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Submission Policy  
 

All the work in this issue starts in a class or independent study at The Park School.  The path to its 
publication begins with a teacher recommendation. Teachers recommend art and writing for the 
Journal because they find it to be curious, inspiring, disturbing, insightful or challenging – in some 
way, good. Students then decide whether or not they wish to submit their work to the editors. 
Submissions are accepted all year long. 
  
The editorial board is made up of three faculty members and four students.  This group changes each 
year, by drawing names from a hat full of the names of all interested people.  The Journal also has a 
staff, consisting of a managing editor, a graphic designer, and a copy editor.  These positions are filled 
each year by the previous year’s staff, in consultation with the advisor.  
  
The entries considered by the editorial board do not contain the names of their creators, as an attempt 
to lessen bias and favoritism.   All submissions are considered for their originality, appeal and craft, and 
are not based on a theme or genre.  Although a wide variety of work is desirable, there is no 
requirement of balance between academic disciplines.   
 
The cover design and illustrations are submitted by students directly to the graphic designer, who 
invites all students to submit their work at any time.  These are also considered anonymously. 
  
The Journal is distributed to everyone connected to its creation:  students who have work 
recommended, recommending teachers, editors, staff, illustrators, donors, and those providing 
support and advice.   
 
Many thanks to all of the Park teachers who recommended student work, to the students who agreed 
to submit them, and to the editors for their challenging choices. Most of all, thank you to our readers. 
We hope you enjoy these pieces as much as we have. 
  

 
The Park Journal Staff 
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A New Life in America: How Ndo Osias Learned What Race Is 

by Cici Osias 

 

When I think of Ndo Osias (read DŌ oh-zee-AHs), I think: the critical thinker; I think: the hard-worker; I 

think: the man who speaks four languages fluently; I think: the scarier parent. But what I think is very different 

from what might come to mind for others. When others think of Ndo Osias, they think: the man with the 

ambiguous accent; they think: the person they need to cross the street to avoid; they think: the man who, 

although he excels in his position, doesn’t deserve the raise quite as much as John Smith because “he isn’t ready 

for it”; they think: the man whom it’s okay to call a “nigger” because even if the boss finds out, he won’t do 

anything anyway. 

Born in Zaïre (now known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo) to a Zaïrian mother and a Haitian 

father, my father grew up in the central Sub-Saharan region of Africa. Contrary to what one might imagine upon 

hearing that he was raised in Africa, Ndo actually spent much of his childhood surrounded by white people, 

having attended a majority-Belgian international school for all of his primary and secondary education. In 1991, 

Ndo moved to the United States (as decided by his parents) and attended Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI) 

for his undergraduate degree in mechanical engineering, where he was surrounded by a similar majority-white 

population.  

Despite having grown up in different worlds, my father and I experienced surprisingly similar childhoods. 

We both had a passion for writing and learning languages, could always be found with our heads stuck in a book, 

were raised by an immigrant, and attended predominantly white schools for all of our educational careers. But 

with all these similarities, our childhoods were also divergent in many ways. While I grew up in Baltimore, 

Maryland, he grew up in Kinshasa, Zaïre. While I grew up speaking English at home, he grew up speaking French 

and Lingala. While I was black in a majority white country, he was black in a majority black country. But one of 

the biggest differences between my youth and my father’s is that he was able to experience the joys of 

juvenescence without ever thinking about race.  

I grew up despising my coarse, kinky hair and wishing it just fell straight like all the other girls’. I grew up 

heeding my mother’s reminders never to wear a backpack inside of a store, for they’d see my brown skin and and 

assume I was trying to steal something. I grew up in an age where all over the news I saw men, women, and 

children being killed simply for existing while black. But for my father, in Zaïre, “Race was something that didn’t 

exist.” Young Ndo was aware that people were of different races, but that was the extent of his interactions with 

the concept of race. At his Belgian school, my father saw things through the lens of nationality, rather than of 

race. And because predominantly white schools were all my father had ever known, racial classifications weren’t 
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something he paid attention to. “Because my multicultural experience started from daycare, race was something 

that I saw in passing, as an attribute of a person that conferred zero special properties. That changed when I came 

[to the U.S.], because I realized that race is everything.” 

Over the years, Ndo’s experiences with race not only rivaled those of my childhood, but  far exceeded them. 

From my father’s arrival in the United States in 1991, it did not take long for his run-ins with racial 

discrimination to begin. Though, fortunately for him, he saw this coming: “When I moved to the United States, 

because I read a lot--[such as the works of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X]--I knew sooner or later 

something ugly was going to happen.”  

It began in his classes at WPI. Whenever the professor told the students to form groups, people didn’t want 

to join Ndo’s group--or rather, people didn’t want Ndo to join their group. When he submitted reports, his 

grades would be significantly lower than the other students’ for reasons that the TA or teacher could not explain. 

When it was time for office hours, the professor would appear irritated when Osias came for help, but when his 

white peers came, the professor was happy to help. This was only the beginning.  

When Ndo graduated from college--after sending an application to every single car company in the United 

States to work as a car designer, but, to his disappointment, getting rejected by all of them--his first job was in 

New Holland, Pennsylvania with a company (also called New Holland) that produced tractors. While this job 

taught him crucial lessons about the field of mechanical engineering, it taught him far more important lessons 

about race in the United States.  

My father had been working at New Holland for a little bit when the time came for his six-month review. 

He was called into his boss’ office, and listened as his boss sang his praises. He talked about how amazing Ndo’s 

ideas were and complimented his diligence and work ethic. But to wrap up the meeting, the boss told my father 

that he would not be getting a raise. Perplexed and furious, my father asked why he was not deserving of a raise if 

the boss had nothing but positive things to say about him. The boss simply replied, “You’re not ready for it.” 

