” says Wallner. 

By mid-March, Stipe was locked down in Athens. He had been previously leading a very social life, so the 

sudden isolation was unsettling. “I’m weirdly extroverted,” he says. “I like being out every night. It takes me 

out of my head and provides me with a way to stop thinking, and just listen and observe — all the things that 

go into the work I do as an artist, whatever medium I’m working in.” Although he was going a little stir crazy, 

he made an important discovery. “I’m OK with my own company. There were months and months when I 

was, in essence, alone. I’m OK with that.” 

Stipe brings up a statistic he stumbled upon sometime in the early ’90s in Harper’s Index, a recurring feature 

in the long-running monthly magazine. “There’s more information contained in a weekday edition of The 

New York Times than the average person living in the 1800s was likely to encounter in a lifetime,” he says, 

quoting it from memory, seemingly not for the first time. That fact got him thinking recently about the value 

— or lack thereof — of information. “Information,” he says, “can create schisms. I think that’s the accurate 

term, because it feels weirdly faith-based.” Forget the weekday edition of The New York Times; with the 

internet, people today are drowning in information. “The truth is we now know everything. But as Douglas 

Coupland says, ‘Knowing everything actually isn’t that illuminating.’ Knowing everything means we 

question what is reality, what is truth. That’s where we find ourselves now. We’re in the middle of a 

pandemic and people are questioning very basic truths about science and medicine.” 
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Speaking about his upcoming, untitled book, Stipe says, “It’s a little bit of a diary of people who got me 

through a very difficult time.” 

The arguments on our TVs, on social media, and at our dinner tables have often felt less like a debate over 

masks or vaccines or politics and more like a rejection of the last 400 years of human progress, a stark 

reconsideration of the Age of Enlightenment. Although it’s too soon to see how it will all shake out in the 

long term, it’s clear something foundational is slipping underfoot. “I think of last year as a pivotal shift from 

one epoch to another,” says Stipe. “Now, there will always be before and after COVID.” 

Stipe had already begun working on a new photography book before the pandemic began, back in 2019. His 

original plan was to travel to take portraits of people whose courage, strength, and vulnerability he admired, 

but he’d taken only a few — of actress Tilda Swinton and poet John Giorno, among others — before COVID 

scuttled those plans. Instead, the resulting project is a hybrid: There are the portraits he’d already taken, there 

are photos from his archive, and then there are, well, names. Lots of them. Some of the names are 

painted onto vases sculpted by Wallner, who is a ceramicist. Some are printed onto book covers designed by 

Lingen, or spelled out in assorted fonts. 

“Because I couldn’t travel to see anyone, the idea expanded to become people who were, for one reason or 

another, heroic to me or had impacted me during that year of lockdown,” says Stipe. “It’s a little bit of a diary 

of people who got me through a very difficult time.” 

Stipe chose vases and book covers because both were “vessels that contained things,” but it’s the relentless 

profusion of names that is maybe the most interesting and puzzling part of the book. As he leafs through the 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

77 

pages and shows them to me, there are the famous (LeBron James, Cher, Thom Yorke, Stacey Abrams), the 

semi-famous (Alek Wek, Tom Gilroy, Sally Mann), and the not-really-famous-at-all (Jay Maloney, Sue 

Wildish, Patrick So). The way the names are rendered is supposed to elucidate some part of their character, 

though that’s tricky to pin down. 

Lingen says that seeing the final book after having worked on only a part of it was a revelation. “There’s this 

thing that happened during COVID which was like a weird Groundhog Day of repetition, over and over,” she 

says. “So the names, the people’s faces coming at you, the feeling of isolation, of longing, I think he really 

pulled all that together. There’s a melancholy to this book.” 

Stipe’s pandemic trauma hasn’t necessarily been any worse than yours or anyone else’s — in fact, as he 

admits, his wealth and status give him advantages most others don’t have — but that doesn’t make it less 

valid. In fact, that his trauma is fundamentally the same as yours is perhaps strangely reassuring, if 

not unifying. COVID will one day be a ghost story you tell your grandkids (fingers crossed!), but the 

existential questions it has raised won’t disappear with it. How do we live through a moment when all the 

days blur together and time seems to stand still, yet the mounting death toll drills home just how fleeting life 

is? When only the past and the future seem worth considering, what the fuck do we do with today? 
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“How to Work Better” by Peter Fischli and David Weiss. Bootleg Fassbinder Querelle T-shirt by Dean 

Sameshima. Self-portrait by Michael Stipe. 

“I’m trying desperately to be in the present, and to allow for the presence of the present,” Stipe says, and then 

laughs. “I’m sorry. That sounds so stupid, but I tend to focus on the past and the future, so I’m trying to be 

more in the moment. This book was a way of allowing me to be present in a very difficult period.” 

The book was published in April and is officially untitled. For some reason, Amazon lists it with the 

title Portraits Still Life, which on one level feels like a hilariously dry, generic moniker that might have been 

spat out by an algorithm, but which on an entirely different level takes on many shades of meaning depending 

on which words you choose to emphasize. I like to think of “still life” referring to our stagnant existences in 

lockdown, or maybe that these portraits, collected during this stultifying time, are nonetheless still life. As if 

to say, this is the present whether you like it or not. 

Wallner suggests that the book could be seen simply as “a directory of really cool people to look up,” which 

also fits pretty well with Stipe’s general manner of engaging with the world. Taking photos has long been a 

way of focusing attention away from himself and onto other people. “He has this beautiful way of being 

humble around everything,” says Wallner, who first met Stipe when both were art students at UGA. “He’d be 

the guy at the party perched on a beam with his camera, taking pictures. He’d always be like, ‘Oh, my God, 

stand still right there, just the way the light falls on you.’ That’s his way of communicating.” 

When Stipe was the lead singer of one of the biggest bands in the world, the very act of putting himself at the 

other end of a camera automatically changed the power dynamics in the room. It put people at ease. And the 

direction he chooses to point his camera can be just as authorial as his lyric writing. As such, his life’s work is 

not just music or photography or sculpture, but also curation. Whether he’s pointing your attention toward 

Andy Kaufman, Howard Finster, Lenny Bruce, John Giorno, or Greta Thunberg, Stipe is constantly 

evangelizing about the work of others. “Michael, to me, he’s a celebratorian,” says Wallner. “He celebrates 

people.” 

My conversation with him includes dozens of references to people whose work and/or lives he admires, 

including Steve McQueen, John Baldessari, Destroy All Monsters, John Lewis, Dewayne “Lee” Johnson, 

Kofi Annan, and Jenny Holzer. At one point, he asks about a piece of artwork over my right shoulder that he 

likes. The artist in question, I tell him, is my daughter. She painted it when she was about 8. 

“I like what she did with the corners,” he says evenly. “It reminds me of R.A. Miller. He’s an outsider artist 

from outside Gainesville, Georgia, who I was friends with way back in the day. You should look him up. I 

think you’ll like his work. He’s now deceased. Also, there’s another Georgia artist named Billy Lemming. 

He’s also gone now.” 

A lot of the people Stipe mentions to me are dead, as are many of those named or photographed in the new 

book, which is perhaps sadly appropriate for any project that chronicles a year as death-haunted as this past 

one has been. Lingen says she and Stipe even had a nickname for the white book covers she designed to 

represent dead heroes, including Michael Hutchence, Edward Albee, and June Carter Cash. “We called them 

the ghosts,” she says. 
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Look, it’s a reasonable first impulse to dismiss a famous rock star’s late-career turn toward becoming a 

serious artist with a deep groan. It is, in fact, probably wise to view such a transition with extreme 

skepticism. The thing is, though, Michael Stipe has always been a serious artist. The fact that even after 

dropping out of UGA, he remained a lifelong student of visual and conceptual art, a lifelong collector of it, is 

less convincing to me than the fact that his music has always felt like art. It has always been about something, 

even — and maybe, especially — when it wasn’t at all clear what that something was. I don’t know 

what “Radio Free Europe,” “Drive,” “Fall on Me,” or “E-Bow the Letter” are about — and, frankly, I’m not 

so sure Stipe does either — but every time I hear them, they make me want to figure it out. 

It’s no different with his artwork. I mean, the first time I looked through the pages of this new book and saw 

lists of names in odd fonts, pictures of vases and book covers, and some photographs of photographs 

that Stipe didn’t even take himself, I thought, “What the fuck is this?” But I kept looking. I kept wanting to 

know. It made me feel something. And even now that he and the people he worked on it with have explained 

it to me, I’m still not sure what it all means. Or at least what it means to me. And that’s something. 

 

Michael Stipe, Madrid, Spain, 1999. Photo by Christy Bush. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

80 

Late one night, in the early 1990s, Stipe was in Athens, hanging out with Todd McBride, who was then the 

lead singer of a great bar band called the Dashboard Saviors, and the wonderfully eccentric singer-songwriter 

Vic Chesnutt. The three were at The Grit, a cheap, vegetarian restaurant that has become one of the college 

town’s more iconic downtown eateries but which at the time was in a different building, closer to the edge of 

town. As McBride explained when he told me this story more than a decade ago, “The Grit was in this depot 

kind of building then — it was down at one end and this frat bar was down at the other. The place was closing 

up, we were getting ready to leave, and we were kind of hanging around outside The Grit, when this jeep full 

of frat boys comes by, throws a beer can at us, and screams, ‘Fuck you, faggots!’ Then they crank up the 

stereo” — at this point in his telling of the story, McBride began to sing the indelible song that was pumping 

from the jeep’s stereo — “It’s the end of the world as we know it / It’s the end of the ...” 

So there are Stipe, Chesnutt, and McBride, three giants of the Athens music scene, silent and a little befuddled 

outside The Grit. “We all kind of look at each other,” McBride recalled, “and Michael goes, ‘You know, 

people say you can’t really define irony ...’” And with this, McBride collapsed into peals of laughter. 

I’ve always liked that story because although it seems like it’s about Stipe — who said he doesn’t remember 

that exact night but is “sure it happened” — and his bone-dry sense of humor, it’s maybe more about Athens, 

and all the places like it, not just in the South, but all over the country. It’s also a story about both the power 

and the limits of art. You can charm your way onto somebody’s stereo, onto their coffee table, or even into 

their head, but changing their perspective is much, much harder. 

Chesnutt once told me that he wrote songs for his “betters” — people who were smarter than him, more well-

read, more creative. “I feel like 99% of people are not gonna get most of my songs,” he said. He was right. 

Stipe arguably writes for his betters, too, but during his time with R.E.M., the 99% got them. Or even if they 

didn’t get them, they heard them, they liked them, and they were more than happy to blast them from a jeep 

on a Friday night in Athens. Peter Buck, Mike Mills, and Bill Berry deserve a certain amount of credit — or 

blame — for this, but it’s Stipe’s singing — tender, resolute, and often otherworldly — that has always felt 

like an open invitation. 

“The voice is the voice,” he says. “I admire it and still almost can’t believe that it comes out of me. I do feel 

like I’ve been able to offer things to that voice that are important to individuals’ lives or helped someone out 

of a bad mood one day, or helped put them in a bad mood to realize that they’re not alone in their sadness 

about this or that thing, whether it’s unrequited love or politics or just some existential fucking crisis that 

we’re apparently going through on a daily basis now.” 

Whatever the reason, that 99% — not all of them riding in jeeps, hurling beer cans and homophobic slurs — 

has expectations. They always have. Mainly, they want their favorite band to keep being their favorite band, 

exactly as it always has been. They want the past to be the present and the future. Of course, that can never 

be, though it has not stopped much of the world from trying to make it so. 

Which is a roundabout way of acknowledging that Stipe is making music again. He claims that it happened 

“quite by accident,” though this isn’t exactly true. In 2017, he collaborated with another Athens musician, 

Andy LeMaster, on music to accompany an audio-video art installation at Moogfest in Durham, North 

Carolina. The installation, called “Jeremy Dance,” was — as befits the vision of a lifelong curator, always 

grappling with the past — a tribute to his then-recently-deceased friend, the Athens artist and poet Jeremy 
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Ayers. The following year, Stipe teamed up again with LeMaster on a similar project, “Thibault Dance,” 

which featured French dancer Thibault Lac. Around the same time, he and LeMaster wrote and produced for 

an album by the electro-rock duo Fischerspooner. Somewhat unexpectedly, Stipe found himself with old 

itches he wanted to scratch. “I stepped away from it for years, and then I really wanted to sing again,” he says. 

“I like singing.” 

The next fruit of this burst of creativity, a dark, throbbing pop song called “Your Capricious Soul,” appeared 

in 2019, and began a slow drip of solo singles. The song that followed, the moody, hypnotic “Drive to the 

Ocean,” was cut from the same sonic cloth. Both were collaborations with LeMaster, who previously led the 

band Now It’s Overhead and is a co-owner of the iconic Athens studio Chase Park Transduction. 

“Michael always wants to do something new,” says LeMaster. “He doesn’t want to do the same thing again. 

No matter who you are, if the majority of your writing has been collaborative with the same group of people 

and then suddenly you’re on your own, that’s a pretty exciting whole new way to look at things.” 

 

Stipe in his Athens studio with an image from his parents’ honeymoon in 1956. This will be part of his 

upcoming ICA Milano exhibition next year. Self-portrait by Michael Stipe. 

For the first time in his career, Stipe is writing music along with the lyrics — “My god, it’s so hard,” he 

laughs — but he cedes a lot of the technical work. “If I’m able to handle the engineering stuff, it really allows 

him to see the forest for the trees,” says LeMaster. “He’s so good at keeping the big picture in mind.” 

Stipe’s most recent single, “No Time for Love Like Now,” which appeared last June, feels of a piece with the 

other two but is a collaboration with Big Red Machine, the side project of The National’s Aaron Dessner, 

along with Bon Iver’s Justin Vernon. The song was written before the pandemic, but feels prescient about the 

lockdown that was on the horizon, and is animated by Stipe’s struggle to live in the present. “Whatever 

waiting means in this new place,” he sings achingly, “I am waiting for you.” It’s still life. 

None of the new music sounds particularly like R.E.M., but because Stipe is such a singular vocalist, it feels a 

little like his former band. He may not want to live in the past, but the past lives in him whether he likes it or 

not. Stipe has other songs he’s recorded with LeMaster in various states of completion, but no real strategic 

plan for how they’ll eventually be released. “I have no record company, I have no contract, I don’t have any 

representation,” he says. “I’m happy to put out my stuff and not feel like I have to compete with a Dua Lipa 

or Miley Cyrus or whoever is at the top of the charts this week.” 

Which is not to say he is without ambition for the future. Music is not a lark to him — it’s never been — just 

don’t expect it to dominate his life as it once did. Next year, he’ll have a solo sculptural exhibit at the 

Fondazione ICA Milano, and as he casts his eyes further down the road, he can imagine a professional future 

that feels more balanced than his past. “I hope that I have an entire bookshelf with all kinds of books I’ve 

created,” he says. “I hope I have a whole body of new music, post-R.E.M., to contrast and amplify the great 

work I did with R.E.M.” 
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The future, it seems, is always made up of bits of the past. I ask him about a striking black and white 

photograph of a young couple that sits behind him in his studio. “It’s a piece I made for a series I was doing 

of images from my past,” he says, motioning to the photo. “This is pre-me. This is my mother and father on 

the day that they were married and went off on their honeymoon.” Stipe’s father died six years ago, but his 

mother, he tells me, is actually on her way over as we speak. 

As for the present that Stipe is trying hard to allow for the presence of, it’s as straightforward as it’s ever 

been. “I just work every day,” he says. “I’m making things all the time.” He looks around at the artwork, 

papers, and photos stacked, piled, and scattered around his studio — remnants of the past, fuel for the future 

— then shrugs a little. “That’s where I find myself at the grand old age of 61: pretty happy.” 

 

“Michael Stipe Is Present” is available in Issue No. 2 of The Bitter Southerner magazine. 