Instead, the raise went to Ndo’s white coworker. While this shocked my father, none of his friends at New 

Holland found this the least bit unexpected because, being men of color, the same thing had happened to each of 

them.  

But the discrimination at New Holland did not stop there. This exchange marked the moment that Ndo “knew 

that race was going to be a problem.” And he was right. “I had a racial incident where someone called me the 

N-word and was not reprimanded. And after that, adding insult to injury, I went into the HR manager’s 

office--who happened to have what I thought was a British flag, but turned out to be a Confederate flag. Ah, the 

things that I learned.” 
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And, as if the first two incidents were not bad enough, Ndo had a third major discriminatory encounter 

while working for New Holland. “We were in the field and we had to decouple the transmission from the tractor. 

So [my coworker and I] were both working on it, and he said, ‘Oh, how about you hold this part?’ So I was 

holding one part of it when he released it fast enough, knowing fully well--he knew that I was going to hold on to 

it, and I would not have enough time to remove my hand. And that’s exactly what happened. My hand essentially 

got crushed. Excruciating pain, I don’t know what’s going on, I’m completely confused, and then I realize: this is 

the same guy that called me the N-word, so this must be premeditated. And then he looks at me, he’s like, ‘What 

are you waiting for? Just drive yourself to the hospital.’ So, we’re in the middle of a field, far from everyone, and 

all he could find to say was, ‘Drive yourself to the hospital.’ Which I did. And they made me wait two hours, even 

though it was the middle of the day in a rural area and there were no emergencies.” There is a reason that those six 

months were the first and last that Ndo worked for New Holland.  

Anyone who has spent time around my dad knows that he is a fighter, so it only makes sense that he met the 

injustices he faced with resistance. Every time my father felt that he was being unfairly treated, he would report it 

to his higher-ups. And for the most part, this worked. One such example is from when my father had a co-op 

during college. He noticed that the other student intern, who was white, always received the interesting 

assignments, while my father was given the leftovers. After confronting his supervisor to no avail, he went to the 

Department of Human Relations at WPI in order to sort things out. After that, my father was always given first 

pick when it came time to dish out projects--I’m sure my father enjoyed his time at that job a whole lot more after 

that. 

Though at first sight, my father looks like any other multigenerational black American, some of his early 

racial experiences were tinted because of his foreign background. My father recounts a story from back when he 

was a student at WPI:  

At the end of my freshman year, I discovered that of the 13 black students on 

campus--so there were about 13 black students and 9 of them were male, if I 

remember correctly--and every male black student had been stopped at least once on 

campus except for me… And part of it is that I thought campus police was there for 

me… They were there to protect the students; that was my understanding of what the 

role of the police is. I didn’t have the typical experience of the police encounters as an 

African-American male because I was new to the country. So yeah, I would wave at 

[the campus police] when I saw them. Hence I was never stopped because I was never 

perceived to be a threat. 
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There was such a cultural shift for my father that he was shocked when he learned from his peers at a Black 

Student Union meeting that getting stopped was a habitual occurrence for them.  

Astonishingly, all of these racially-charged experiences in no way changed my father’s character, for his 

“natural tendency in the face of injustice has always been to fight.” But they did leave a profound impact on the 

way he lives his life, and the precautions that he takes.  

I play defense and offense when it comes to the race question. And what I mean by that is in the workplace I 

carry myself in a way that I essentially walk like I own the place. I walk with a sense of ownership and entitlement 

and essentially I make myself comfortable. It’s a bit disconcerting for people who have an openly racist agenda 

because they see somebody who acts like they belong and own the place, so they don’t quite know what to make 

of it. And if people seem to have an issue with it, I simply ignore them and keep moving forward.  

No words could more accurately portray my father’s character. In the face of resistance, he simply squares 

his shoulders and walks as if he has the respect he knows he deserves. 

My father says that, when raising me and my siblings, he and my mother made a conscious decision not to 

talk to us about the racism that we will undoubtedly face throughout our lives. My parents wanted to first build 

their children’s confidence in their abilities before exposing them to the inequities they may face, because they 

knew that learning that black people were seen as inferior could lead to self-doubt, and the “hatred of brown 

people that is the basis of modern-day white supremacy.” 

Ndo has worked to make sure that, now that when they are older, all his kids recognize the dangers of racist 

encounters, and how best to prevent them. Advice that my father has given to his children includes work twice as 

hard as everyone else in order to get the same result as they do;  don’t put yourself in situations where you could 

be seen as a threat or arrested.  

When I speak with my brother, Didier, it is clear that the lessons my father told to his children have been 

well-instilled. “[Knowing the things my dad has faced has] made me think to be more careful in situations where 

I’m the only person of color and I could be singled out,” Didier said. “And it’s taught me to just always keep 

watching and to always stay skeptical of things so as to not get taken advantage of.” When I asked what advice my 

father has given to him, he said, “He’s told me to stay quiet and blend in in public, and to always do twice as 

much work as everyone else so that people can’t say that I never worked hard.” 

While enduring racism has not changed my father’s personality or who he is, it has certainly changed the way 

he views this country. 

Most of the change [in how I view the United States] happened in my first five, six years [in the U.S.] 

because those were the years where I started studying here, living here, working here, interacting with people on a 
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daily basis. And I was able to shed some of the myths that I had about America and Americans. I was able to see 

reality for what it was, and I think my view since has been pretty much static.  