 

David Peisner is a journalist based in Decatur, Georgia. He is a contributor to The New York Times, Rolling 

Stone, and New York magazine, as well as the author of Homey Don't Play That!: The Story of In Living 

Color and the Black Comedy Revolution, which was published in 2018 by 37 Ink/Simon & Schuster. 

https://bsgeneralstore.com/products/bs-magazine-issue-no-2


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

84 

 

Christy Bush is a fine art and fashion photographer living in Athens, Georgia. She is known for her 

whimsical, intimate, and joyful approach to her subjects. Her work has been shown in New York, Paris, 

Japan, and Atlanta. Recent publications include Fat Magazine (Denmark), Lovewant (Australia), and Index 

(New Zealand). 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/michael-stipe-is-

present?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=7c6cc222e3-

2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-

7c6cc222e3-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT)&goal=0_8269ec3593-

7c6cc222e3-92223085&mc_cid=7c6cc222e3&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/michael-stipe-is-present?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=7c6cc222e3-2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT)&goal=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&mc_cid=7c6cc222e3&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/michael-stipe-is-present?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=7c6cc222e3-2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT)&goal=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&mc_cid=7c6cc222e3&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/michael-stipe-is-present?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=7c6cc222e3-2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT)&goal=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&mc_cid=7c6cc222e3&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/michael-stipe-is-present?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=7c6cc222e3-2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT)&goal=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&mc_cid=7c6cc222e3&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/michael-stipe-is-present?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=7c6cc222e3-2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_23_MICHAEL_STIPE_IS_PRESENT)&goal=0_8269ec3593-7c6cc222e3-92223085&mc_cid=7c6cc222e3&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
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Scientists create artificial neural networks that detect symmetry and patterns 

Machine learning technique effective for novel image comparison and data analysis 

 
 

A rendering of an artificial neural network with a computer chip in the center 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

November 10, 2021 

A research team at Lehigh University, funded by the U.S. National Science Foundation, developed and 

effectively taught an artificial neural network to sense symmetry and structural similarities in materials and to 

create similarity projections. The researchers published their findings in the journal npj Computational 

Materials. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303877&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www2.lehigh.edu/news/a-novel-neural-network-to-understand-symmetry-speed-materials-research
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1839294
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41524-021-00637-y
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41524-021-00637-y
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The team developed an artificial neural network and used machine learning to train the neural network to spot 

symmetry and detect patterns and trends. In the first effort of its kind, the researchers used this innovation to 

search a database of more than 25,000 images and successfully classified similar materials. The network 

could transform materials research by analyzing enormous amounts of information and data from experiments 

to detect and decode patterns in multidimensional data. 

"If you train a neural network, the result is a vector, or a set of numbers that is a compact descriptor of the 

features,” said Joshua Agar, a co-author and machine learning scientist at Lehigh University. “These features 

help classify things so that some similarity is learned. What's produced is still rather large in space, though, 

because you might have 512 or more different features. So, then you want to compress it into a space that a 

human can comprehend such as 2D or 3D -- or maybe 4D." 

The artificial neural network could help scientists and researchers learn more about the multidimensional 

structure of materials and the complexities of structure-property dynamics. Artificial neural networks could 

analyze images and data from failed experiments and allow materials researchers to find structural 

similarities, patterns and trends in research data. With improved data management and accessibility, that 

could reveal undetected trends and patterns, increase experiment efficiency and accelerate research. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303877&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very 

  

mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303877&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303877&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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A dairy barn in Waitsfield, Vermont, built circa 1890. Thomas Visser, CC BY-ND 

Why are barns painted red? 

November 22, 2021 8.28am EST 
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Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under a Creative Commons license. 
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Curious Kids is a series for children of all ages. If you have a question you’d like an expert to answer, send it 

to curiouskidsus@theconversation.com. 

 

Why are barns painted red? – Elijah B., age 13, Waverly, Tennessee 

 

There are three reasons we see so many red American barns. It’s traditional, it’s practical and the color looks 

good. 

Although a main reason to paint wooden buildings is for appearances, paint also protects the wood so it lasts 

longer. 

During the 1700s and early 1800s, barns on family farms in the Northeast U.S. were typically covered with 

thick vertical boards. When they were left unpainted, the boards would slowly weather to a brownish-gray 

color. 

mailto:?subject=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red%3F%20%E2%80%94%20The%20Conversation&body=Hi.%20I%20found%20an%20article%20that%20you%20might%20like%3A%20%22Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red%3F%22%20%E2%80%94%20https%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fwhy-are-barns-painted-red-169065
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Why+are+barns+painted+red%3F&url=https%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fwhy-are-barns-painted-red-169065%3Futm_source%3Dtwitter%26utm_medium%3Dbylinetwitterbutton&utm_campaign=none&via=ConversationUS
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fwhy-are-barns-painted-red-169065%3Futm_source%3Dfacebook%26utm_medium%3Dbylinefacebookbutton
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&source=The+Conversation&summary=%3Cimage+id%3D%22281719%22+align%3D%22left%22%2F%3E%0A%0A_%5BCurious+Kids%5D%28https%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fus%2Ftopics%2Fcurious-kids-us-74795%29+is+a+series+for+children+of+all+ages.+If+you+have+a+question+you%27d+like+an+expert+to+...&title=Why+are+barns+painted+red%3F&url=https%3A%2F%2Ftheconversation.com%2Fwhy-are-barns-painted-red-169065%3Futm_source%3Dlinkedin%26utm_medium%3Dbylinelinkedinbutton
https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red
https://theconversation.com/us/topics/curious-kids-us-74795
mailto:curiouskidsus@theconversation.com
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But after the mid-1800s, to improve the efficiency of their barns by reducing drafts to help keep their animals 

more comfortable in winter, many farmers tightened up their barns by having wooden clapboards horizontally 

nailed on the outside barn walls. These clapboards were sawed quite thin, so painting them provided needed 

protection and dressed up the appearance of the barns. 

 

Horses graze on a farm near Pullman, Washington. Wolfgang Kaehler/LightRocket via Getty Images 

In the 1800s it was common for people to make their own paints by mixing pigments with linseed oil made 

from flax seeds and other ingredients. Pigments are dry materials that add color. They were available in 

various hues, but the tint we see so often on older American barns was called Venetian red. 

According to the 1884 edition of “Everybody’s Paint Book,” by F.B. Gardner, Venetian red was “suitable for 

any common work, or for brickwork and outbuildings.” This red pigment penetrated well into wooden barn 

boards and resisted fading when exposed to sunlight, so it could age gracefully for generations. 

Venetian red got its name because historically this pigment was produced from natural clays found near 

Venice, Italy. The clays contained an iron oxide compound that produced this red color. 

https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/horses-in-pasture-with-red-barn-in-background-in-the-news-photo/913086614
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/F/bo44306991.html
https://books.google.com/books?id=_8lPAAAAYAAJ&pg=PP12&lpg=PP12&dq=everybody%27s+paint+book+1884&source=bl&ots=HNAP1o_4_M&sig=ACfU3U2cexaqjXMTz7_llm6fq2scUYB8FQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiFtv_jmevzAhXig-AKHST8C7cQ6AF6BAgbEAM#v=onepage&q=everybody's%20paint%20book%201884&f=false
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Detail from a barn in Grafton, Vermont. John Greim/LightRocket via Getty Images 

 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/429816/original/file-20211102-25-mmrcdb.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&rect=0%2C7%2C5000%2C3308&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/429816/original/file-20211102-25-mmrcdb.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&rect=0%2C7%2C5000%2C3308&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/rustic-red-barn-detail-news-photo/469220409
https://images.theconversation.com/files/429816/original/file-20211102-25-mmrcdb.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&rect=0%2C7%2C5000%2C3308&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/429807/original/file-20211102-17-1nl4t9u.jpeg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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But as people found similar iron oxide deposits in many other places, “Venetian red” became a generic term 

for light red pigments that did not have any purplish tinge. By the 1920s, such “earth pigments” used to make 

red paints were being dug in Georgia, Pennsylvania, Virginia, Alabama, California, Iowa and Vermont. 

By the late 1800s, in addition to red, it became fashionable to paint barns with other color schemes, especially 

those designed to complement the architectural styles and finishes of owners’ houses. These included various 

hues of yellows, greens and browns. Also, white paint commonly was applied to barns and houses. 

 

 

These stamps, released Jan. 24, 2021, show a round barn surrounded by the hazy light and warm colors of 

fall; a gambrel-roofed barn in summer; a forebay barn in an early spring countryside; and a Western barn on a 

winter’s night. USPS, artwork by Kim Johnson, CC BY-ND 

But red paint remained popular on many farms because it was the most affordable. In 1922 the Sears, 

Roebuck catalogue offered red barn paint for just $1.43 per gallon, while other colors of house paints sold for 

at least $2.25 per gallon – nearly twice as much. 

Today, many modern barns don’t resemble classic versions. Very large barns that hold hundreds of cows or 

pigs look more like hangars or warehouses, and may be built of metal. But the tradition of painting smaller 

barns red continues – so strongly that the U.S. Postal Service now celebrates them on postage stamps. 

 

https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-

169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20Decemb

er%201%202021%20-

%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%2020

21%20-

%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red 

  

https://images.theconversation.com/files/429807/original/file-20211102-17-1nl4t9u.jpeg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/429807/original/file-20211102-17-1nl4t9u.jpeg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://about.usps.com/postal-bulletin/2020/pb22561/html/info_004.htm
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://archive.org/details/SearsRoebuckAndCoCatalog1922_201812/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/SearsRoebuckAndCoCatalog1922_201812/page/n7/mode/2up
https://livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe40s/crops_07.html
https://store.usps.com/store/product/buy-stamps/barns-postcard-stamp-S_740204
https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red
https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red
https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red
https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red
https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red
https://theconversation.com/why-are-barns-painted-red-169065?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20December%201%202021%20-%202133421117+Version+B+CID_3938ba2bd10a7afbab8719416511abf3&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20are%20barns%20painted%20red
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Adapting plant roots to a hotter planet could help ease pressure on food supply 

Supercomputer-powered 3D imaging of roots helps develop climate change-adapted plants 

 
 

Composite artwork of a photograph and a reconstructed 3D model of the same maize root. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

November 3, 2021 

The shoots of plants get all the glory, with their fruit and flowers and visible structure. But it's the portion that 

lies below the soil -- the branching, reaching arms of roots and hairs pulling up water and nutrients -- that has 

deep implications for the future, according to plant physiologist and computer scientist Alexander Bucksch of 

the University of Georgia. 

The ability to grow enough food to support the population despite a changing climate, and soil's ability to fix 

carbon from the atmosphere, are critical to human and other species' survival. The solutions, Bucksch 

believes, lie in the quality of roots. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303828&org=NSF
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"When there is a problem in the world, humans can move. But what does the plant do?" said Bucksch. "It 

says, 'Let's alter our genome to survive.' It evolves." 

Until recently, farmers and plant breeders didn't have a good way to gather information about the root system 

of plants or make decisions about the optimal seeds to grow deep roots. 

In a paper published in Plant Physiology, Bucksch and colleagues introduce Digital Imaging of Root Traits, 

or DIRT/3D, an image-based 3D root phenotyping platform that can measure 18 architecture traits from 

mature field-grown maize root crowns. 

The system reliably computed all traits, including the distance between whorls and the number, angles and 

diameters of nodal roots for 12 contrasting maize genotypes with an 84% agreement when compared to 

manual measurements. The research is supported by the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

Scientists who use DIRT/3D to image roots will soon be able to upload their data to a service called PlantIT 

that can perform the same analyses that Bucksch and his collaborators describe in their paper. PlantIT 

provides information on a wide range of traits from young nodal root length to root system eccentricity. These 

data let researchers and breeders compare the root systems of plants from similar or different seeds. 

The framework is made possible by massive number-crunching capabilities behind the scenes provided by 

the Texas Advanced Computing Center. 

Gerald Schoenknecht, a program director in NSF's Division of Integrative Organismal Systems, added, "This 

is a great example how the interdisciplinary application of high-performance computing on plant physiology 

enables new experimental approaches and provides new biological insights." 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303828&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very  

  

https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://academic.oup.com/plphys/article/187/2/739/6317839
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1845760&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.tacc.utexas.edu/-/adapting-roots-to-a-hotter-planet-could-ease-pressure-on-food-supply
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303828&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303828&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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“BREAD” 

LANA BASTAŠIĆ, TRANSLATED BY CELIA HAWKESWORTH 

November 1, 2021  

 

The following story appears in the new issue of Freeman's on "change." Bastašić is a Yugoslav-born writer. 

Her first novel, Catch the Rabbit, won the European Union Prize in Literature in 2020. Mliječni zubi (Milk 

Teeth), a collection of short stories, was published in Serbo-Croatian in 2020. Hawkesworth taught at the 

School of Slavonic and East European Studies in London from 1971 to 2002. Since retiring she has been 

working as a freelance translator and has published translations of some 40 titles. 
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You’re fourteen. You don’t like these slacks, but someone once said you looked awesome in them and that’s 

enough to make you put them on today, so in the mirror there’s at least an idea, if not a whole person. When 

you were little you said flacks and everyone laughed, but there was tenderness in that laughter because it 

contained the idea that the mistake would stop when you were older. Now you’re fourteen, standing 

in awesome slacks and looking at an ungainly body in the mirror. The mirror is small, its edges mean your 

legs below the knee and one shoulder are cut off.  

In the mirror is a mutilated body, and inside that body is you. The contradictions in your reflection are more 

painful than the overtight slacks. You bleed hot, thick blood out of too small a body. Between the stocky legs 

of a little furled girl you carry a sharp bush that no one has yet seen. Not even mum, not even a doctor. You’re 

afraid of your bush because you’re convinced other little girls don’t have one. They’re probably smooth down 

there, there must be something wrong with you. All the others are taller than you and almost all have breasts. 

Their fingers aren’t little girls’ fingers any more, they hold pencils as though they were cigarettes, they sway 

when they walk, they know how to pluck their eyebrows. You once tried to fix yours, but you overdid it and 

dad was furious. He asked whether you wanted to be a whore when you grew up. You shook your head. You 

stared at your plate, mum and your brother said nothing, the restaurant was full of little girls with perfect 

eyebrows. They’re not going to be whores, you thought. They haven’t got bushes down there or inside them. 

They’re smooth. But eyebrows grow and now in the mirror yours are huge again. You try flattening them with 

your fingers and then you see your nails, cut to the quick, because you play the guitar and you’re not allowed 

to have nails. Once you put polish on them and dad was furious. He said he knew a lot about the world and a 

girl who used nail polish at fourteen would be pregnant by sixteen. That’s why your nails are colourless and 

cut off so that you’re constantly aware of them. That pain is the pain of the edge, where the flesh stops and 

blood begins. You carry that pain in your fingers all the time, whatever you touch. You touched your lips, 

they’re rough and peeling. Mum gave you lip balm and said you should carry it with you always as chewed 

lips aren’t nice. That’s because you chew them and press them together whenever anyone looks at you. And 

someone’s always looking at you: teachers, girlfriends, boys, older boys, the woman next door, mum, dad. 

You can always be sure of other people’s eyes on you wherever you are, that’s why you’ll always munch on 

your lips. It’s easier than talking.  

Cooking, you have to learn: talk less or your lunch will burn, your gran once told you when you were making 

biscuits together. Gran had cracked lips as well, she didn’t talk much either, but her breasts were enormous 

above the firm knot of her faded apron. You wouldn’t have been able to carry them, you’re sure they’d break 

your back. You’re afraid of those breasts of gran’s and of those few black hairs on her small, protruding chin. 

There’s no time for chatter, lunch must be made, she says brightly, opening the oven. Her breasts hang almost 

to its shelves. When you were little, you thought the oven might swallow up gran and her big breasts. You 

think about that now as you look at your tight sweat-shirt with a slogan you don’t understand. Cool, the 

prettiest little girl in the class said when you came to school in that sweatshirt last week. No, she’s not a little 

girl, but a young lady. She’s already a young lady. You’d like to have her hair: long and straight, without a 

tiresome kink above her forehead. When you were at the photographer’s, mum licked her fingers and yanked 

that kink so hard it gave you a headache.  

That was for a family photo, that pain in your skull. You feel it now every time you look at the photo. You 

have the feeling you can see mum’s spit in your hair as well. You once washed your hair with something 

called color-shampoo and then on your summer holiday you sought out the sun to catch the red sparks on 

your head. You wanted to have something to show that was yours and wasn’t ordinary, boring. But that didn’t 

last long because you were afraid dad would notice. You washed your hair with hot water every morning so 
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as to kill the red colour before he saw it. The heat scalded the crown of your head, but you put up with it 

because even the weakest ray of sun would have been enough to ruin yet another family mealtime. Now 

you’re here, in the mirror, ordinary again, hair brown as a dried chestnut again, with overlarge eyebrows and a 

kink in your hair and cracked lips. Your awesome slacks and your cool sweatshirt are unobtrusive enough to 

be taken out of this small room. You pass mum in the kitchen and dad on the couch and go outside. Because 

it’s Saturday and you have to get bread. It’s only a few minutes’ walk down your street, but you know that 

your town is a beehive of eyes and that you will chew your lips and your tongue and your cheeks if someone 

looks at you today and doesn’t see exactly the you who looked good enough in the frame of the mirror, good 

enough for dad not to have stopped you before you reached the door, good enough for the prettiest girl in the 

class to say you’re cool. No matter if it’s just an outing for a loaf of bread. You’ve done the shopping and 

now you’re walking proudly with a warm bag in your hand, the pavements are deserted, the sun is so strong 

you’re convinced it will reveal the last hints of red color-shampoo in your hair. The street is empty and you 

feel you can be anything you want. You wonder whether that’s the way real women feel, tall women, women 

with breasts, when they go to buy bread. And then you feel a heavy arm round your shoulders and another 

hand on your elbow. You don’t know them, but they must come from round here, they stink of sweat and 

alcohol. Their closeness is like your cutoff nail, almost painful, the blood is right here, at the edge.  