I’m a very realistic person when it comes to the state of race relations in America. I’d even say that I’m very 

cynical about any hope of progress that people express with regard to race relations. I don’t see any improvement 

in race relations from the standpoint of an African American person. I don’t think there will be any real change 

until two things happen--the real power that enables racist behavior is access to money, which gives access to 

resources, which give you political clout, which gives you clout in the legal system, which allows you to buy 

justice. Until African-Americans are in a position where they corner a portion of the system--the drivers of the 

system, mainly money and access to money--I don’t see any positive change for African Americans.  

We need to conquer the legal market, we need to conquer the financial market, and we essentially need to be 

in a position where--as  European Americans can buy justice, can buy access--African Americans need to put 

themselves in a situation where they can use money to buy access to justice and opportunity. So my present view 

is cynical; political clout alone is not sufficient--it has to be financial and political, because that’s the only way 

that you can truly change the system. Because in America, he who has the most money always finds a positive 

outcome to his problems--especially when it’s in the political or legal realm.  

✻ ✻ ✻ ✻ 

If you had asked my father ten years prior to moving to the United States if he thought that race would ever affect 

his life, he’d probably just scoff. But today, race is an integral part of his life. “When I first came to the United 

States I never, never imagined myself as an African American. I think it was a completely ridiculous concept for 

me, coming from Congo, to even pretend to be an African American instead of just African. Now, I can’t 

imagine not identifying as an African American--that, to me, would be ridiculous.”  
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Oli Brauer, Limbs 

Oil Paint and Fake Plants, 15” x 15”   
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Oli Brauer, Color Gauntlet 

Oil on Canvas, 13”x 13” 
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The Femininity of a Spatula 

by Parrish André 

 

Food means a lot in the South. I suppose all cultures use cuisine to define themselves, and because I’m 

Southern, I think that our food is more important to us than other cultures’ foods are to them. But Southern 

women find identity in their food that Southern men do not. Men take pride in Southern culture, but for them, 

food is a manifestation of family values. For women, food is a manifestation of femininity.  

As a feminist, it feels like I should take issue with the deeply rooted connections between Southern 

femininity and cooking, because of the way homemaking and cooking are historically seen as intrinsic duties of 

females. However, I have not taken issue with my own family’s use of stereotypical female roles. In fact, I flutter 

around the kitchen right beside my mother and aunts and grandmothers, and rarely look up to notice the men 

and boys all lazily lined up on the sofa. Am I a bad feminist for not rejecting this familial structure, or is cuisine a 

healthy and beautiful way for women to express their culture, heritage, and femininity? 

My grandmother Virginia Ann Anderson André is known for her oyster crackers. My grandfather is known 

for being the third pilot of the family and the second Frank Jacob. His father, my great-grandfather, and the first 

of three Frank Jacob André’s to come, began flying airplanes for the US Postal Service when he was sixteen. He 

had a thoroughly unpleasant experience in the Air Force before coming home, settling down and working in a gas 

station in Corinth, Mississippi. He married my great-grandmother Mildred Hammer and had two children. The 

first was a girl, Jackie, and the second a boy, my grandfather, Frank Jacob Jr., endearingly known as Buster. 

It’s funny how you know things about your family. I know all about my great-grandfather's military history 

and love for flying, his work in the gas station and his love for the family cat. But Mildred, I don’t know if she 

worked, if she had siblings or she was from Corinth. But I know she believed anything could be cooked in a 

toaster oven. I know her secret to perfect cake frosting is almond extract. I know her conveniently rhyming 

entertaining instructions (please read with a tune): “Party of more than six? Smithfield ham and biscuits.” It 

would be an exaggeration to say that I know my great grandmother through her food. But she is remembered by 

the way she used a kitchen; her name is rarely mentioned up from the supper table.  

Mildred Hammer’s food brought her family together. The women of my family still make “Mildred’s 

frosting” and that must mean something. Southern culture values women’s food in a way that brings mothers 

and daughters together. It is out of a love for tradition and flavor that we add almond extract to our frosting sixty 

years later.  

This past Christmas I visited home to see my father’s family. Beside spending a surprising amount of time 

answering my grandfather’s flummoxed questions about rap music, I spent a lot of time in the kitchen. My 
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grandmother, Virginia Ann Anderson André, there every minute I was. Her slippered feet shuffled against the red 

tile of their kitchen. There were paths of a lighter brick color between the oven and sink, the path most travelled. I 

wonder how long it takes for those lighter paths to be worn down, especially in slippers.  

“We met at Ernest Harmon’s base. He was a handsome pilot and I was a teacher for the air force brats,” 

Virginia Ann Anderson André reflected, now buried under blankets in a cushioned black pleather chair. Trying 

to move away from my grandparents’ love story and toward my English paper’s topic, I ask, “What do you 

usually cook?” She answers in the funny way I’ve heard a hundred Southern women answer before: “Well, Buster 

likes pork chops and grits and fish.” That isn’t quite what I asked.  

As I sat on the dense carpeted floor of Virginia Ann’s living room, I was served a cream cheese and olive 

sandwich and sour cream and onion potato chips. An hour later it was announced that Pat Batey was coming 

over for a late lunch. Ann began to prepare her oyster crackers. Buster unsurprisingly continued his 

news-watching in the living room as she bustled out of the room. She swept around her kitchen with much more 

grace and self-possession than I knew was possible with her bad hip. She explained her recipe to me as she went. 

She started with one 16 oz. box of oyster crackers, added two packets of ranch dressing mix, then soaked the 

mixture in ½ cup of vegetable oil for at least an hour. The mix wouldn’t stick if the oil doesn’t soak in all the way. 