At first you don’t understand why they’re so close to you, but then they start talking, panting into your ear and 

then you get it. You’re all walking along your street which is suddenly emptier than it was, although a 

moment ago you were the only person in it, and now there are three of you. Sharp hairs scratch your face. 

They say you’ve got a nice bum, the one you’d seen earlier in the mirror, in the awesome flacks, no, in the 

slacks, the bum of a little 14-year-old girl who’s conscious of her bush. But now you’d like to set fire to all 

the bushes in yourself and fold up like a box into one simple flatness. You want to be reduced to two 

dimensions just so that these words in your ears disappear and this chin against your cheek and this hand on 

your elbow and this stench that scours your nostrils. Your street is even emptier, the houses are like boxes, 

like you too, behind their windows there are no more eyes, the mothers are in their kitchens, the fathers are 

watching the news.  

You must do this on your own. He keeps on talking. Now he’s telling you what he’d do to you, what he and 

his mate would do to you, and you don’t want to cry, because then you’d be a small girl again who can’t 

say slacks and then everything that’s happening would be even harder. You have to put up with this, like that 

boiling water that kills the red in your hair, you have to hold out until you get to the door that’s almost here, 

quite close. You have to stop: in your feet, your legs, your stomach, your elbows, your lungs, your 

hair; you have to stop completely. And you’ve succeeded, now you’re just a reflection walking along the 

street, that body from the mirror, but without you in it. A body that’s seen, touched, discussed, cursed, 

mocked, caught. A body that’s walking in those slacks, in that sweatshirt, a body that’s bearing his heavy 

hand on its shoulders.  

The body is reaching the door and unlocking it while those two guys go on their way with a few last remarks: 

about the lips of that body and the throat of that body and what all they would shove into that body. The body 

carries a bag with warm bread in it, the body hurts because today blood is gushing out of it, the body climbs 

the stairs and begins to shake in its two dimensions like a crumpled banknote in the wind. The body enters its 

father’s house and now it’s wild, bloody, sweaty, crying, and its father takes it in his arms and asks what 

happened. The body doesn’t tell its father exactly what happened because all that happened were words which 

the body doesn’t want to repeat, because the body is ashamed of itself in those words. The body feels that the 

body is to blame, it came out of the frame of the mirror and went into the street to buy bread 
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wearing awesome slacks. It should have stayed inside, without legs or one shoulder. But the father holds the 

body, the father loves it and protects it. Protects it from the street, protects it from bushes. The father strokes 

its hair and says softly: Who’s my girl? My little girl.  

And the body shrinks until it’s small enough to fit into its father’s hands and its father’s question. The bushes 

wilt within the body and blood returns to the damaged tissue and its nails are once again as soft as a 

newborn’s. The body subsides in its father’s embrace while its mother slices the warm bread in the kitchen. 

Because today’s Saturday and it’s time for lunch. 

__________________________________________________________ 

This piece is from The Freeman’s issue on change, published by Grove Atlantic.  

 

https://lithub.com/bread/ 

  

https://groveatlantic.com/book/freemans-change/
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Voting theory: Arrow’s impossibility theorem 

ByJesús Zamora Bonilla   

The transformation of a bundle of more or less deep insights on a few voting procedures, as we saw in a 

preceding entry, into something like a general logico-mathematical theory about the aggregation of individual 

preferences into a collective choice was the work of a single man, Kenneth Arrow, in his 1951 book Social 

choice and individual values (based on his PhD dissertation, that had been defended that same year). 

Photo: Mulyadi / Unsplash 

Arrow’s idea was to consider the relation between individual and collective preferences as a general 

mathematical function, a concept for which he employed the term ‘social welfare function’ (SWF) that had 

been introduced and developed in the preceding years by the economists Abram Bergson and Paul 

Samuelson. There is a fundamental difference between the Berson-Samuelson notion and Arrow’s: whereas 

for the former the SWF is a numerical utility function, that takes as its domain the set of numerical utility 

functions of each individual member of the relevant group, Arrow’s idea was to define the social welfare 

function just on the basis of the individual comparative (or ‘qualitative’) preferences, i.e., the ranking of 

https://mappingignorance.org/2021/11/17/voting-theory-arrows-impossibility-theorem/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/11/03/voting-theory-the-origins/
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/11/03/voting-theory-the-origins/
https://unsplash.com/@mullyadii?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/different?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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alternatives as they are ordered by each individual, without assuming that some numerical values could 

represent the relative ‘intensity’ of those preferences, and the same for the collective preferences. 

In a nutshell, an Arrowian ‘collective choice’ is just a mathematical function that says which ordering of 

alternatives is collectively preferred given the orderings made by the individual members of the group. 

The term ‘choice’ is justified because the top alternative in the ordering would be the collectively preferred 

one, if available, but, if it is not, then the ordering could be used to define, between each pair of available 

options, which one would be selected by the group. This limitation to purely qualitative or comparative 

preferences entails significant formal limitations, but is a reasonable answer to the problem of the 

‘incomparability of individual preferences’ that had plagued in the previous decades the discussions of the 

idea of a quantitative SWF. Another terminology that became popular in the next years, and perhaps a more 

intuitive one, was that of a social ‘aggregation of preferences’. 

Arrow proceeded then to reflect on the desirable properties a social welfare function should have. First 

and foremost, both the individual and the collective preferences must be real orderings, i.e., they should not 

lead to cycles, but obey the rule of transitivity (if A is preferred to B, and B to C, C must not be preferred to 

A). Next, the following is a small list of some other reasonable properties, either because of formal, or of 

ethical reasons: 

1) Unrestricted domain: the function should be defined for all possible sets of individual preferences (i.e., the 

group should not order the members to change their values just because they are incompatible with the way it 

aggregates them); 

2) Non-dictatorship: the SWF should not identify a priori one member of the group in order to mimic his or 

her preference (this is compatible with the fact that in some cases -i.e., a posteriori-, the preferences of the 

group coincide with those of one of his members). 

3) Pareto efficiency, or unanimity: if all individuals prefer A to B, the SWF should rank A over B. 

4) Independence of irrelevant alternatives: the collective choice between options A and B should only depend 

on the individual preferences between A and B, not of the preferences of the individuals over another 

alternative like C. This condition, which is perhaps less intuitive than the others, is justified because, if it is 

not fulfilled, then the person with the power to set the agenda could determine the collective choice between 

A and B just by adding or deleting ‘irrelevant’ options like C. 

And then came the disturbing result with the power of a strict mathematical demonstration: 

Arrow impossibility theorem: there is no SWF simultaneously satisfying properties 1 to 4. 

This theorem made it clear that the ‘problems’ that other authors had identified in the voting rules previously 

mentioned are not faults of those particular procedures, but a general ‘defect’ of all possible ways of 

aggregating individual preferences. Actually, Arrow’s theorem was only the first one in a list of similarly 

negative results, of which I will mention three of the most important ones (some of them already known to 

our readers): 
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Sen’s paradox: there is no SWF that satisfies the Pareto principle (property 3) and ‘minimal liberalism’ 

principle (i.e., the condition that, for each member of the group, there are at least two options A and B, such 

that, if the member prefers A, then the group also ‘prefers’ A, or, in other words, the group ‘respects’ the 

individual choice). 

This result was also known as ‘the impossibility of a Paretian liberal’. 

Gibbard-Satterthwaite theorem: there is no SWF that is non-dictatorial (property 2), allows the choice 

between more than two options, and is not strategically manipulable (i.e., some member of the group might 

modify the collective choice in his favour by misrepresenting his own preferences). 

The discursive dilemma is a theorem that refers not to the aggregation of ‘preferences’, but about the 

aggregation of ‘judgments’, i.e., individual opinions about whether some propositions are true or false; 

contrarily to the case of a SWF, where the options over which the preferences are defined are different and 

incompatible ‘states of the world’, a judgment aggregation function (JAF) is defined over sets of sentences, 

between which there can exist other logical connections besides logical incompatibility (i.e., some 

propositions may be consistent with others, or even logically entail others). 

The discursive dilemma or ‘doctrinal paradox’: there is no JAF that satisfies the following 

properties: universal domain (applicable to all possible sets of individual self-consistent 

judgments), anonimity (the outcome should not depend on which particular individuals believe 

what), systematicity (if the logical relations between a given set of propositions are the same ones than those 

between another set of sentences, and the individuals have analogous beliefs about the propositions in both 

sets, then the JAF must deliver analogous collective judgments) and collective self-consistency (i.e., the 

collective judgments must be internally coherent). 

It would not be fair, however, to understand social choice theory as merely ‘the science of the impossibility of 

(rational) social choice’, for these certainly negative results have served as a strong incentive to find out 

specific conditions under which some more ‘reasonable’ collective outcomes can emerge, both in the logical 

and the ethical senses of ‘reasonable’. We can remember that the title of Amartya Sen’s 1998 Nobel Prize 

conference was “The possibility of social choice”, where he argued in favour of both exploring more realistic 

procedural systems of collective choice, even combining the formal and the empirical research on their 

properties and distributional consequences, and studying SWF’s capable of containing more information 

about the welfare of the individual people, in line, for example, with John Harsany new utilitarianism. In 

particular, SCT has been extremely productive in discussing and elaborating sophisticated and applicable 

criteria of economic fairness (e.g., Fleurbaey and Maniquet 2011). 
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The Paradoxical Pomegranate 

Aphrodisiac and contraceptive, enflaming and cooling, the pomegranate was a balancing act, mediating 

between opposing states. 

 

Girl with a pomegranate by William-Adolphe Bouguereau, 1875 

  

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Matthew Wills  

Is there any fruit as richly endowed with symbolic and therapeutic values as the pomegranate? Buddhism, 

Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and Zoroastrianism all turned the pomegranate into a symbol of mediation 

between life and death. And beyond: One of the the most important of Eurasian medicinal plants, the 

pomegranate also represented immortality, eternity, and resurrection to people as far afield, geographically 

and temporally, as the Babylonians, Chinese, and Christianized Europeans. Rabbis, popes, kings, and poets all 

made the fruit symbolic of the one and the many, of multiplication and unity, the part and the whole. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Girl_with_a_pomegranate,_by_William_Bouguereau.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/matthew-wills/
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“The pomegranate symbolized cyclical, dualistic relationships between life and death, fertility and barrenness, 

childhood and motherhood,” writes medical historian A. R. Ruis, who continues that the fruit “often 

mediated these dualities, serving to govern the transition from one part of the dyad to the other.” 

Aphrodisiac and contraceptive, enflaming and cooling, pomegranate was a balancing act, mediating between 

opposing states. 

A nightingale sings in a pomegranate tree outside Juliet’s window as she awaits Romeo. 

 

The fruit’s oldest symbolic association are with fertility and reproduction. Peoples of the Middle Eastern and 

Mediterranean region associated it with goddesses like Inanna, Kubaba (Cybele), Tanit, Astarte, Rhea, Hera, 

Athena, and Aphrodite. In the ancient Greek myth of Persephone, she eats some of the seeds given to her by 

the lord of the Underworld, binding her to return for half of every year. Two thousand years later, a 

nightingale sings in a pomegranate tree outside Juliet’s window as she awaits Romeo. 

The pomegranate tree itself is a candidate for the Biblical “Tree of Life.” Yet even before monotheisms 

triumphed over pantheons, the pomegranate began to take on dualistic meanings. It represented life and 

fertility, yes—Bedouin, Chinese, Greeks, Indians, Persians, and Romans, among others, made pomegranate a 

“common symbol of fertility in wedding rites” —but also barrenness and death. 

The rind was used as a contraceptive, topically applied in the case of men or in suppositories in the case of 

women. The fruit could cause both the “loss of virginity” and the “restoration” of it. Ruis notes a twelfth-

century Latin compendium of women’s medicine and cosmetics, which gives the recipe for a powder 

including pomegranate rind, presumably for the red coloring, that could be used to create the illusion of a 

hymen. 

In premodern medicine, pomegranate root, bark, blossom, rind, seed, and aril (the juicy scarlet seed 

coverings) were all used. The range of uses was vast, seemingly contradictory: “both as an astringent and a 

laxative, an emmenagogue and an anti-menorrhagic (though that may not be an actual word), an expectorant 

and an antiemetic, a pyrogen and a febrifuge, a restorative and a soporific.” 

The oldest and perhaps most common use of pomegranate was the inclusion of the root in vermifuges. 

There’s a 3500-year-old Egyptian recipe for expelling hefat worms, which are presumed to be a type of 

tapeworm, with pomegranate root. 

Catching up with the ancients, modern science has found chemicals in pomegranate that have “antitherogenic, 

antibiotic, anticarcinogenic, antihypertenisve, anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, astringent, estrogenic, 

neuroprotective, spermatogenic, and vermifugic properties.” Whether this makes pomegranate a “superfood” 

or not, Ruis writes,“the medicinal efficacy of a substance is based not on essential properties but on cultural 

and social understandings of its use in therapy or prevention.” 

Rius concludes, “in bridging historic and modern anxieties about health and diet, pomegranate is even now a 

symbol of duality.” Also, the seeds are fun in a salad. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/gfc.2015.15.1.22?mag=the-paradoxical-pomegranate
https://daily.jstor.org/the-paradoxical-pomegranate/?utm_term=The%20Paradoxical%20Pomegranate&utm_campaign=jstordaily_11252021&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/the-paradoxical-pomegranate/?utm_term=The%20Paradoxical%20Pomegranate&utm_campaign=jstordaily_11252021&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

104 

 

Support JSTOR Daily! Join our new membership program on Patreon today. 
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Increases in extreme humid-heat disproportionately affect populated regions 

The world is not only getting hotter but also more humid 

 
 

The world is not only getting hotter but also more humid. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

November 2, 2021 

The world is not only getting hotter but also more humid. New research by Washington State University 

scientists shows that people living in areas where humid-heat extremes are already a significant hazard are 

bearing the brunt of the impact.  

The study, published in the journal Geophysical Research Letters, presents the timing, frequency, and severity 

of extreme humid-heat and dry-heat events along with recent trends using hourly data at a spatial resolution of 

about 25 kilometers, or 15.5 miles.  The work was supported by the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303812&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1029/2021GL094183
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1934358&HistoricalAwards=false
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"We identify a greater increase in population exposure to humid-heat as compared to dry-heat, emphasizing 

the importance of understanding humidity changes in a warming world," said study lead author Cassandra 

Rogers of Washington State University.  

Most of Europe, northern South America, Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and the island chains between the 

Indian and Pacific oceans, as well as the Northern Hemisphere oceans, have experienced statistically 

significant increases in both dry and humid-heat extremes, according to the researchers' analysis.  

However, a few regions of the planet showed trends that are particularly worrisome. 

"For example, increases in the occurrence of humid-heat were strongest over populous regions in South and 

Southeast Asia and the southeastern U.S., where changes in dry-heat frequency, as measured by temperature 

alone, are small or non-significant," said study co-author Deepti Singh.  

Rogers and Singh's work, along with that of their collaborators, suggests that increasing irrigation intensity 

could be increasing humidity and consequently extreme humid-heat, since a large fraction of land-area in 

these regions is croplands and the timing of high irrigation rates over places like India coincide with the 

warmest temperatures.  

The consequences could be severe unless efforts are taken to reduce the impact on vulnerable workers.  

"With many areas in these regions already approaching the survivability limit of heat and humidity, manual, 

labor-intensive outdoor work such as agricultural activities, construction and pulled- or cycle-powered 

rickshaw transport could become infeasible during the hot parts of the day for much of the year," Rogers said.  

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=303812&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very 
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A Dog's Tale 

by Mark Twain 

 

A Dog's Tale is featured in our collection of Dog Stories. 