It was a bit repulsive looking. The crackers look like swollen, wet buttons at this point. But I tried to trust the 

process. She then added dried dill, lemon juice, garlic powder, lemon powder and a sprinkle of secret .  “The 

secret is the André’s little secret. Don’t write about that please,” Virginia Ann jokingly whispered. After mixing 

well, she popped the pan into the oven at 250 degrees for 8 minutes. “In our old rental it was fifteen minutes, but 

this rental has a strange little oven I can’t puzzle out. My cookie sheets don’t fit in it and it cooks so dang fast, it 

drives me up the dang wall.”  

We shuffle from the red tile of the kitchen to the yellow carpeting of the living room, where Fox News 

women are speaking with their eyes glued open. Virginia Ann crosses the room to the credenza, on top of which is 

her microwave. She sets the kitchen timer. “I keep it in here so I can hear the timer while I wait.” She apparently 

waits for her cooking and baking to finish in the living room with Buster. They watch the news together while she 

waits for the microwave to beep -- so often it seems, that she keeps the microwave in the living room. It was so 

cute, I didn’t have the heart to teach her how to use the timer on her iPhone.  

Cuteness aside, something felt off. Watching an old woman, bad hip and fading short-term memory, shuffle 

from room to room, making food for her husband was a little sad. It did not seem like a celebration of culture. It 

did not seem like she was expressing her femininity. It seemed like a woman doing what she thinks she needs to do 

to be a woman. It is not as if she’s forced to cook, but there is an undeniable sense of duty to the husband, to the 

family, and to her own womanhood tied to making food.  
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It is difficult to see whether the women in my family are slightly brainwashed. They don’t complain about 

cooking every night. But do they enjoy it? Or even if they do, is it wrong or somehow un-feminist for them to 

service their husbands and families if there is an oppressive history behind it? Or is it really a celebration of the 

women who came before them, and their own love of being a woman in the South? I don’t think it is for any of 

us to say. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Park Journal, Volume 5, Number 1, Winter 2019 

10   



 

 

 

 

 

Sophie Fuchs, Snapshots 

Oil on Canvas, 18” x 20” 
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From Angry Teen to Community Organizer: Andrew Foster Connors 

by Anna Connors 

 

 

“How many weeks would you be okay living without me if I got arrested?” My dad’s voice breaks the silence 

at the Connors family dinner table, the day after the election of Donald Trump. In most households such a 

comment likely would have been met with shocked Whaaat?s, or Getting arrested?!?s, but in my house, it’s met 

with only a couple shrugs. “I don’t know, I’d be fine with a couple months I think,” is my sister’s reply. “Don’t 

do anything too crazy,” my mom says. He looks at me. “As long as you’re not being stupid, I don’t care,” I 

respond. The conversation switches to my sister’s day at school; his comment is forgotten. 

Telling people that my dad has been arrested twice before is usually met with two possible reactions. If I am 

telling someone who equates being arrested with being a murderer, the blood begins to drain from their face, and 

they seem to have the urge to run away. If I am telling someone who is more curious than concerned, they appear 

to think for a moment, then ask something like, “Well how did that happen?” Either way, I have to explain. 

In 2006, during the Iraq War, Andrew Foster Connors -- my dad, and Brown Memorial Park Avenue 

Presbyterian Church’s pastor -- began speaking out in sermons against the continual violence of the war, believing 

it was an “egregious sin.” But he felt it wasn’t enough: that he needed to do more. His colleagues mentioned 

going to DC to get arrested for civil disobedience, so Andrew decided to go too: “That Sunday, I told the 

congregation how I was feeling: that I felt my words weren’t enough and that we needed to take action, and so I 

was going down to get arrested.” In DC, after crossing a police line that he was told not to cross with several other 

people, he was arrested. 

Still, he felt it wasn’t enough; so he and a few other clergy founded the Christian Peace Witness for Iraq and 

organized a protest, which hundreds of people flew in from around the country to participate in. After a church 
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service in the National Cathedral late in the evening, they marched to the White House, surrounding it with 

candlelight. Then, “222 of us crossed the police line and knelt down and prayed. [The police] came and gave us 

three warnings. And then they arrested us.” They were put on charter buses and taken to a holding facility, where 

they were processed as if they were going to jail. Andrew says they were held overnight in handcuffs, and the 

police “clearly wanted you to feel a lot of discomfort.” The story made the front page of the Baltimore Sun the 

following day. Yet afterwards, Andrew suddenly withdrew from the civil disobedience movement. He says it was 

because, “I realized that I don’t want to just be an activist to make statements. I wanted to be able to accomplish 

some stuff.” He believed, just as he did after getting arrested for the first time, that still he was not doing enough. 

It was at this moment that he began to get involved with BUILD (Baltimoreans United in Leadership 

Development). 

On their website, BUILD describes themselves as “a broad-based, non-partisan, interfaith, multiracial 

community power organization rooted in Baltimore’s neighborhoods and congregations...dedicated to making 

our city a better place for all Baltimoreans to live and thrive.” BUILD has worked for over 35 years in the city “to 

improve housing, increase job opportunities, and rebuild schools and neighborhoods.”  Andrew describes their 1

approach to organizing as “broad-based:” it’s made up of people from all different backgrounds, with the 

expectation that everyone can relate to each other, and when they do,  they are much more successful. He says it 

“continues to surprise people who really don’t know how to do that.” For political and business leaders, BUILD 

probably feels a lot like a younger brother: in their fight for housing, jobs and schools, they are often the ones in 

and out of the Mayor’s office for meetings and press conferences, nagging them constantly. For the past 13 years, 

Andrew has served as Clergy Co-Chair. 

Working with BUILD is one of my dad’s favorite pastimes. If he’s not writing sermons or visiting people in 

the congregation who are in the hospital, he’s probably at a BUILD event. When he comes home from an action, 

it’s like he’s back in sixth grade; he can’t wait to tell us about how he “got the Mayor all riled up” or “roasted 

Kevin Plank,” the CEO of Under Armour. It’s clearly his favorite part of the day, and while it means he often gets 

home late, my mom says she puts up with it, because he obviously enjoys it so much: “I just remember over the 

years going to different BUILD actions, and seeing him being put in the spot of firing everybody up in the end, 

and he was just in his element and loving it, and getting everybody fired up, and I remember just smiling at that, 

because it’s a gift that he has.” However, at the same time, it can sometimes leave him in dicey situations, like 

getting arrested. That aspect occasionally leaves my mom in fear: “Every now and then, especially now with 

Trump in office, I have a little wave of concern for what he might do and what the consequences might be. 

1 http://www.buildiaf.org/ 
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Because he can get so fierce about seeing justice served, sometimes my concern is, ‘What is that fierceness? There’s 

nothing that’s going to stand in the way of that fierceness.’” 

Andrew is usually a very level-headed person. He has his pilot’s license and worked for three years as a 

volunteer firefighter. Neither are jobs for people unable to keep calm. Yet justice is the one place where he is 

unable to keep cool: “I’m usually really good at containing my emotions, but if you cross a justice line, I can be 

almost self-destructive,” he said. Organizing, he told me, is a way for him to use his anger in a positive way: 

What organizing does is it’s a constructive way for people with a lot of anger to channel that into 
constructive things, and I feel like I’m one of those people with a lot of anger. I don’t know exactly where 
a lot of that comes from, but I think I know what it means. We talk a lot in organizing about the world as 
it should be and the world as it is and the chasm between those two things. I think I’ve had experiences in 
my life where the world as it is doesn’t match up with the world as it should be, and I think for me that’s a 
lot of the place where anger is generated. It’s also the place where if you don’t do something with that 
anger it can be very destructive to you personally, but if you figure out how to channel it in a good 
direction it is the fire. People talk about letting it smolder as opposed to letting it burn, and I think that 
keeps me going. 

 
The “justice line” is one any organizer must walk. It’s the line between obeying the law, and obeying one’s 

instincts for what is right. Martin Luther King says in his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” (1963) that “any 

unjust law is no law at all.” The unjust laws King describes are the same Andrew speaks of: where “the world as it 

is” is far from “the world as it should be.” That deep conviction -- of bridging the divides between the world as it 

is and the world as it should be -- is at the heart of organizing. In order for it to be successful, there has to be a will 

to fight for justice, rooted in a kind of anger. But, as Andrew says, it’s about figuring out how to let it “smolder” 

rather than “burn.” 

Where does Andrew’s anger come from? Though he says he “[doesn’t] know exactly,” he had several 

experiences early in his life where “the world as it is” was far from “the world as it should be.” The most formative 

of those experiences came when he was 16. 

On November 29, 1988, a tornado tore through Raleigh, North Carolina, killing four and injuring 151 

people. Among those killed was nine-year-old Janet Barnes, a member of First Baptist Church. Andrew was also a 

member of First Baptist, and his memories from that week are still as clear as if it was yesterday: “I remember 

waking up, and my mother being on the phone, and she just turned hysterical, shouting ‘no, no.’ And she got off 

the phone and told me Janet Barnes had been killed in a tornado.” Janet’s death had a profound effect on him. He 

felt the “injustice” of that event personally; it confronted all of what he had learned in church about who God 

was. He was angry, and the adults in his congregation provided no outlet for that anger: they simply went back to 

worshipping as before. “I was just pissed. And I wanted to talk about that. I wanted somebody to acknowledge 

that. And I feel like people stopped at that point -- they didn’t want to open those questions.” He wasn’t ready to 

move on, yet everyone else seemed to have done just that. Even today, he says he doesn’t think he ever fully 
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moved on: “I don’t think I ever lost that feeling when the world is just so not the way it’s supposed to be. I don’t 

think I’m the kind of person that wants to just accept that. Or at least, I didn’t want to accept it on other people’s 

terms.” 

Refusing to accept things on other people’s terms is often what got Andrew into tricky situations growing 

up. A teacher told him to bring a note to her so she could see it; he tore it up and got detention instead. In 

kindergarten, he was forced to write with his right hand; Andrew became ambidextrous instead. After Andrew 

called out his gym teacher for being “too friendly with the girls,” he nailed him square in the chest with a tennis 

ball; Andrew walked off the court and didn’t look back. The high school principal even shut down his and his 

friend’s underground newspaper because of the content he wanted to print, saying if Andrew created it he would 

make sure he didn’t get into a good college. My mom says when she met my dad, two things were immediately 

clear: “He had this very keen intellect, and then this very powerful drive to see justice come to fruition.” Whether 

it was a nine-year-old girl killed in a tornado or a teacher shutting down his underground newspaper, Andrew was 

never one to watch the story unfold from the sidelines.  

By the time Andrew went to college at Duke University, he was an angry teenager. He said he needed to find 

an outlet for it. Duke wasn’t a place he felt he fit, but he wasn’t exactly sure why: “I think part of it was being a 

kid who had gone to public schools...there was a sense of entitlement all the time that I wasn’t totally comfortable 

with.” Part of it was the social scene, where students got smashed, puking in bathrooms, hallways and dorm 

rooms, and watched hungover as the all-black cleaning staff cleaned up the next day. That image didn’t sit well 

with him: “There was just the invisibility of anybody who’s working class, whether that’s a housekeeper, or in a 

kitchen; there was the assumption that we were not going to have a relationship.”  