 

 

I 

My father was a St. Bernard, my mother was a collie, but I am a Presbyterian. This is what my mother told 

me; I do not know these nice distinctions myself. To me they are only fine large words meaning nothing. My 

mother had a fondness for such; she liked to say them, and see other dogs look surprised and envious, as 

wondering how she got so much education. But, indeed, it was not real education; it was only show: she got 

https://americanliterature.com/author/mark-twain
https://americanliterature.com/dog-stories
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the words by listening in the dining-room and drawing-room when there was company, and by going with the 

children to Sunday-school and listening there; and whenever she heard a large word she said it over to herself 

many times, and so was able to keep it until there was a dogmatic gathering in the neighborhood, then she 

would get it off, and surprise and distress them all, from pocket-pup to mastiff, which rewarded her for all her 

trouble. If there was a stranger he was nearly sure to be suspicious, and when he got his breath again he would 

ask her what it meant. And she always told him. He was never expecting this, but thought he would catch her; 

so when she told him, he was the one that looked ashamed, whereas he had thought it was going to be she. 

The others were always waiting for this, and glad of it and proud of her, for they knew what was going to 

happen, because they had had experience. When she told the meaning of a big word they were all so taken up 

with admiration that it never occurred to any dog to doubt if it was the right one; and that was natural, 

because, for one thing, she answered up so promptly that it seemed like a dictionary speaking, and for another 

thing, where could they find out whether it was right or not? for she was the only cultivated dog there was. 

By-and-by, when I was older, she brought home the word Unintellectual, one time, and worked it pretty hard 

all the week at different gatherings, making much unhappiness and despondency; and it was at this time that I 

noticed that during that week she was asked for the meaning at eight different assemblages, and flashed out a 

fresh definition every time, which showed me that she had more presence of mind than culture, though I said 

nothing, of course. She had one word which she always kept on hand, and ready, like a life-preserver, a kind 

of emergency word to strap on when she was likely to get washed overboard in a sudden way--that was the 

word Synonymous. 

When she happened to fetch out a long word which had had its day weeks before and its prepared meanings 

gone to her dump-pile, if there was a stranger there of course it knocked him groggy for a couple of minutes, 

then he would come to, and by that time she would be away down the wind on another tack, and not expecting 

anything; so when he'd hail and ask her to cash in, I (the only dog on the inside of her game) could see her 

canvas flicker a moment,--but only just a moment,--then it would belly out taut and full, and she would say, as 

calm as a summer's day, "It's synonymous with supererogation," or some godless long reptile of a word like 

that, and go placidly about and skim away on the next tack, perfectly comfortable, you know, and leave that 

stranger looking profane and embarrassed, and the initiated slatting the floor with their tails in unison and 

their faces transfigured with a holy joy. 

And it was the same with phrases. She would drag home a whole phrase, if it had a grand sound, and play it 

six nights and two matinees, and explain it a new way every time,--which she had to, for all she cared for was 

the phrase; she wasn't interested in what it meant, and knew those dogs hadn't wit enough to catch her, 

anyway. Yes, she was a daisy! She got so she wasn't afraid of anything, she had such confidence in the 

ignorance of those creatures. She even brought anecdotes that she had heard the family and the dinner guests 

laugh and shout over; and as a rule she got the nub of one chestnut hitched onto another chestnut, where, of 

course, it didn't fit and hadn't any point; and when she delivered the nub she fell over and rolled on the floor 

and laughed and barked in the most insane way, while I could see that she was wondering to herself why it 

didn't seem as funny as it did when she first heard it. But no harm was done; the others rolled and barked too, 

privately ashamed of themselves for not seeing the point, and never suspecting that the fault was not with 

them and there wasn't any to see. 

You can see by these things that she was of a rather vain and frivolous character; still, she had virtues, and 

enough to make up, I think. She had a kind heart and gentle ways, and never harbored resentments for injuries 

done her, but put them easily out of her mind and forgot them; and she taught her children her kindly way, 

and from her we learned also to be brave and prompt in time of danger, and not to run away, but face the peril 
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that threatened friend or stranger, and help him the best we could without stopping to think what the cost 

might be to us. And she taught us, not by words only, but by example, and that is the best way and the surest 

and the most lasting. Why, the brave things she did, the splendid things! she was just a soldier; and so modest 

about it--well, you couldn't help admiring her, and you couldn't help imitating her; not even a King Charles 

spaniel could remain entirely despicable in her society. So, as you see, there was more to her than her 

education.  

 

II 
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When I was well grown, at last, I was sold and taken away, and I never saw her again. She was broken-

hearted, and so was I, and we cried; but she comforted me as well as she could, and said we were sent into 

this world for a wise and good purpose, and must do our duties without repining, take our life as we might 

find it, live it for the best good of others, and never mind about the results; they were not our affair. She said 

men who did like this would have a noble and beautiful reward by-and-by in another world, and although we 

animals would not go there, to do well and right without reward would give to our brief lives a worthiness and 

dignity which in itself would be a reward. She had gathered these things from time to time when she had gone 

to the Sunday-school with the children, and had laid them up in her memory more carefully than she had done 

with those other words and phrases; and she had studied them deeply, for her good and ours. One may see by 

this that she had a wise and thoughtful head, for all there was so much lightness and vanity in it. 

So we said our farewells, and looked our last upon each other through our tears; and the last thing she said--

keeping it for the last to make me remember it the better, I think--was, "In memory of me, when there is a 

time of danger to another do not think of yourself, think of your mother, and do as she would do." 

Do you think I could forget that? No. 

III 

It was such a charming home!--my new one; a fine great house, with pictures, and delicate decorations, and 

rich furniture, and no gloom anywhere, but all the wilderness of dainty colors lit up with flooding sunshine; 

and the spacious grounds around it, and the great garden--oh, greensward, and noble trees, and flowers, no 

end! And I was the same as a member of the family; and they loved me, and petted me, and did not give me a 

new name, but called me by my old one that was dear to me because my mother had given it me--Aileen 

Mavourneen. She got it out of a song; and the Grays knew that song, and said it was a beautiful name. 

Mrs. Gray was thirty, and so sweet and so lovely, you cannot imagine it; and Sadie was ten, and just like her 

mother, just a darling slender little copy of her, with auburn tails down her back, and short frocks; and the 

baby was a year old, and plump and dimpled, and fond of me, and never could get enough of hauling on my 

tail, and hugging me, and laughing out its innocent happiness; and Mr. Gray was thirty-eight, and tall and 

slender and handsome, a little bald in front, alert, quick in his movements, businesslike, prompt, decided, 

unsentimental, and with that kind of trim-chiselled face that just seems to glint and sparkle with frosty 

intellectuality! He was a renowned scientist. I do not know what the word means, but my mother would know 

how to use it and get effects. She would know how to depress a rat-terrier with it and make a lap-dog look 

sorry he came. But that is not the best one; the best one was Laboratory. My mother could organize a Trust on 

that one that would skin the tax-collars off the whole herd. The laboratory was not a book, or a picture, or a 

place to wash your hands in, as the college president's dog said--no, that is the lavatory; the laboratory is quite 

different, and is filled with jars, and bottles, and electrics, and wires, and strange machines; and every week 

other scientists came there and sat in the place, and used the machines, and discussed, and made what they 

called experiments and discoveries; and often I came, too, and stood around and listened, and tried to learn, 

for the sake of my mother, and in loving memory of her, although it was a pain to me, as realizing what she 

was losing out of her life and I gaining nothing at all; for try as I might, I was never able to make anything out 

of it at all. 
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Other times I lay on the floor in the mistress's workroom and slept, she gently using me for a footstool, 

knowing it pleased me, for it was a caress; other times I spent an hour in the nursery, and got well tousled and 

made happy; other times I watched by the crib there, when the baby was asleep and the nurse out for a few 

minutes on the baby's affairs; other times I romped and raced through the grounds and the garden with Sadie 

till we were tired out, then slumbered on the grass in the shade of a tree while she read her book; other times I 

went visiting among the neighbor dogs,--for there were some most pleasant ones not far away, and one very 

handsome and courteous and graceful one, a curly haired Irish setter by the name of Robin Adair, who was a 

Presbyterian like me, and belonged to the Scotch minister. 

The servants in our house were all kind to me and were fond of me, and so, as you see, mine was a pleasant 

life. There could not be a happier dog than I was, nor a gratefuller one. I will say this for myself, for it is only 

the truth: I tried in all ways to do well and right, and honor my mother's memory and her teachings, and earn 

the happiness that had come to me, as best I could. 

By-and-by came my little puppy, and then my cup was full, my happiness was perfect. It was the dearest little 

waddling thing, and so smooth and soft and velvety, and had such cunning little awkward paws, and such 

affectionate eyes, and such a sweet and innocent face; and it made me so proud to see how the children and 

their mother adored it, and fondled it, and exclaimed over every little wonderful thing it did. It did seem to me 

that life was just too lovely to-- 

Then came the winter. One day I was standing a watch in the nursery. That is to say, I was asleep on the bed. 

The baby was asleep in the crib, which was alongside the bed, on the side next the fireplace. It was the kind of 

crib that has a lofty tent over it made of a gauzy stuff that you can see through. The nurse was out, and we two 

sleepers were alone. A spark from the wood-fire was shot out, and it lit on the slope of the tent. I suppose a 

quiet interval followed, then a scream from the baby woke me, and there was that tent flaming up toward the 

ceiling! Before I could think, I sprang to the floor in my fright, and in a second was half-way to the door; but 

in the next half-second my mother's farewell was sounding in my ears, and I was back on the bed again. I 

reached my head through the flames and dragged the baby out by the waistband, and tugged it along, and we 

fell to the floor together in a cloud of smoke; I snatched a new hold, and dragged the screaming little creature 

along and out at the door and around the bend of the hall, and was still tugging away, all excited and happy 

and proud, when the master's voice shouted: 

"Begone, you cursed beast!" and I jumped to save myself; but he was wonderfully quick, and chased me up, 

striking furiously at me with his cane, I dodging this way and that, in terror, and at last a strong blow fell upon 

my left fore-leg, which made me shriek and fall, for the moment, helpless; the cane went up for another blow, 

but never descended, for the nurse's voice rang wildly out, "The nursery's on fire!" and the master rushed 

away in that direction, and my other bones were saved. 

The pain was cruel, but, no matter, I must not lose any time; he might come back at any moment; so I limped 

on three legs to the other end of the hall, where there was a dark little stairway leading up into a garret where 

old boxes and such things were kept, as I had heard say, and where people seldom went. I managed to climb 

up there, then I searched my way through the dark among the piles of things, and hid in the secretest place I 

could find. It was foolish to be afraid there, yet still I was; so afraid that I held in and hardly even whimpered, 

though it would have been such a comfort to whimper, because that eases the pain, you know. But I could lick 

my leg, and that did me some good. 
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For half an hour there was a commotion down-stairs, and shoutings, and rushing footsteps, and then there was 

quiet again. Quiet for some minutes, and that was grateful to my spirit, for then my fears began to go down; 

and fears are worse than pains,--oh, much worse. Then came a sound that froze me! They were calling me--

calling me by name--hunting for me! 

It was muffled by distance, but that could not take the terror out of it, and it was the most dreadful sound to 

me that I had ever heard. It went all about, everywhere, down there: along the halls, through all the rooms, in 

both stories, and in the basement and the cellar; then outside, and further and further away--then back, and all 

about the house again, and I thought it would never, never stop. But at last it did, hours and hours after the 

vague twilight of the garret had long ago been blotted out by black darkness. 

Then in that blessed stillness my terror fell little by little away, and I was at peace and slept. It was a good rest 

I had, but I woke before the twilight had come again. I was feeling fairly comfortable, and I could think out a 

plan now. I made a very good one; which was, to creep down, all the way down the back stairs, and hide 

behind the cellar door, and slip out and escape when the iceman came at dawn, while he was inside filling the 

refrigerator; then I would hide all day, and start on my journey when night came; my journey to--well, 

anywhere where they would not know me and betray me to the master. I was feeling almost cheerful now; 

then suddenly I thought, Why, what would life be without my puppy! 

That was despair. There was no plan for me; I saw that; I must stay where I was; stay, and wait, and take what 

might come--it was not my affair; that was what life is--my mother had said it. Then--well, then the calling 

began again! All my sorrows came back. I said to myself, the master will never forgive. I did not know what I 

had done to make him so bitter and so unforgiving, yet I judged it was something a dog could not understand, 

but which was clear to a man and dreadful. 

They called and called--days and nights, it seemed to me. So long that the hunger and thirst near drove me 

mad, and I recognized that I was getting very weak. When you are this way you sleep a great deal, and I did. 

Once I woke in an awful fright--it seemed to me that the calling was right there in the garret! And so it was: it 

was Sadie's voice, and she was crying; my name was falling from her lips all broken, poor thing, and I could 

not believe my ears for the joy of it when I heard her say, 

"Come back to us--oh, come back to us, and forgive--it is all so sad without our--" 

I broke in with _such_ a grateful little yelp, and the next moment Sadie was plunging and stumbling through 

the darkness and the lumber and shouting for the family to hear, "She's found! she's found!" 

The days that followed--well, they were wonderful. The mother and Sadie and the servants--why, they just 

seemed to worship me. They couldn't seem to make me a bed that was fine enough; and as for food, they 

couldn't be satisfied with anything but game and delicacies that were out of season; and every day the friends 

and neighbors flocked in to hear about my heroism--that was the name they called it by, and it means 

agriculture. I remember my mother pulling it on a kennel once, and explaining it that way, but didn't say what 

agriculture was, except that it was synonymous with intramural incandescence; and a dozen times a day Mrs. 

Gray and Sadie would tell the tale to new-comers, and say I risked my life to save the baby's, and both of us 

had burns to prove it, and then the company would pass me around and pet me and exclaim about me, and you 

could see the pride in the eyes of Sadie and her mother; and when the people wanted to know what made me 
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limp, they looked ashamed and changed the subject, and sometimes when people hunted them this way and 

that way with questions about it, it looked to me as if they were going to cry. 

And this was not all the glory; no, the master's friends came, a whole twenty of the most distinguished people, 

and had me in the laboratory, and discussed me as if I was a kind of discovery; and some of them said it was 

wonderful in a dumb beast, the finest exhibition of instinct they could call to mind; but the master said, with 

vehemence, "It's far above instinct; it's _reason_, and many a man, privileged to be saved and go with you and 

me to a better world by right of its possession, has less of it than this poor silly quadruped that's foreordained 

to perish"; and then he laughed, and said, "Why, look at me--I'm a sarcasm! Bless you, with all my grand 

intelligence, the only thing I inferred was that the dog had gone mad and was destroying the child, whereas 

but for the beast's intelligence--it's _reason_, I tell you!--the child would have perished!" 

They disputed and disputed, and _I_ was the very centre and subject of it all, and I wished my mother could 

know that this grand honor had come to me; it would have made her proud. 

Then they discussed optics, as they called it, and whether a certain injury to the brain would produce 

blindness or not, but they could not agree about it, and said they must test it by experiment by-and-by; and 

next they discussed plants, and that interested me, because in the summer Sadie and I had planted seeds--I 

helped her dig the holes, you know,--and after days and days a little shrub or a flower came up there, and it 

was a wonder how that could happen; but it did, and I wished I could talk,--I would have told those people 

about it and shown them how much I knew, and been all alive with the subject; but I didn't care for the optics; 

it was dull, and when they came back to it again it bored me, and I went to sleep. 

Pretty soon it was spring, and sunny and pleasant and lovely, and the sweet mother and the children patted me 

and the puppy good-bye, and went away on a journey and a visit to their kin, and the master wasn't any 

company for us, but we played together and had good times, and the servants were kind and friendly, so we 

got along quite happily and counted the days and waited for the family. 

And one day those men came again, and said now for the test, and they took the puppy to the laboratory, and I 

limped three-leggedly along, too, feeling proud, for any attention shown the puppy was a pleasure to me, of 

course. They discussed and experimented, and then suddenly the puppy shrieked, and they set him on the 

floor, and he went staggering around, with his head all bloody, and the master clapped his hands, and shouted: 

"There, I've won--confess it! He's as blind as a bat!" 

And they all said, 

"It's so--you've proved your theory, and suffering humanity owes you a great debt from henceforth," and they 

crowded around him, and wrung his hand cordially and thankfully, and praised him. 

But I hardly saw or heard these things, for I ran at once to my little darling, and snuggled close to it where it 

lay, and licked the blood, and it put its head against mine, whimpering softly, and I knew in my heart it was a 

comfort to it in its pain and trouble to feel its mother's touch, though it could not see me. Then it drooped 

down, presently, and its little velvet nose rested upon the floor, and it was still, and did not move any more. 
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Soon the master stopped discussing a moment, and rang in the footman, and said, "Bury it in the far corner of 

the garden," and then went on with the discussion, and I trotted after the footman, very happy and grateful, for 

I knew the puppy was out of its pain now, because it was asleep. We went far down the garden to the furthest 

end, where the children and the nurse and the puppy and I used to play in the summer in the shade of a great 

elm, and there the footman dug a hole, and I saw he was going to plant the puppy, and I was glad, because it 

would grow and come up a fine handsome dog, like Robin Adair, and be a beautiful surprise for the family 

when they came home; so I tried to help him dig, but my lame leg was no good, being stiff, you know, and 

you have to have two, or it is no use. When the footman had finished and covered little Robin up, he patted 

my head, and there were tears in his eyes, and he said, "Poor little doggie, you SAVED _his_ child." 

I have watched two whole weeks, and he doesn't come up! This last week a fright has been stealing upon me. 

I think there is something terrible about this. I do not know what it is, but the fear makes me sick, and I cannot 

eat, though the servants bring me the best of food; and they pet me so, and even come in the night, and cry, 

and say, "Poor doggie--do give it up and come home; _don't_ break our hearts!" and all this terrifies me the 

more, and makes me sure something has happened. And I am so weak; since yesterday I cannot stand on my 

feet any more. And within this hour the servants, looking toward the sun where it was sinking out of sight and 

the night chill coming on, said things I could not understand, but they carried something cold to my heart. 

"Those poor creatures! They do not suspect. They will come home in the morning, and eagerly ask for the 

little doggie that did the brave deed, and who of us will be strong enough to say the truth to them: 'The 

humble little friend is gone where go the beasts that perish.'" 

 

A Dog's Tale was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Tue, Nov 30, 2021 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/mark-twain/short-story/a-dogs-tale 
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A Hole in the Wall 

by Louisa May Alcott 

 

Published in The Louisa Alcott Reader: A Supplementary Reader for the Fourth Year of School (1908). 

 

 

PART I. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott
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If any one had asked Johnny Morris who were his best friends, he would have answered,-- 

"The sun and the wind, next to mother." 

Johnny lived in a little court that led off from one of the busiest streets in the city,--a noisy street, where 

horse-car bells tinkled and omnibuses rumbled all day long, going and coming from several great depots near 

by. The court was a dull place, with only two or three shabby houses in it, and a high blank wall at the end. 

The people who hurried by were too busy to do more than to glance at the lame boy who sat in the sunshine 

against the wall, or to guess that there was a picture-gallery and a circulating-library in the court. But Johnny 

had both, and took such comfort in them that he never could be grateful enough to the wind that brought him 

his books and pictures, nor to the sun that made it possible for him to enjoy them in the open air, far more 

than richer folk enjoy their fine galleries and libraries. 

A bad fall, some months before the time this story begins, did something to Johnny's back which made his 

poor legs nearly useless, and changed the lively, rosy boy into a pale cripple. His mother took in fine washing, 

and worked hard to pay doctors' bills and feed and clothe her boy, who could no longer run errands, help with 

the heavy tubs, or go to school. He could only pick out laces for her to iron, lie on his bed in pain for hours, 

and, each fair day, hobble out to sit in a little old chair between the water-butt and the leaky tin boiler in 

which he kept his library. 

But he was a happy boy, in spite of poverty and pain; and the day a great gust came blowing fragments of a 

gay placard and a dusty newspaper down the court to his feet, was the beginning of good fortune for patient 

Johnny. There was a theatre in the street beyond, and other pictured bits found their way to him; for the 

frolicsome wind liked to whisk the papers around the corner, and chase them here and there till they settled 

under the chair or flew wildly over the wall. 

Faces, animals, people, and big letters, all came to cheer the boy, who was never tired of collecting these 

waifs and strays; cutting out the big pictures to paste on the wall with the leavings of mother's starch, and the 

smaller in the scrap-book he made out of stout brown wrappers or newspapers, when he had read the latter 

carefully. Soon it was a very gay wall; for mother helped, standing on a chair, to put the large pictures up, 

when Johnny had covered all the space he could reach. The books were laid carefully away in the boiler, after 

being smoothly ironed out and named to suit Johnny's fancy by pasting letters on the back. This was the 

circulating library; for not only did the papers whisk about the court to begin with, but the books they 

afterward made went the rounds among the neighbors till they were worn out. 

The old cobbler next door enjoyed reading the anecdotes on Sunday when he could not work; the pale 

seamstress upstairs liked to look over advertisements of the fine things which she longed for; and Patsey 

Flynn, the newsboy, who went by each day to sell his papers at the station, often paused to look at the play-

bills,--for he adored the theatre, and entertained Johnny with descriptions of the splendors there to be beheld, 

till he felt as if he had really been, and had known all the famous actors, from Humpty Dumpty to the great 

Salvini. 
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Now and then a flock of dirty children would stray into the court and ask to see the "pretty picters." Then 

Johnny was a proud and happy boy; for, armed with a clothes-pole, he pointed out and explained the beauties 

of his gallery, feeling that he was a public benefactor when the poor babies thanked him warmly, and 

promised to come again and bring all the nice papers they could pick up. 

These were Johnny's pleasures: but he had two sorrows,--one, a very real one, his aching back; and the other, 

a boyish longing to climb the wall and see what was on the other side, for it seemed a most wonderful and 

delightful place to the poor child, shut up in that dismal court, with no playmates and few comforts. 

He amused himself with imagining how it looked over there, and nearly every night added some new charm 

to this unseen country, when his mother told him fairy tales to get him to sleep. He peopled it with the dear 

old characters all children know and love. The white cat that sat on the wall was Puss in Boots to him, or 

Whittington's good friend. Blue-beard's wives were hidden in the house of whose upper windows the boy 

could just catch glimpses. Red Riding-hood met the wolf in the grove of chestnuts that rustled over there; and 

Jack's Beanstalk grew up just such a wall as that, he was sure. 

But the story he liked best was the "Sleeping Beauty in the Wood;" for he was sure some lovely creature lived 

in that garden, and he longed to get in to find and play with her. He actually planted a bean in a bit of damp 

earth behind the water-barrel, and watched it grow, hoping for as strong a ladder as Jack's. But the vine grew 

very slowly, and Johnny was so impatient that he promised Patsey his best book "for his ownty-donty," if he 

would climb up and report what was to be seen in that enchanted garden. 

"Faix, and I will, thin." And up went good-natured Pat, after laying an old board over the hogshead to stand 

on; for there were spikes all along the top of the wall, and only cats and sparrows could walk there. 

Alas for Johnny's eager hopes, and alas for Pat's Sunday best! The board broke, and splash went the climber, 

with a wild Irish howl that startled Johnny half out of his wits and brought both Mrs. Morris and the cobbler 

to the rescue. 

After this sad event Pat kept away for a time in high dudgeon, and Johnny was more lonely than ever. But he 

was a cheery little soul, so he was grateful for what joys he had, and worked away at his wall,--for the March 

winds had brought him many treasures, and after April rains were over, May sunshine made the court warm 

enough for him to be out nearly all day. 

"I'm so sorry Pat is mad, 'cause he saw this piece and told me about it, and he'd like to help me put up these 

pictures," said Johnny to himself, one breezy morning, as he sat examining a big poster which the wind had 

sent flying into his lap a few minutes before. 

The play was "Monte Cristo," and the pictures represented the hero getting out of prison by making holes in 

the wall, among other remarkable performances. 

"This is a jolly red one! Now, where will I put it to show best and not spoil the other beauties?" 
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As he spoke, Johnny turned his chair around and surveyed his gallery with as much pride and satisfaction as if 

it held all the wonders of art. 

It really was quite splendid; for every sort of picture shone in the sun,--simpering ladies, tragic scenes, circus 

parades, labels from tin cans, rosy tomatoes, yellow peaches, and purple plums, funny advertisements, and 

gay bills of all kinds. None were perfect, but they were arranged with care; and the effect was very fine, 

Johnny thought. 

Presently his eyes wandered from these treasures to the budding bushes that nodded so tantalizingly over the 

wall. A grape-vine ran along the top, trying to hide the sharp spikes; lilacs tossed their purple plumes above it, 

and several tall chestnuts rose over all, making green tents with their broad leaves, where spires of blossom 

began to show like candles on a mammoth Christmas tree. Sparrows were chirping gayly everywhere; the 

white cat, with a fresh blue bow, basked on the coping of the wall, and from the depths of the enchanted 

garden came a sweet voice singing,-- 

"And she bids you to come in, 

With a dimple in your chin, 

Billy boy, Billy boy." 

Johnny smiled as he listened, and put his finger to the little dent in his own chin, wishing the singer would 

finish this pleasing song. But she never did, though he often heard that, as well as other childish ditties, sung 

in the same gay voice, with bursts of laughter and the sound of lively feet tripping up and down the boarded 

walks. Johnny longed intensely to know who the singer was; for her music cheered his solitude, and the 

mysterious sounds he heard in the garden increased his wonder and his longing day by day. 

Sometimes a man's voice called, "Fay, where are you?" and Johnny was sure "Fay" was short for Fairy. 

Another voice was often heard talking in a strange, soft language, full of exclamations and pretty sounds. A 

little dog barked, and answered to the name Pippo. Canaries carolled, and some elfish bird scolded, screamed, 

and laughed so like a human being, that Johnny felt sure that magic of some sort was at work next door. 

A delicious fragrance was now wafted over the wall as of flowers, and the poor boy imagined untold 

loveliness behind that cruel wall, as he tended the dandelions his mother brought him from the Common, 

when she had time to stop and gather them; for he loved flowers dearly, and tried to make them out of colored 

paper, since he could have no sweeter sort. 

Now and then a soft, rushing sound excited his curiosity to such a pitch that once he hobbled painfully up the 

court till he could see into the trees; and once his eager eyes caught glimpses of a little creature, all blue and 

white and gold, who peeped out from the green fans, and nodded, and tried to toss him a cluster of the 

chestnut flowers. He stretched his hands to her with speechless delight, forgetting his crutches, and would 

have fallen if he had not caught by the shutter of a window so quickly that he gave the poor back a sad 

wrench; and when he could look up again, the fairy had vanished, and nothing was to be seen but the leaves 

dancing in the wind. 
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Johnny dared not try this again for fear of a fall, and every step cost him a pang; but he never forgot it, and 

was thinking of it as he sat staring at the wall on that memorable May day. 

"How I should like to peek in and see just how it all really looks! It sounds and smells so summery and nice in 

there. I know it must be splendid. I say, Pussy, can't you tell a feller what you see?" 

Johnny laughed as he spoke, and the white cat purred politely; for she liked the boy who never threw stones at 

her, nor disturbed her naps. But Puss could not describe the beauties of the happy hunting-ground below; and, 

to console himself for the disappointment, Johnny went back to his new picture. 

"Now, if this man in the play dug his way out through a wall ten feet thick with a rusty nail and a broken 

knife, I don't see why I couldn't pick away one brick and get a peek. It's all quiet in there now; here's a good 

place, and nobody will know, if I stick a picture over the hole. And I'll try it, I declare I will!" 

Fired with the idea of acting Monte Cristo on a small scale, Johnny caught up the old scissors in his lap, and 

began to dig out the mortar around a brick already loose, and crumbling at the corners. His mother smiled at 

his energy, then sighed and said, as she clapped her laces with a heavy heart,-- 

"Ah, poor dear, if he only had his health he'd make his way in the world. But now he's like to find a blank 

wall before him while he lives, and none to help him over." 

Puss, in her white boots, sat aloft and looked on, wise as the cat in the story, but offered no advice. The toad 

who lived behind the water-barrel hopped under the few leaves of the struggling bean, like Jack waiting to 

climb; and just then the noon bells began to ring as if they sang clear and loud,-- 

"Turn again, Whittington, Lord Mayor of London." 

So, cheered by his friends, Johnny scraped and dug vigorously till the old brick fell out, showing another 

behind it. Only pausing to take breath, he caught up his crutch and gave two or three hearty pokes, which soon 

cleared the way and let the sunshine stream through, while the wind tossed the lilacs like triumphal banners, 

and the jolly sparrows chirped,-- 

"Hail, the conquering hero comes!" 

Rather scared by his unexpected success, the boy sat silent for a moment to see what would happen. But all 

was still; and presently, with a beating heart, Johnny leaned forward to enjoy the long-desired "peek." He 

could not see much; but that little increased his curiosity and delight, for it seemed like looking into fairy-

land, after the dust and noise and dingy houses of the court. 

A bed of splendid tulips tossed their gay garments in the middle of a grass-plot; a strange and brilliant bird sat 

dressing its feathers on a golden cage; a little white dog dozed in the sun; and on a red carpet under the trees 

lay the Princess, fast asleep. 
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"It's all right," said Johnny, with a long sigh of pleasure; "that's the Sleeping Beauty, sure enough. There's the 

blue gown, the white fur-cloak sweeping round, the pretty hair, and--yes--there's the old nurse, spinning and 

nodding, just as she did in the picture-book mother got me when I cried because I couldn't go to see the play." 

This last discovery really did bewilder Johnny, and make him believe that fairy tales might be true, after all, 

for how could he know that the strange woman was an Italian servant, in her native dress, with a distaff in her 

hand? After pausing a moment, to rub his eyes, he took another look, and made fresh discoveries by twisting 

his head about. A basket of oranges stood near the Princess, a striped curtain hung from a limb of the tree to 

keep the wind off, and several books fluttered their pictured leaves temptingly before Johnny's longing eyes. 

"Oh, if I could only go in and eat 'em and read 'em and speak to 'em and see all the splendid things!" thought 

the poor boy, as he looked from one delight to another, and felt shut out from all. "I can't go and wake her like 

the Prince did, but I do wish she'd get up and do something, now I can see. I daren't throw a stone, it might hit 

some one, or holler, it might scare her. Pussy won't help, and the sparrows are too busy scolding one another. 

I know! I'll fly a kite over, and that will please her any way. Don't believe she has kites; girls never do." 

Eager to carry out his plan, Johnny tied a long string to his gayest poster, and then fastening it to the pole with 

which he sometimes fished in the water-cask, held it up to catch the fresh breezes blowing down the court. 

His good friend, the wind, soon caught the idea, and with a strong breath sent the red paper whisking over the 

wall, to hang a moment on the trees and then drop among the tulips, where its frantic struggles to escape 

waked the dog, and set him to racing and barking, as Johnny hurriedly let the string go, and put his eye to his 

peep-hole. 

The eyes of the Princess were wide open now, and she clapped her hands when Pippo brought the gay picture 

for her to see; while the old woman, with a long yawn, went away, carrying her distaff, like a gun, over her 

shoulder. 

"She likes it! I'm so glad. Wish I had some more to send over. This will come off, I'll poke it through, and 

maybe she will see it." 

Very much excited, Johnny recklessly tore from the wall his most cherished picture, a gay flower-piece, just 

put up; and folding it, he thrust it through the hole and waited to see what followed. 

Nothing but a rustle, a bark, and a queer croak from the splendid bird, which set the canaries to trilling 

sweetly. 

"She don't see, maybe she will hear," said Johnny. And he began to whistle like a mocking-bird; for this was 

his one accomplishment, and he was proud of it. 

Presently he heard a funny burst of laughter from the parrot, and then the voice said,-- 

"No, Polly, you can't sing like that bird. I wonder where he is? Among the bushes over there, I think. Come, 

Pippo, let us go and find him." 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

121 

"Now she's coming!" And Johnny grew red in the face trying to give his best trills and chirrups. 

Nearer and nearer came the steps, the lilacs rustled as if shaken, and presently the roll of paper vanished. A 

pause, and then the little voice exclaimed, in a tone of great surprise,-- 

"Why, there's a hole! I never saw it before. Oh! I can see the street. How nice! how nice!" 

"She likes the hole! I wonder if she will like me?" And, emboldened by these various successes, Johnny took 

another peep. This was the most delicious one of all; for he looked right into a great blue eye, with glimpses 

of golden hair above, a little round nose in the middle, and red lips below. It was like a flash of sunshine, and 

Johnny winked, as if dazzled; for the eye sparkled, the nose sniffed daintily, and the pretty mouth broke into a 

laugh as the voice cried out delightedly,-- 

"I see some one! Who are you? Come and tell me!" 

"I'm Johnny Morris," answered the boy, quite trembling with pleasure. 

"Did you make this nice hole?" 

"I just poked a brick, and it fell out." 

"Papa won't mind. Is that your bird?" 

"No; it's me. I whistled." 

"It's very pretty. Do it again," commanded the voice, as if used to give orders. 

Johnny obeyed; and when he paused, out of breath, a small hand came through the hole, grasping as many 

lilies of the valley as it could hold, and the Princess graciously expressed her pleasure by saying,-- 

"I like it; you shall do it again, by and by. Here are some flowers for you. Now we will talk. Are you a nice 

boy?" 

This was a poser; and Johnny answered meekly, with his nose luxuriously buried in the lovely flowers,-- 

"Not very,--I'm lame; I can't play like other fellers." 