The Student Rural Health Coalition, a student-run organization, gave him a place to foster relationships 

with working-class people whom he wanted to connect with but was often isolated from at Duke. The Coalition 

volunteered in the eastern part of North Carolina, helping to build health clinics in rural communities. Andrew 

says that he often connected better with the people in the communities he was working with than with his 

classmates: there wasn’t the sense of entitlement that he saw at Duke. With his experiences volunteering there, he 

began to see the power of organizing: “When I...saw the poverty that people were living in and the racial injustice 

and inequities there, I got more interested in the tools of organizing that communities were using to try and 

change their own situation.” He spent his summers in Garysburg, North Carolina, an entirely working-class, 

African American town except for white factory owners. The town was literally divided by railroad tracks; black 

people lived on one side, and white people on the other. Andrew lived with an older African American woman. 

“I remember my parents crying when they dropped me off,” he said, “because they were dropping their little 

white boy off on the ‘wrong’ side of the tracks.” While there, Andrew and a few other Duke students tried to 
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organize people to fight for better working conditions in poultry factories, the dominant industry in the area. 

None of the employees had access to health care, and with such bad working conditions, many got sick and were 

unable to pay the bills. Most employees had been small poultry farmers themselves, put out of business by the 

larger poultry corporations. In order to organize a movement, there needed to be proof of the awful conditions; 

Andrew went to the poultry owners, told them he was a student doing a consultation for a project at Duke 

University, and asked if he could have a tour. They obliged, and Andrew spent the tour noting safety violations 

and instances of poor treatment of employees. Because of his and others’ work, a movement was organized 

around better working conditions. My mom says for Andrew it was “a first taste of community organizing” and 

how he could use his power to make change; Andrew says it was a time of self-discovery about his own privilege 

and background. 

Most people probably would have ended up in the nonprofit sector following Andrew’s experiences, and in 

fact, he did briefly end up there: for two years, he served as a Fellow with the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, one 

of the largest statewide charitable foundations in the country at the time. He said he enjoyed it; he even managed 

to find time to get his pilot’s license and be a volunteer firefighter. But he wasn’t engaging with the deeper life 

questions that he was curious about. Going to seminary seemed the only option that would let him do that, and 

he said he “felt as if I left those [questions] unexplored I would regret that later.” 

In seminary, Andrew continued to find ways to combine his education and community organizing. One 

instance was the LGBTQ+ movement he and my mom organized at Columbia Theological Seminary, which was 

quite conservative at the time. My mom says “it was very painful” at the time to see people experiencing so much 

hate: a month after they got to seminary, the campus exploded in conflict at the inclusion of LGBTQ+ people in 

the church. My mom, dad, and a few friends organized around the issue, listening to students and advocating for 

gay rights. It landed them in the president’s office. But after a long, difficult fight, the first Gay-Straight Alliance 

was created on campus, which still survives today. 

Preaching and organizing don’t normally go so hand-in-hand. My mom says many churches actually 

discourage it; they don’t like seeing their pastors so involved in politics. Yet Andrew seems to combine the two 

with ease; it’s rare that his sermons on Sunday don’t mention anything political. My mom says she sees his passion 

for organizing as directly connected to the church: “I think a lot of it comes from his faith, and a deep conviction 

that that is who he is supposed to be in the world, and that everybody deserves to have a good place to live, and a 

good job, and to be treated fairly and respectfully and with dignity.” Luckily for Andrew, he’s been fortunate 

enough to find a congregation who embrace his commitment to community organizing just as much as his 

commitment to the church. 
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Baltimore is a community in desperate need of community organizing. The uprisings in 2015 are often 

characterized by the media as a slew of violence in response to Freddie Gray, but BUILD sees it a different way: a 

city that has continually disinvested in poor neighborhoods while continuing to invest in upscale neighborhoods. 

BUILD’s work attempts to bridge those two divides, and it’s never easy. 

In November, Andrew preached a sermon he called “Stay Woke.” It was Giving Sunday: a day where 

members of the congregation pledge a commitment (in money) to the church for the following year. Most 

pastors tend to preach a self-promoting sermon that day to convince members to give more money. But Andrew’s 

sermon wasn’t like that. “The truth is,” he said, “that none of our efforts...are going to make a bit of difference if 

we don’t get a handle on the craziness that is going around.” He described how lifelong residents say it’s never 

been this bad in Baltimore, that people from surrounding counties are no longer willing to come into the city, 

that a priest from Ethiopia said, “Where I’m from in Africa we are all very poor. We have nothing. But we do not 

kill each other. Here I am afraid.” The solution to the violence, Andrew said, will “need the church,” because it’s 

one of the only places left that “can stand between ordinary people and the rapacious forces of the market.” The 

solution, he said, will require everyone to “stay awake”: 

Keep awake when you hear city leaders and residents across some neighborhoods calling for children 
to be locked up instead of treated for trauma some have lived with like soldiers who never got to leave 
their war. Keep awake when you hear law and order policies on the horizon almost to the hour that this 
country started to confess the Jim Crow cradle to prison pipeline. Keep awake when you hear people 
giving up on the possibility of good relations with police or giving up on a good education for their 
children or giving up making two Baltimores one. Keep awake….We know that when you ask people 
about the roots of the violence, the majority of people want to talk first about children – children who 
have no place to play, children who don’t have parents raising them up in the right paths, children who 
display all the symptoms of trauma exposure yet get none of the treatment. Unleash the social workers, 
open up all rec centers late. Do it for 90 days and see what happens...We know this because the church is 
still the best listener on the block when it wants to be. We know the power that can come when people 
are listened to. Whenever people cry out, God hears, God is moved, God takes action. God calls on us to 
do the same...it’s our turn to put on the breastplate of faith and love, to buckle down the helmet of 
salvation and encourage one another to get in the fight for the hope of salvation -- our saving in the hour 
of our greatest need.  2

 

Hearing my dad preach those words, I understood what my mom meant when she described his gift. It’s 

this ability to use his passion and gift for preaching to reach across the divides between communities from Under 

Armour to Sandtown. It’s a conviction he has that this is who he is supposed to be, that this is who God wants 

him to be. It’s his faith that keeps him anchored, but it’s his anger at injustice that makes him the person he is. 

My parents held a Christmas Party this year. They called it their “My Favorite People from All Walks of 

Life” party. There were famous writers, ex-prisoners now working at Johns Hopkins, wealthy lawyers, and 

organizers from BUILD, all in the same room. There were children and grandparents and people of all ages in 

2 https://browndowntown.org/sermon/stay-woke/ 
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between. It may not have been at church, and it may not have been community organizing. But it was an instance 

where I saw people come together across divides to listen and learn from one another. It was a place where I could 

see in person the work my dad comes home so excited about. It was a place where I could visualize how many 

people my dad has touched simply because of who he is. And it was a place where “the world as it is” seemed to be 

no different from “the world as it should be.”  
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Reality TV: The Most Prescient Entertainment of Our Time 

by Ben Cohn 

 

A curious thing happened on The Real Housewives of New York two seasons ago. At the reunion episode, 

filmed in September 2016, the subject of the election arose. Some women were immediately uneasy, like Ramona 

Singer, who made an opaque statement about how neither candidate was desirable, while others, like vocal 

Hillary supporter Carole Radziwell, gladly shared whom they were voting for. It was one of those strange 

moments when the purported “reality” of reality TV was actually invaded by true reality, uncomfortable reality. 

But after a few moments of silence, Housewives ringmaster Andy Cohen pivoted the conversation towards 

the feud between Radziwell and fellow co-star/ex-friend Bethenny Frankel. As quickly as real life invaded the 

Housewives’ world of performative drama, it departed. 

This is how the plot of the Housewives behaves. Like a slow-moving cloud or delusional damsel in distress 

Sonja Morgan with a drink in her hand, it floats between subjects and places, with no clear commencement, 

conflict, or conclusion. In this way, the Real Housewives franchise has done one of two things: stumbled upon a 

new form of post-modernist storytelling, or, more likely, parted from millennia-old narrative rules in favor of 

formless melodrama. 

This push towards shapeless storytelling is representative of reality television as a whole, which has broken 

down storytelling convention into bits and pieces, which it rearranges aimlessly. In many ways, reality TV has 

broken television. We once watched television for lovable characters, satisfying episodes, and smart messages, but 

those traits are now missing. What we lose in reality TV is what we have lost in the real world: attention, truth, 

and empathy. 

There is a duality to reality television viewership. On one hand, it is aspirational. Much of reality TV focuses 

on beautiful people with lots of money. We aspire to live in a house with soaring ceilings like Lisa Vanderpump 

or fly in a private jet like Erika Girardi. There is even a aspirational angle that exists outside television, in which 

reality TV stars become famous in their own right, transcending the show that they got their start on. The 

Kardashians are a prime example of this, turning a sex tape and some rich-people antics into a globe-dominating 

brand. Steven Reiss and James Wiltz write about this phenomenon in their study of why we love reality TV. 

“Reality TV allows Americans to fantasize about gaining status through automatic fame. Ordinary people can 

watch the shows, see people like themselves and imagine that they too could become celebrities by being on 

television,” Reiss and Wiltz say. “It does not matter as much that the contestants often are shown in an 
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unfavorable light; the fact that millions of Americans are paying attention means that the contestants are 

important.” This is dangerous. Reality TV endorses bad behavior by making its stars famous; the message is that 

in real life we should act the same way. 

Aspiration, however, is not enough to make someone tune in every week. Instead, because we admire our 

reality TV stars, we also delight in their downfall. Tom Green wrote in The Huffington Post that “the days of 

looking up to inventors, artists, and genuinely successful people are gone, perhaps because they are not celebrated 

as widely. Seeing losers on TV gives us hope. Seeing a brilliant doctor change the world by curing some disease 

just isn’t sexy. But watch some moron ruin their reputation and we can all rest easy that we would never be so 

foolish. We have become addicted to this kind of TV not only because it can be entertaining, but also it makes us 

feel better about ourselves.” This schadenfreude is the most powerful tool of the reality TV producer. It’s what 

tears us away from the facade of upper-class excellence and makes us feel better about ourselves. The brilliance of 

this television form is its ability to be watchable while never requiring any empathy. We never need to care for the 

stars; in fact, these shows are far more enjoyable when we don’t. Stepping back and letting the drama unfold in 

front of our eyes as a passive third party makes viewing more fun. Caring for the stars would mean that we would 

realize we are watching real people being exploited for entertainment. And that would implicate the viewers. We 

cannot be at fault; neither can the producers. We would stop watching if we felt that the show was acting 

maliciously, and so we can never feel that way. By distancing us from the stars, reality TV shows ensure that those 

kinds of thoughts never cross our minds. 