"Porverino!" sighed the little voice, full of pity; and, in a moment, three red-and-yellow tulips fell at Johnny's 

feet, making him feel as if he really had slipped into fairy-land through that delightful hole. 

"Oh, thank you! Aren't they just elegant? I never see such beauties," stammered the poor boy, grasping his 

treasures as if he feared they might vanish away. 
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"You shall have as many as you like. Nanna will scold, but papa won't mind. Tell me more. What do you do 

over there?" asked the child, eagerly. 

"Nothing but paste pictures and make books, when I don't ache too bad. I used to help mother; but I got hurt, 

and I can't do much now," answered the boy, ashamed to mention how many laces he patiently picked or 

clapped, since it was all he could do to help. 

"If you like pictures, you shall come and see mine some day. I do a great many. Papa shows me how. His are 

splendid. Do you draw or paint yours?" 

"I only cut 'em out of papers, and stick 'em on this wall or put 'em in scrap-books. I can't draw, and I haven't 

got no paints," answered Johnny. 

"You should say 'haven't any paints.' I will come and see you some day; and if I like you, I will let you have 

my old paint-box. Do you want it?" 

"Guess I do!" 

"I think I shall like you; so I'll bring it when I come. Do you ache much?" 

"Awfully, sometimes. Have to lay down all day, and can't do a thing." 

"Do you cry?" 

"No! I'm too big for that. I whistle." 

"I know I shall like you, because you are brave!" cried the impetuous voice, with its pretty accent; and then an 

orange came tumbling through the hole, as if the new acquaintance longed to do something to help the "ache." 

"Isn't that a rouser! I do love 'em, but mother can't afford 'em often." And Johnny took one delicious taste on 

the spot. 

"Then I shall give you many. We have loads at home, much finer than these. Ah, you should see our garden 

there!" 

"Where do you live?" Johnny ventured to ask; for there was a homesick sound to the voice as it said those last 

words. 

"In Rome. Here we only stay a year, while papa arranges his affairs; then we go back, and I am happy." 

"I should think you'd be happy in there. It looks real splendid to me, and I've been longing to see it ever since 

I could come out." 
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"It's a dull place to me. I like better to be where it's always warm, and people are more beautiful than here. 

Are you beautiful?" 

"What queer questions she does ask!" And poor Johnny was so perplexed he could only stammer, with a 

laugh,-- 

"I guess not. Boys don't care for looks." 

"Peep, and let me see. I like pretty persons," commanded the voice. 

"Don't she order round?" thought Johnny, as he obeyed. But he liked it, and showed such a smiling face at the 

peep-hole, that Princess Fay was pleased to say, after a long look at him,-- 

"No, you are not beautiful; but your eyes are bright, and you look pleasant, so I don't mind the freckles on 

your nose and the whiteness of your face. I think you are good. I am sorry for you, and I shall lend you a book 

to read when the pain comes." 

"I couldn't wait for that if I had a book. I do love so to read!" And Johnny laughed out from sheer delight at 

the thought of a new book; for he seldom got one, being too poor to buy them, and too helpless to enjoy the 

free libraries of the city. 

"Then you shall have it now." And there was another quick rush in the garden, followed by the appearance of 

a fat little book, slowly pushed through the hole in the wall. 

"This is the only one that will pass. You will like Hans Andersen's fairy tales, I know. Keep it as long as you 

please. I have many more." 

"You're so good! I wish I had something for you," said the boy, quite overcome by this sweet friendliness. 

"Let me see one of your books. They will be new to me. I'm tired of all mine." 

Quick as a flash, off went the cover of the old boiler, and out came half- a-dozen of Johnny's best works, to be 

crammed through the wall, with the earnest request,-- 

"Keep 'em all; they're not good for much, but they're the best I've got. I'll do some prettier ones as soon as I 

can find more nice pictures and pieces." 

"They look very interesting. I thank you. I shall go and read them now, and then come and talk again. Addio, 

Giovanni." 

"Good-by, Miss." 
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Thus ended the first interview of little Pyramus and Thisbe through the hole in the wall, while puss sat up 

above and played moonshine with her yellow eyes. 

PART II. 

After that day a new life began for Johnny, and he flourished like a poor little plant that has struggled out of 

some dark corner into the sunshine. All sorts of delightful things happened, and good times really seemed to 

have come. The mysterious papa made no objection to the liberties taken with his wall, being busy with his 

own affairs, and glad to have his little girl happy. Old Nanna, being more careful, came to see the new 

neighbors, and was disarmed at once by the affliction of the boy and the gentle manners of the mother. She 

brought all the curtains of the house for Mrs. Morris to do up, and in her pretty broken English praised 

Johnny's gallery and library, promising to bring Fay to see him some day. 

Meantime the little people prattled daily together, and all manner of things came and went between them. 

Flowers, fruit, books, and bonbons kept Johnny in a state of bliss, and inspired him with such brilliant 

inventions that the Princess never knew what agreeable surprise would come next. Astonishing kites flew 

over the wall, and tissue balloons exploded in the flower-beds. All the birds of the air seemed to live in that 

court; for the boy whistled and piped till he was hoarse, because she liked it. The last of the long-hoarded 

cents came out of his tin bank to buy paper and pictures for the gay little books he made for her. His side of 

the wall was ravaged that hers might be adorned; and, as the last offering his grateful heart could give, he 

poked the toad through the hole, to live among the lilies and eat the flies that began to buzz about her 

Highness when she came to give her orders to her devoted subjects. 

She always called the lad Giovanni, because she thought it a prettier name than John; and she was never tired 

of telling stories, asking questions, and making plans. The favorite one was what they would do when Johnny 

came to see her, as she had been promised he should when papa was not too busy to let them enjoy the charms 

of the studio; for Fay was a true artist's child, and thought nothing so lovely as pictures. Johnny thought so, 

too, and dreamed of the happy day when he should go and see the wonders his little friend described so well. 

"I think it will be to-morrow; for papa has a lazy fit coming on, and then he always plays with me and lets me 

rummage where I like, while he goes out or smokes in the garden. So be ready; and if he says you can come, I 

will have the flag up early and you can hurry." 

These agreeable remarks were breathed into Johnny's willing ear about a fortnight after the acquaintance 

began; and he hastened to promise, adding soberly, a minute after,-- 

"Mother says she's afraid it will be too much for me to go around and up steps, and see new things; for I get 

tired so easy, and then the pain comes on. But I don't care how I ache if I can only see the pictures--and you." 

"Won't you ever be any better? Nanna thinks you might." 

"So does mother, if we had money to go away in the country, and eat nice things; and have doctors. But we 

can't; so it's no use worrying." And Johnny gave a great sigh. 
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"I wish papa was rich, then he would give you money. He works hard to make enough to go back to Italy, so I 

cannot ask him; but perhaps I can sell my pictures also, and get a little. Papa's friends often offer me sweets 

for kisses; I will have money instead, and that will help. Yes, I shall do it." And Fay clapped her hands 

decidedly. 

"Don't you mind about it. I'm going to learn to mend shoes. Mr. Pegget says he'll teach me. That doesn't need 

legs, and he gets enough to live on very well." 

"It isn't pretty work. Nanna can teach you to braid straw as she did at home; that is easy and nice, and the 

baskets sell very well, she says. I shall speak to her about it, and you can try to-morrow when you come." 

"I will. Do you really think I can come, then?" And Johnny stood up to try his legs; for he dreaded the long 

walk, as it seemed to him. 

"I will go at once and ask papa." 

Away flew Fay, and soon came back with a glad "Yes!" that sent Johnny hobbling in to tell his mother, and 

beg her to mend the elbows of his only jacket; for, suddenly, his old clothes looked so shabby he feared to 

show himself to the neighbors he so longed to see. 

"Hurrah! I'm really going to-morrow. And you, too, mammy dear," cried the boy, waving his crutch so 

vigorously that he slipped and fell. 

"Never mind; I'm used to it. Pull me up, and I'll rest while we talk about it," he said cheerily, as his mother 

helped him to the bed, where he forgot his pain in thinking of the delights in store for him. 

Next day, the flag was flying from the wall, and Fay early at the hole, but no Johnny came; and when Nanna 

went to see what kept him, she returned with the sad news that the poor boy was suffering much, and would 

not be able to stir for some days. 

"Let me go and see him," begged Fay, imploringly. 

"Cara mia, it is no place for you. So dark, so damp, so poor, it is enough to break the heart," said Nanna, 

decidedly. 

"If papa was here, he would let me go. I shall not play; I shall sit here and make some plans for my poor boy." 

Nanna left her indignant little mistress, and went to cook a nice bowl of soup for Johnny; while Fay concocted 

a fine plan, and, what was more remarkable, carried it out. 

For a week it rained, for a week Johnny lay in pain, and for a week Fay worked quietly at her little easel in the 

corner of the studio, while her father put the last touches to his fine picture, too busy to take much notice of 

the child. On Saturday the sun shone, Johnny was better, and the great picture was done. So were the small 
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ones; for as her father sat resting after his work, Fay went to him, with a tired but happy face, and, putting 

several drawings into his hand, told her cherished plan. 

"Papa, you said you would pay me a dollar for every good copy I made of the cast you gave me. I tried very 

hard, and here are three. I want some money very, very much. Could you pay for these?" 

"They are excellent," said the artist, after carefully looking at them. "You have tried, my good child, and here 

are your well-earned dollars. What do you want them for?" 

"To help my boy. I want him to come in here and see the pictures, and let Nanna teach him to plait baskets; 

and he can rest, and you will like him, and he might get well if he had some money, and I have three quarters 

the friends gave me instead of bonbons. Would that be enough to send poor Giovanni into the country and 

have doctors?" 

No wonder Fay's papa was bewildered by this queer jumble, because, being absorbed in his work, he had 

never heard half the child had told him, and had forgotten all about Johnny. Now he listened with half an ear, 

studying the effect of sunshine upon his picture meantime, while Fay told him the little story, and begged to 

know how much money it would take to make Johnny's back well. 

"Bless your sweet soul, my darling, it would need more than I can spare or you earn in a year. By and by, 

when I am at leisure, we will see what can be done," answered papa, smoking comfortably, as he lay on the 

sofa in the large studio at the top of the house. 

"You say that about a great many things, papa. 'By and by' won't be long enough to do all you promise then. I 

like now much better, and poor Giovanni needs the country more than you need cigars or I new frocks," said 

Fay, stroking her father's tired forehead and looking at him with an imploring face. 

"My dear, I cannot give up my cigar, for in this soothing smoke I find inspiration, and though you are a little 

angel, you must be clothed; so wait a bit, and we will attend to the boy--later." He was going to say "by and 

by" again, but paused just in time, with a laugh. 

"Then I shall take him to the country all myself. I cannot wait for this hateful 'by and by.' I know how I shall 

do it, and at once. Now, now!" cried Fay, losing patience; and with an indignant glance at the lazy papa, who 

seemed going to sleep, she dashed out of the room, down many stairs, through the kitchen, startling Nanna 

and scattering the salad as if a whirlwind had gone by, and never paused for breath till she stood before the 

garden wall with a little hatchet in her hand. 

"This shall be the country for him till I get enough money to send him away. I will show what I can do. He 

pulled out two bricks. I will beat down the wall, and he shall come in at once," panted Fay; and she gave a 

great blow at the bricks, bent on having her will without delay,--for she was an impetuous little creature, full 

of love and pity for the poor boy pining for the fresh air and sunshine, of which she had so much. 
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Bang, bang, went the little hatchet, and down came one brick after another, till the hole was large enough for 

Fay to thrust her head through; and being breathless by that time, she paused to rest and take a look at 

Johnny's court. 

Meanwhile Nanna, having collected her lettuce leaves and her wits, went to see what the child was about; and 

finding her at work like a little fury, the old woman hurried up to tell "the Signor," Fay's papa, that his little 

daughter was about to destroy the garden and bury herself under the ruins of the wall. This report, delivered 

with groans and wringing of the hands, roused the artist and sent him to the rescue, as he well knew that his 

angel was a very energetic one, and capable of great destruction. 

When he arrived, he beheld a cloud of dust, a pile of bricks among the lilies, and the feet of his child sticking 

out of a large hole in the wall, while her head and shoulders were on the other side. Much amused, yet fearful 

that the stone coping might come down on her, he pulled her back with the assurance that he would listen and 

help her now immediately, if there was such need of haste. 

But he grew sober when he saw Fay's face; for it was bathed in tears, her hands were bleeding, and dust 

covered her from head to foot. 

"My darling, what afflicts you? Tell papa, and he will do anything you wish." 

"No, you will forget, you will say 'Wait;' and now that I have seen it all, I cannot stop till I get him out of that 

dreadful place. Look, look, and see if it is not sad to live there all in pain and darkness, and so poor." 

As she spoke, Fay urged her father toward the hole; and to please her he looked, seeing the dull court, the 

noisy street beyond, and close by the low room, where Johnny's mother worked all day, while the poor boy's 

pale face was dimly seen as he lay on his bed waiting for deliverance. 

"Well, well, it is a pitiful case; and easily mended, since Fay is so eager about it. Hope the lad is all she says, 

and nothing catching about his illness. Nanna can tell me." 

Then he drew back his head, and leading Fay to the seat, took her on his knee, all flushed, dirty, and tearful as 

she was, soothing her by saying tenderly,-- 

"Now let me hear all about it, and be sure I'll not forget. What shall I do to please you, dear, before you pull 

down the house about my ears?" 

Then Fay told her tale all over again; and being no longer busy, her father found it very touching, with the 

dear, grimy little face looking into his, and the wounded hands clasped beseechingly as she pleaded for poor 

Johnny. 

"God bless your tender heart, child; you shall have him in here to-morrow, and we will see what can be done 

for those pathetic legs of his. But listen, Fay, I have an easier way to do it than yours, and a grand surprise for 

the boy. Time is short, but it can be done; and to show you that I am in earnest, I will go this instant and begin 

the work. Come and wash your face while I get on my boots, and then we will go together." 
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At these words Fay threw her arms about papa's neck and gave him many grateful kisses, stopping in the 

midst to ask,-- 

"Truly, now?" 

"See if it is not so." And putting her down, papa went off with great strides, while she ran laughing after him, 

all her doubts set at rest by this agreeable energy on his part. 

If Johnny had not been asleep in the back room, he would have seen strange and pleasant sights that afternoon 

and evening; for something went on in the court that delighted his mother, amused the artist, and made Fay 

the happiest child in Boston. No one was to tell till the next day, that Johnny's surprise might be quite perfect, 

and Mrs. Morris sat up till eleven to get his old clothes in order; for Fay's papa had been to see her, and 

became interested in the boy, as no one could help being when they saw his patient little face. 

So hammers rang, trowels scraped, shovels dug, and wonderful changes were made, while Fay danced about 

in the moonlight, like Puck intent upon some pretty prank, and papa quoted Snout, [1] the tinker's parting 

words, as appropriate to the hour,-- 

"Thus have I, wall, my part dischargèd so; 

And, being done, thus wall away doth go." 

1. A character in Shakspeare's "Midsummer Night's Dream."] 

PART III. 

A lovely Sunday morning dawned without a cloud; and even in the dingy court the May sunshine shone 

warmly, and the spring breezes blew freshly from green fields far away. Johnny begged to go out; and being 

much better, his mother consented, helping him to dress with such a bright face and eager hands that the boy 

said innocently,-- 

"How glad you are when I get over a bad turn! I don't know what you'd do if I ever got well." 

"My poor dear, I begin to think you will pick up, now the good weather has come and you have got a little 

friend to play with. God bless her!" 

Why his mother should suddenly hug him tight, and then brush his hair so carefully, with tears in her eyes, he 

did not understand; but was in such a hurry to get out, he could only give her a good kiss, and hobble away to 

see how his gallery fared after the rain, and to take a joyful "peek" at the enchanted garden. 

Mrs. Morris kept close behind him, and it was well she did; for he nearly tumbled down, so great was his 

surprise when he beheld the old familiar wall after the good fairies Love and Pity had worked their pretty 

miracle in the moonlight. 
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The ragged hole had changed to a little arched door, painted red. On either side stood a green tub, with a tall 

oleander in full bloom; from the arch above hung a great bunch of gay flowers; and before the threshold lay a 

letter directed to "Signor Giovanni Morris," in a childish hand. As soon as he recovered from the agreeable 

shock of this splendid transformation scene, Johnny sank into his chair, where a soft cushion had been placed, 

and read his note, with little sighs of rapture at the charming prospect opening before him. 

DEAR GIOVANNI,--Papa has made this nice gate, so you can come 

in when you like and not be tired. We are to have two keys, and no one 

else can open it. A little bell is to ring when we pull the cord, and 

we can run and see what we want. The paint is wet. Papa did it, 

and the men put up the door last night. I helped them, and did not go 

in my bed till ten. It was very nice to do it so. I hope you will like 

it. Come in as soon as you can; I am all ready. 

Your friend, 

FAY. 

"Mother, she must be a real fairy to do all that, mustn't she?" said Johnny, leaning back to look at the dear 

door behind which lay such happiness for him. 

"Yes, my sonny, she is the right sort of good fairy, and I just wish I could do her washing for love the rest of 

her blessed little life," answered Mrs. Morris, in a burst of grateful ardor. 

"You shall! you shall! Do come in! I cannot wait another minute!" cried an eager little voice as the red door 

flew open; and there stood Fay, looking very like a happy elf in her fresh white frock, a wreath of spring 

flowers on her pretty hair, and a tall green wand in her hand, while the brilliant bird sat on her shoulder, and 

the little white dog danced about her feet. 

"So she bids you to come in, 

With a dimple in your chin, 

Billy boy, Billy boy," 
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sung the child, remembering how Johnny liked that song; and waving her wand, she went slowly backward as 

the boy, with a shining face, passed under the blooming arch into a new world, full of sunshine, liberty, and 

sweet companionship. 

Neither Johnny nor his mother ever forgot that happy day, for it was the beginning of help and hope to both 

just when life seemed hardest and the future looked darkest. 

Papa kept out of sight, but enjoyed peeps at the little party as they sat under the chestnuts, Nanna and Fay 

doing the honors of the garden to their guests with Italian grace and skill, while the poor mother folded her 

tired hands with unutterable content, and the boy looked like a happy soul in heaven. 

Sabbath silence, broken only by the chime of bells and the feet of church- goers, brooded over the city; 

sunshine made golden shadows on the grass; the sweet wind brought spring odors from the woods; and every 

flower seemed to nod and beckon, as if welcoming the new playmate to their lovely home. 

While the women talked together, Fay led Johnny up and down her little world, showing all her favorite 

nooks, making him rest often on the seats that stood all about, and amusing him immensely by relating the 

various fanciful plays with which she beguiled her loneliness. 

"Now we can have much nicer ones; for you will tell me yours, and we can do great things," she said, when 

she had displayed her big rocking-horse, her grotto full of ferns, her mimic sea, where a fleet of toy boats lay 

at anchor in the basin of an old fountain, her fairy-land under the lilacs, with paper elves sitting among the 

leaves, her swing, that tossed one high up among the green boughs, and the basket of white kittens, where 

Topaz, the yellow-eyed cat, now purred with maternal pride. Books were piled on the rustic table, and all the 

pictures Fay thought worthy to be seen. 

Here also appeared a nice lunch, before the visitors could remember it was noon and tear themselves away. 

Such enchanted grapes and oranges Johnny never ate before; such delightful little tarts and Italian messes of 

various sorts; even the bread and butter seemed glorified because served in a plate trimmed with leaves and 

cut in dainty bits. Coffee that perfumed the air put heart into poor Mrs. Morris, who half starved herself that 

the boy might be fed; and he drank milk till Nanna said, laughing, as she refilled the pitcher,-- 

"He takes more than both the blessed lambs we used to feed for Saint Agnes in the convent at home. And he 

is truly welcome, the dear child, to the best we have; for he is as innocent and helpless as they." 

"What does she mean?" whispered Johnny to Fay, rather abashed at having forgotten his manners in the 

satisfaction which three mugfuls of good milk had given him. 

So, sitting in the big rustic chair beside him, Fay told the pretty story of the lambs who are dedicated to Saint 

Agnes, with ribbons tied to their snowy wool, and then raised with care till their fleeces are shorn to make 

garments for the Pope. A fit tale for the day, the child thought, and went on to tell about the wonders of Rome 

till Johnny's head was filled with a splendid confusion of new ideas, in which Saint Peter's and apple-tarts, 

holy lambs and red doors, ancient images and dear little girls, were delightfully mixed. It all seemed like a 

fairy tale, and nothing was too wonderful or lovely to happen on that memorable day. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

131 

So when Fay's papa at last appeared, finding it impossible to keep away from the happy little party any 

longer, Johnny decided at once that the handsome man in the velvet coat was the king of the enchanted land, 

and gazed at him with reverence and awe. A most gracious king he proved to be; for after talking pleasantly to 

Mrs. Morris, and joking Fay on storming the walls, he proposed to carry Johnny off, and catching him up, 

strode away with the astonished boy on his shoulder, while the little girl danced before to open doors and 

clear the way. 

Johnny thought he couldn't be surprised any more; but when he had mounted many stairs and found himself in 

a great room with a glass roof, full of rich curtains, strange armor, pretty things, and pictures everywhere, he 

just sat in the big chair where he was placed, and stared in silent delight. 

"This is papa's studio, and that the famous picture, and here is where I work; and isn't it pleasant? and aren't 

you glad to see it?" said Fay, skipping about to do the honors of the place. 

"I don't believe heaven is beautifuller," answered Johnny, in a low tone, as his eyes went from the green tree-

tops peeping in at the windows to the great sunny picture of a Roman garden, with pretty children at play 

among the crumbling statues and fountains. 

"I'm glad you like it, for we mean to have you come here a great deal. I sit to papa very often, and get so tired; 

and you can talk to me, and then you can see me draw and model in clay, and then we'll go in the garden, and 

Nanna will show you how to make baskets, and then we'll play." 

Johnny nodded and beamed at this charming prospect, and for an hour explored the mysteries of the studio, 

with Fay for a guide and papa for an amused spectator. He liked the boy more and more, and was glad Fay 

had so harmless a playmate to expend her energies and compassion upon. He assented to every plan proposed, 

and really hoped to be able to help these poor neighbors; for he had a kind heart, and loved his little daughter 

even more than his art. 

When at last Mrs. Morris found courage to call Johnny away, he went without a word, and lay down in the 

dingy room, his face still shining with the happy thoughts that filled his mind, hungry for just such pleasures, 

and never fed before. 

After that day everything went smoothly, and both children blossomed like the flowers in that pleasant 

garden, where the magic of love and pity, fresh air and sunshine, soon worked miracles. Fay learned patience 

and gentleness from Johnny; he grew daily stronger on the better food Nanna gave him, and the exercise he 

was tempted to take; and both spent very happy days working and playing, sometimes under the trees, where 

the pretty baskets were made, or in the studio, where both pairs of small hands modelled graceful things in 

clay, or daubed amazing pictures with the artist's old brushes and discarded canvases. 

Mrs. Morris washed everything washable in the house, and did up Fay's frocks so daintily that she looked 

more like an elf than ever when her head shone out from the fluted frills, like the yellow middle of a daisy 

with its white petals all spread. 
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As he watched the children playing together, the artist, having no great work in hand, made several pretty 

sketches of them, and then had a fine idea of painting the garden scene where Fay first talked to Johnny. It 

pleased his fancy, and the little people sat for him nicely; so he made a charming thing of it, putting in the cat, 

dog, bird, and toad as the various characters in Shakspeare's lovely play, while the flowers were the elves, 

peeping and listening in all manner of merry, pretty ways. 

He called it "Little Pyramus and Thisbe," and it so pleased a certain rich lady that she paid a large price for it; 

and then, discovering that it told a true story, she generously added enough to send Johnny and his mother to 

the country, when Fay and her father were ready to go. 

But it was to a lovelier land than the boy had ever read of in his fairy books, and to a happier life than 

mending shoes in the dingy court. In the autumn they all sailed gayly away together, to live for years in sunny 

Italy, where Johnny grew tall and strong, and learned to paint with a kind master and a faithful young friend, 

who always rejoiced that she found and delivered him, thanks to the wonderful hole in the wall. 

 

Enjoy another Alcott story, A Christmas Dream, and How It Came to Be True. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott/short-story/a-hole-in-the-wall 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott/short-story/a-christmas-dream-and-how-it-came-to-be-true
https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott/short-story/a-hole-in-the-wall
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How Eliminating Non-Competes Could Reshape Tech 

18 JAN 2022|by Kristen Senz 

President Biden says non-compete agreements threaten innovation, but the tech industry leans on them to 

protect trade secrets. Andy Wu discusses what a potential ban on these legal pacts could mean for business. 

 

Federal restrictions of employee non-compete agreements could be in the cards for 2022, paving the way for 

increased worker mobility in a variety of industries. Such restrictions would have hiring and strategy 

implications for businesses as well, but not all of them are negative, an expert at Harvard Business School 

says. 

As part of a sweeping executive order aimed at promoting competition in the American economy, US 

President Joe Biden specifically called out non-compete agreements as hurtful to innovation and workers. 
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Issued last July, the order asks the Federal Trade Commission to consider curtailing the use of such 

agreements. Andy Wu, an assistant professor in the Strategy Unit at Harvard Business School, is an 

entrepreneur and startup advisor who now researches how technology firms organize and mobilize resources 

to grow and build competitive advantage. 

"TECHNOLOGY FIRMS WILL NEED TO REVISIT THEIR STRATEGIES FOR RECRUITING, 

MANAGING, AND RETAINING TALENT." 

We asked Wu about the implications of a ban on non-competes for firms and employees in tech and what 

strategic levers businesses might consider should such restrictions come to pass. 

Kristen Senz: How would restrictions on non-compete agreements affect employers and professionals in 

technology? 

Andy Wu: A ban on non-compete agreements would be great for professionals in the technology industry, 

ranging from software developers to account managers. Non-compete agreements restrict departing 

employees from accepting jobs with competitors. They can often even prevent them from working in the same 

industry, especially when employers are intentionally vague in defining the competition in non-compete 

agreements. 

As Professor Matt Marx of Cornell University and his coauthors have shown across multiple studies, non-

competes hurt employees by limiting their job mobility and sending them on “career detours” where they may 

have to accept lower compensation than appropriate for their experience level. 

More important, departing employees are often best positioned to launch entrepreneurial ventures to address 

opportunities that their previous employers may have failed in or overlooked. Imagine how the last year might 

have been for all of us if Eric Yuan—formerly an executive at Cisco WebEx—was unable to go on to 

launch Zoom Video Communications; we learned about Eric’s story as part of our case study on Zoom that 

we now teach in several classes at HBS. Fortunately for the world, California does not enforce non-compete 

agreements. 

Senz: How might the end of non-compete agreements change the tech landscape? 

Wu: First, without non-compete agreements, technology firms will need to revisit their strategies for 

recruiting, managing, and retaining talent. Take, for instance, the phenomenon of acqui-hires, which may 

become less valuable with a ban on non-competes. An acqui-hire—or a talent acquisition—is when a larger 

firm acquires a startup to bring the entrepreneurial talent to the larger firm. Acqui-hires are often more 

expensive than just making individual job offers to everyone at the startup, but they take care of the issue of 

outstanding non-competes. Fewer acqui-hires may increase risk for early-stage venture capital firms, who rely 

on acqui-hires to bail out underperforming investments. 

"WHY ARE STATES DOING NOTHING, EVEN WHEN RESEARCH SHOWS NON-COMPETES 

MIGHT IMPAIR INNOVATION?" 

https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/abs/10.1287/mnsc.1080.0985
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0003122411414822
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/821014-PDF-ENG
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Second, larger technology firms may have another reason to consolidate. Technology firms use non-competes 

to protect intellectual property. If employees can easily move to another firm, another way of protecting IP is 

to acquire the other firm. 

Senz: Why do you think more states haven't restricted non-compete agreements, given the innovation that has 

emerged out of California? 

Wu: We should think about the existence and enforcement of non-compete agreements as the status quo. 

Companies naturally want to include them in the contracts of new and prospective employees, and most new 

employees are not in a position to negotiate against the inclusion of the non-compete term. When a state 

government does nothing, non-competes by default are enforced by the courts. 

Why are states doing nothing, even when research shows non-competes might impair innovation? The answer 

is likely lobbying and influence from special interests, particularly the established businesses that want to 

continue enforcing non-competes. 

These businesses can justify non-competes for good and bad reasons. On one hand, having non-competes can 

protect businesses from unfair competition between an employee and her previous employer. This allows 

employers to fully invest in training employees with proprietary knowledge without the fear that the employee 

might run off and join the competition (or become the competition). On the other hand, non-competes make it 

hard for employees to leave, allowing these businesses to pay employees less and put less effort into retaining 

them. 

Senz: If tech companies are forced to work harder to retain employees, what other strategies do you think they 

might use to do so? 

Wu: I hope to see a continuation of the compensation growth and workplace improvements that we have 

started to see over the last few years. For instance, remote or hybrid work models appeal to many skilled 

workers, even if their employer would prefer them coming into the office. Employees now know the benefit 

of remote work, and resistant employers may have to compromise on this dimension even more if retention 

becomes harder. 

In addition, without the threat of a non-compete to curtail more entrepreneurial and innovative employees 

from starting their own businesses, I hope to see established firms create more ways for those employees to be 

entrepreneurial without having to leave. As is obvious in the Zoom example, these employees are exactly the 

ones that established employers should be fighting hardest to retain. Imagine what it would have meant for 

Cisco if Yuan had the autonomy and resources available inside of Cisco to pursue his vision for a superior 

videoconferencing experience. 

"IF AN EMPLOYEE INSIDE COCA-COLA STOLE THE RECIPE AND USED IT TO START A 

COMPETING COLA COMPANY TODAY, COULD HE REALLY COMPETE WITH COCA-COLA?" 

Companies can empower these stars by providing opportunities for them to ideate and execute on their own 

independent projects. First, they need to autonomy to work creatively in areas of their own interest, for 
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instance by intentionally allocating them free time on their own or in teams at a hackathon. Second, they need 

the resources to execute on these ideas, which companies can provide through a startup accelerator program 

or a flexible organizational structure that allows executives to rapidly shift resources toward projects led by 

these stars. 

As these strategy examples make evident, the implication of the end of non-competes does not have to be a 

net negative for employers. Employers can create win-win scenarios for themselves and their employees. 

Senz: Are there other strategies companies can use to protect trade secrets in the absence of non-competes? 

Wu: Ongoing trends in technology and business will continue to protect trade secrets, even in the absence of 

non-competes, making the agreements themselves less important. Consider the classic example of a trade 

secret: the secret formula for the Coca-Cola soft drink. At some point, that formula might have been the key 

to the company’s success. But if an employee inside Coca-Cola stole the recipe and used it to start a 

competing cola company today, could he really compete with Coca-Cola? Assuming he could overcome the 

decades of accumulated brand loyalty among Coca-Cola customers, there are a lot more trade secrets he 

would need steal from Coca-Cola. He would need to replicate the know-how to create a global soft drink 

manufacturing and distribution network; that knowledge is spread out among many people at Coca-Cola. He 

would need access to years of data on marketing efforts, consumption patterns, etc. He would need to walk 

out with a hard drive—or more accurately, several data centers—a difficult feat even if non-competes were 

still in place. 

Trade secrets are becoming harder for employees to steal. First, know-how is increasingly embedded 

organizationally, across employees and teams. Even ignoring all the formal patents in place, no one person is 

capable of building the iPhone 13. Second, advanced software algorithms and data-based artificial intelligence 

algorithms account for increasing amounts of trade secrets in technology. These technologies rely on massive 

stores of distributed computing and data built up over time that no one person can remember how to replicate. 

Google does not worry about one engineer replicating Google Search. 

Furthermore, it would be illegal and easy to prove in court if someone transferred software and data to 

themselves. Financial firms like Citadel vigilantly track this risk and work with federal authorities to 

prosecute data theft by employees to the fullest extent permitted by law. In other words, as time passes, 

leading companies can worry less and less about trade secret theft in the traditional sense, and they have a 

path forward regardless of the future of non-competes. 

 

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/how-the-end-of-noncompetes-could-reshape-tech?cid=spmailing-34054262-

WK%20Newsletter%201-19-2022%20(1)-January%2019,%202022  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/smj.3230
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/full/10.1287/orsc.2021.1499
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Why did glacial cycles intensify a million years ago? 

Researchers find clues to glacial mystery on the bed of the Atlantic Ocean 

 
 

Ice from Iceland's Breiðamerkurjökull Glacier is on its way to the Atlantic Ocean.  

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

November 23, 2021 

About a million years ago, something big happened to the planet. There was a major shift in the response of 

Earth's climate system to variations in our orbit around the Sun. That shift is called the Mid-Pleistocene 

Transition, or MPT. Before the MPT, cycles between colder glacial and warmer interglacial periods happened 

every 41,000 years. After, glacial periods became more intense -- intense enough to form ice sheets in the 

Northern Hemisphere that lasted 100,000 years. That gave Earth the regular ice age cycles that have persisted 

into human time. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=303960&org=NSF
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Scientists have long puzzled over the trigger. A likely reason could be a phenomenon called Milankovitch 

cycles -- cyclic changes in Earth's orbit and orientation toward the Sun that affect the amount of energy Earth 

absorbs. That, scientists agree, has been the main natural driver of alternating warm and cold periods for 

millions of years. However, research has shown that Milankovitch cycles did not undergo a change one 

million years ago, so something else likely was at work. 

Coinciding with the MPT, a large system of ocean currents that helps move heat around the globe experienced 

a severe weakening. That system, which sends heat north through the Atlantic Ocean, is the Atlantic 

Meridional Overturning Circulation, or AMOC. 

Was this slowdown related to the shift in glacial periods? If so, how and why? A paper published 

in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences proposes an answer. The research was funded by the U.S. 

National Science Foundation. 

"These scientists present new geochemical data from Atlantic Ocean sediments that address a longstanding 

puzzle -- the cause of a shift roughly one million years ago in the pacing of major Northern Hemisphere 

glaciation," said Dan McCorkle, a program director in NSF's Division of Ocean Sciences. "The new data 

point to an important role for the links among glacial erosion, changes in ice sheet thickness and global 

climate cycles." 

The geoscientists analyzed cores of deep-sea sediments taken in the South and North Atlantic, where ancient 

deep waters passed by and left chemical clues. "What we found is that the North Atlantic, right before this 

crash, was acting very differently than the rest of the basin," said lead author Maayan Yehudai, formerly of 

Columbia University's Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory and now of the Max Planck Institute for 

Chemistry. 

Prior to that ocean circulation crash, ice sheets in the Northern Hemisphere began to stick to their bedrock 

more effectively. That caused glaciers to become thicker than they had before, and in turn led to greater 

global cooling and disrupted the Atlantic heat conveyor belt. In turn, these changes led to stronger ice ages 

and the ice-age cycle shift. 

The research supports a long-debated hypothesis that the gradual removal of accumulated slippery continental 

soils during previous ice ages allowed ice sheets to cling more tightly to the older, harder crystalline bedrock 

beneath. The findings indicate that this growth and stabilization just before the weakening of the AMOC 

shaped the global climate. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=303960&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/118/46/e2020260118
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1436079&HistoricalAwards=false
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1436079&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.ldeo.columbia.edu/news-events/why-did-glacial-cycles-intensify-million-years-ago
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=303960&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=303960&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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The Gift of the Magi 

by O. Henry 

 

This story was originally published on Dec 10, 1905 in The New York Sunday World as "Gifts of the 

Magi." It was subsequently published as The Gift of the Magi in O. Henry's 1906 short story 

collection The Four Million. 

We created The Gift of the Magi Study Guide for this story to benefit teachers and students. 

 

 

One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one 

and two at a time by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and the butcher until one's cheeks 

burned with the silent imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della 

counted it. One dollar and eighty-seven cents. And the next day would be Christmas. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry
https://americanliterature.com/the-gift-of-the-magi-study-guide
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There was clearly nothing left to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and howl. So Della did it. 

Which instigates the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles 

predominating. 

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to the second, take a look at 

the home. A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had 

that word on the look-out for the mendicancy squad. 

In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an electric button from which 

no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name "Mr. 

James Dillingham Young." 

The "Dillingham" had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity when its possessor 

was being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, the letters of "Dillingham" 

looked blurred, as though they were thinking seriously of contracting to a modest and unassuming D. 

But whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached his flat above he was called "Jim" 

and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is all 

very good. 

Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She stood by the window and 

looked out dully at a grey cat walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. To-morrow would be Christmas 

Day, and she had only $1.87 with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she 

could for months, with this result. Twenty dollars a week doesn't go far. Expenses had been greater 

than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy 

hour she had spent planning for something nice for him. Something fine and rare and sterling--

something just a little bit near to being worthy of the honour of being owned by Jim. 

There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have seen a pier-glass in an $8 

Bat. A very thin and very agile person may, by observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of 

longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accurate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered 

the art. 

Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. Her eyes were shining brilliantly, 

but her face had lost its colour within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to 

its full length. 

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they both took a mighty 

pride. One was Jim's gold watch that had been his father's and his grandfather's. The other was Della's 

hair. Had the Queen of Sheba lived in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang 

out of the window some day to dry just to depreciate Her Majesty's jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon 

been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch 

every time he passed, just to see him pluck at his beard from envy. 
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So now Della's beautiful hair fell about her, rippling and shining like a cascade of brown waters. It 

reached below her knee and made itself almost a garment for her. And then she did it up again 

nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the 

worn red carpet. 

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant 

sparkle still in her eyes, she cluttered out of the door and down the stairs to the street. 

Where she stopped the sign read: "Mme Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds." One Eight up Della ran, 

and collected herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the "Sofronie." 

"Will you buy my hair?" asked Della. 

"I buy hair," said Madame. "Take yer hat off and let's have a sight at the looks of it." 

Down rippled the brown cascade. 

"Twenty dollars," said Madame, lifting the mass with a practised hand. 

"Give it to me quick" said Della. 

Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking 

the stores for Jim's present. 

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There was no other like it in any 

of the stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste 

in design, properly proclaiming its value by substance alone and not by meretricious ornamentation--as 

all good things should do. It was even worthy of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it must 

be Jim's. It was like him. Quietness and value--the description applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they 

took from her for it, and she hurried home with the 78 cents. With that chain on his watch Jim might 

be properly anxious about the time in any company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it 

on the sly on account of the old leather strap that he used in place of a chain. 

When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and reason. She got out her 

curling irons and lighted the gas and went to work repairing the ravages made by generosity added to 

love. Which is always a tremendous task dear friends--a mammoth task. 

Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying curls that made her look wonderfully 

like a truant schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically. 

"If Jim doesn't kill me," she said to herself, "before he takes a second look at me, he'll say I look like a 

Coney Island chorus girl. But what could I do--oh! what could I do with a dollar and eighty-seven 

cents?" 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 587  january  2022 

 

142 

At 7 o'clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back of the stove hot and ready to cook 

the chops. 

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the corner of the table near the 

door that he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she 

turned white for just a moment. She had a habit of saying little silent prayers about the simplest 

everyday things, and now she whispered: "Please, God, make him think I am still pretty." 

The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very serious. Poor fellow, he was 

only twenty-two--and to be burdened with a family! He needed a new overcoat and he was with out 

gloves. 

Jim stepped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon 

Della, and there was an expression in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It was not 

anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared 

for. He simply stared at her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face. 

Della wriggled off the table and went for him. 

"Jim, darling," she cried, "don't look at me that way. I had my hair cut off and sold it because I 

couldn't have lived through Christmas without giving you a present. It'll grow out again--you won't 

mind, will you? I just had to do it. My hair grows awfully fast. Say 'Merry Christmas!' Jim, and let's be 

happy. You don't know what a nice-what a beautiful, nice gift I've got for you." 

"You've cut off your hair?" asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at that patent fact yet, even 

after the hardest mental labour. 

"Cut it off and sold it," said Della. "Don't you like me just as well, anyhow? I'm me without my hair, 

ain't I?" 

Jim looked about the room curiously. 

"You say your hair is gone?" he said, with an air almost of idiocy. 

"You needn't look for it," said Della. "It's sold, I tell you--sold and gone, too. It's Christmas Eve, boy. 

Be good to me, for it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head were numbered," she went on with a 

sudden serious sweetness, "but nobody could ever count my love for you. Shall I put the chops on, 

Jim?" 

Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten seconds let us regard with 

discreet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a 

year--what is the difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi 

brought valuable gifts, but that was not among them. This dark assertion will be illuminated later on. 
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Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table. 

"Don't make any mistake, Dell," he said, "about me. I don't think there's anything in the way of a 

haircut or a shave or a shampoo that could make me like my girl any less. But if you'll unwrap that 

package you may see why you had me going a while at first." 

White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic scream of joy; and then, 

alas! a quick feminine change to hysterical tears and wails, necessitating the immediate employment of 

all the comforting powers of the lord of the flat. 

For there lay The Combs--the set of combs, side and back, that Della had worshipped for long in a 

Broadway window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise-shell, with jewelled rims--just the shade to wear in 

the beautiful vanished hair. They were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved 

and yearned over them without the least hope of possession. And now, they were hers, but the tresses 

that should have adorned the coveted adornments were gone. 

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with dim eyes and a smile and 

say: "My hair grows so fast, Jim!" 

And then Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, "Oh, oh!" 

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly upon her open palm. The dull 

precious metal seemed to flash with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit. 

"Isn't it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You'll have to look at the time a hundred times 

a day now. Give me your watch. I want to see how it looks on it." 

Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the back of his head and 

smiled. 

"Dell," said he, "let's put our Christmas presents away and keep 'em a while. They're too nice to use 

just at present. I sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs. And now suppose you put the 

chops on." 

The magi, as you know, were wise men--wonderfully wise men-who brought gifts to the Babe in the 

manger. They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt wise 

ones, possibly bearing the privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here I have lamely related 

to you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each 

other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that 

of all who give gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive gifts, such as they are wisest. 

Everywhere they are wisest. They are the magi. 
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The Gift of the Magi was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Wed, Dec 23, 2020 

 

The Gift of the Magi is featured in our collections: Christmas Stories and Short Stories for Middle 

School. If you enjoyed it, try Giovanni Boccaccio's Federigo's Falcon, and The Necklace, both 

employing ironic twists, and great examples for comparative analysis. 

Teachers and students may benefit from our The Gift of the Magi Study Guide to more fully enjoy the 

story. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry/short-story/the-gift-of-the-magi 

  

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry/short-story/the-gift-of-the-magi
https://americanliterature.com/christmas
https://americanliterature.com/middle-school-short-stories
https://americanliterature.com/middle-school-short-stories
https://americanliterature.com/author/giovanni-boccaccio/short-story/federigos-falcon
https://americanliterature.com/author/guy-de-maupassant/short-story/the-necklace
https://americanliterature.com/the-gift-of-the-magi-study-guide
https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry/short-story/the-gift-of-the-magi
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“Final days” 

SAYAKA MURATA, TRANSLATED BY GINNY TAPLEY TAKEMORI 

 

The following story appears in the new issue of Freeman's on "change." Murata is the author of many 

books, including Convenience Store Woman, winner of Japan’s most prestigious literary award, the 

Akutagawa Prize. Takemori has translated fiction by more than a dozen early modern and contemporary 

Japanese writers. Her translation of Murata’s Convenience Store Woman won the 2020-21 Lindsey and 

Masao Miyoshi Prize and shortlisted for the 2019 Indies Choice and Best Translated Book Awards. 

I guess it’s about time, I thought, and decided to go ahead with the preparations. First I contacted the 

workers to dispose of all my belongings. 
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“Are you making plans to die?” a young man asked. 

“Yes. Either tomorrow or the day after.” 

“Really? My girlfriend and I are thinking of dying together next month or so.” 

Many couples in their twenties or thirties chose to die together. 

“How nice,” I said automatically. 

“May I ask what setting you have in mind? Disneyland, I imagine. Or a meadow of flowers?” 

“No, I have a more natural death in mind.” 

“Oh wow, nice. A natural death. That’s what my sister did, too.” 

The young men went about their work chatting cheerfully until there was nothing left in my apartment. 

“Well, that’s us done. Have a good death!” 

I picked up my backpack, the only item left in the empty place, and went outside. 

About 100 years had passed since medicine had advanced so far that nobody died any more. Nobody 

aged either, and even if you died in an accident or were murdered by someone, technology was such 

that you could immediately be resuscitated. It was feared that the population would explode, but 

surprisingly that hadn’t happened. As it was, once we thought we were ready to die we could do so in 

whatever way we liked. Bookstores were full of volumes on ways to die: Perfect for Women! 100 Cute 

Ways to Die; Die Like a Man! How to Leave an Impression in Death; The Top Ten Ways for Lovers to 

Die☆Illustrated. I myself chose one titled Let’s Die Naturally! Super Deaths for Adults & the Best Spots. 

The right time was different for different people. There were some who had reached two hundred years 

old and intended to keep going, while some children died when they were only ten. I’m thirty-six now 

and I don’t know if that’s early or late—I just somehow started to feel that it was time. My hunch was 

probably right, though, since the population remained steady at about the right number without 

increasing or decreasing. 

After flicking through the book and getting a pretty good idea of what I wanted, I went to city hall and 

filled in a do-not-resuscitate order to ensure that even if my body were found, no measures would be 

taken to revive me. Once that was done, I dealt with other practical matters such as what to do with the 

little savings I had, and obtained my death permit. The formalities were more complicated than I’d 

anticipated, and by the time I finally finished and went outside again it was already dark. 
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I presented my death permit at the pharmacy and asked for a relatively strong, fast-acting drug so that 

I wouldn’t suffer. 

“You take care of yourself, now. Have a good death!” the young woman pharmacist told me, throwing 

in some vitamin tablets free of charge. 

I got onto the night train and headed for the location described in the book. It was a quiet place deep in 

the mountains. In the winter it was a busy ski resort, but in this season the only people here had come 

to die. 

I alighted at the appointed station, and headed off into the mountains on foot in search of a quiet place. 

On my way I passed by a couple stabbing each other with knives. A lot of couples chose killing each 

other as their way to die. I skirted around them, taking care not to get in their way. After walking along 

the mountain road for a couple of hours, I finally came across a deserted spot with a lovely view that 

looked like a nice place to die. Following the instructions in the book, I dug a hole with the spade. 

Maybe someone else had been here before me, for the earth was soft and it was easier than I’d 

expected. 

When the hole was ready, I lay down inside it and drank the mineral water containing the drug I’d 

been given. Then, while still conscious, I began covering myself with earth. I couldn’t do it as 

thoroughly as someone else would have done it for me, but still I managed to get myself more or less 

buried in the ground. Breathing through a short hose connected to the surface, enveloped in the 

warmth of the earth, I closed my eyes. Before long the drug would take effect and I would die buried 

there in the ground. Returning to the earth like this was currently a popular way to die. 

I didn’t want people gossiping about me after I was dead, laughing about the way I died or commenting 

on how I was so plain in life but then chose a flashy death causing problems for others, or saying that I 

should have known better than to die like that, and so I wanted to go as quietly as possible, a classy 

kind of death. 

Before medical care had become so advanced, death had apparently been something that came 

unpredictably. A drug would be the best way, I thought, given that I would have to bury myself. I 

wanted my death to be as unobtrusive as possible. 

Suddenly my head grew heavy, and I knew I was dying. Wouldn’t it be great if natural deaths were 

restored in the next world, I thought, squeezing my eyes shut, and then abruptly lost consciousness. 

__________________________________________________________ 
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This piece is from The Freeman’s issue on change, published by Grove Atlantic.  

 

https://lithub.com/final-days/  

https://groveatlantic.com/book/freemans-change/
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Retired electric vehicle batteries could be used to store renewable energy 

Engineers research recycling and reusing lithium-ion batteries to optimize design 

 
 

Researchers recommend reusing old lithium-ion EV batteries to store energy before recycling them. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

December 9, 2021 

Researchers at Cornell University, partially funded by the U.S. National Science Foundation, recently 

published a study that outlines ways to sustainably repurpose used lithium-ion electric vehicle batteries 

to reduce their carbon footprint. The researchers investigated how battery chemistry, reuse and 

recycling influence the energy output and environmental impact of lithium-ion EV batteries. 

The analysis, published in Science Advances, found that the carbon footprint of a lithium-ion EV 

battery can be reduced by up to 17% if it is reused before being recycled. Batteries with reduced energy 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304070&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2021/11/study-provides-keys-managing-influx-ev-batteries
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1643244&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abi7633
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storage capacity can be repurposed to store wind and solar energy. The research is key to 

manufacturing lithium-ion batteries for electric vehicles that are designed for sustainability instead of 

performance. 

"What to do with all these retired electric vehicle batteries is going to be a huge issue," said Fengqi 

You, one of the authors of the study. The research team considered environmental and economic 

tradeoffs in how batteries are built, used and recycled. 

"Lithium-ion batteries are designed today for performance and not for recycling or second life," said 

You. Lithium-ion batteries usually last 12 years or less before losing the capacity to power a vehicle. 

"There's very little discussion right now about the environmental dimensions of improving battery 

design for recycling or reuse." 

The demand for recycling facilities that can break down lithium-ion EV batteries and extract the raw 

materials inside currently outpaces supply. Due to the volume of used batteries that will need to be 

recycled in the coming years, that demand will only grow. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 
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