Reality TV’s breaking of narrative forms doesn’t stop there; it is perhaps the most postmodern art form 

today. In a normal serialized television season, stories reach their climax around ¾ of the way through. The 

beginning episodes should set up what’s to come, but they should also be interesting on their own. There’s some 

rising action, then a climax that sustains itself until the end of the season. Episodes are structured similarly 

(Lanouette). Even though television was developed as a medium until the 1950s, it’s still beholden to Aristotle’s 

three-act structure. 

But tuning into a season of reality TV, we find no evidence of these preexisting structures. Postmodernism’s 

rejection of grand ideals is apparent in the way reality TV rejects the narrative frameworks of the Ancient Greeks 

(PBS). The first few episodes of a season are almost unbearably boring.  But then comes the middle stride of the 

season, which is when simmering feuds erupt. By the end of the season, the women (and reality TV almost 

exclusively stars women) have found themselves on teams, making alliances and expecting loyalty that will never 

be reciprocated. The average episode flits from scene to scene, as women talk behind each other’s backs and eat at 

expensive restaurants. Ask a reality TV viewer about a specific episode of their favorite show and they likely 

couldn’t answer it; I certainly couldn’t. On the other hand, fans of Friends and Breaking Bad could quote back to 
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you line for line what happened in an episode. The distinction is clear: we pay attention to a well-structured 

show; we let a poorly structured show flutter by. Kelefa Sanneh described the experience of watching reality TV 

in The New Yorker, saying, “...Reality shows have a tendency to blur together into a single orgy of joy and 

disappointment and recrimination.”  With no expectation to pay attention, we let the art we consume become 

background noise. This is television made to be viewed while you’re on your phone. 

In this blur of arguments and drama, it’s astonishing to see the impetus for a fight is lost. As stars argue over 

what one may have said to the other, there is rarely flashback to tell the truth of the matter. Because that is not the 

point of a fight on reality TV. The winner is not who is right. The winner is who yells better, who gets more 

friends on their side, who can white-knuckle their opponent into submission. Ramona Singer is the queen of 

losing fights like these. She runs around New York City with a hypnotic neuroticism that manages to piss 

everyone off at some point. Throughout the years, she’s pissed pretty much every cast member off. They come at 

her, spitting and frothing at the mouth, but she has learned to just apologize and move on. She says sorry even 

when she doesn’t mean it. And when that doesn’t work, the crocodile tears come out and eventually, the angered 

finds themselves giving her a hug. She knows that putting a bandaid on a bullet wound is what amounts to 

success on the show. Once she apologizes, the angered must accept it, unless they want to look like rude. Every 

once in a while, this manipulative behavior becomes apparent even to the viewer. So the producers have a star talk 

about their dead husband or divorce. The star cries, and suddenly the show is satisfied that it is no longer evil. But 

of course, there is no depth to all of this. This is sympathy, not empathy. We pity these women for the things that 

pain them, but we never identify with them. Once again, it’s a question of caring. Each problem that reality TV 

presents goes hand in hand. 

The longer we spend with reality television, the more we fall under its spell. It’s a kind of Stockholm 

Syndrome. What was once mind-numbing, perhaps even brain-cell-killing, becomes dementedly entertaining. We 

stop caring who actually said what and instead rejoice in the drama those words created. When the real world 

invades, as the election did, or when Taylor Armstrong reveals her husband was physically abusive, we become 

uncomfortable. The election was not fun. Abuse is not fun. We cannot delight in these things. As Serena Elavia 

said in The Atlantic, “These shows continue to be defined by a strange conundrum among reality-television fans: 

They want to see what’s ‘really’ happening to other people, as long as it isn’t too real.”  

Whether or not Luann De Lesseps called Carole Radziwell a pedophile is not the only place in which truth 

no longer matters; Kelly Bensimon’s topic jumping is not the only place in which attention no longer matters; 

Taylor Armstrong’s abuse being exploited on television is not the only place in which empathy no longer matters. 

These are fundamental values that are disappearing throughout our culture. Sarah Sanders posted a doctored 

video of Jim Acosta harassing a White House aide. The most popular art form among teenagers is seven-second 
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videos. Fox News called a group of migrant women and children fleeing gang violence and extreme poverty “an 

army.” I’m not blaming reality TV for this. The truth is, it abandons all the things that our culture is already 

exorcising itself from. Reality television even gave rise to our current president, who is the king of anti-truth, 

anti-attention, and anti-empathy. He has made reality TV our reality. In 2018, maybe The Real Housewives 

should be required viewing. We must all understand how our society operates now. Do not teach our children 

facts or ask them to focus on one thing. Do not even ask them to care for one another. None of this matters 

anymore. To fit this downward trend, schools should not teach public speaking or rhetoric. Instead, courses 

about the application of Machiavellian techniques on everything from politics to friendship would be more 

fitting. I am only half joking. I don’t have the answer for how we fix these failings. But there is one upside -- at 

least the cultural disintegration will be entertaining. 
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Driving Test 

by Bella Johnson 

 

Sitting at the edge of his seat, his leg bouncing rapidly, Alex impatiently waited in the sitting room of 

Pennsylvania’s Department of Motor Vehicles. His mother lounged next to him with her legs crossed and her 

phone in her hand, with Candy Crush Saga opened and a game underway. In her peripheral vision, she could see 

Alex’s leg going up and down more times in a minute then the flapping of a hummingbird’s wings, and noted his 

restlessness. If it were any other day and Alex and his mother were sitting in any other waiting room, he’d be 

slumped down in his chair with headphones on, most likely playing against his mother in Candy Crush. And so, 

Alex’s current behavior would have typically baffled her, had he not been awake until 3am reviewing every page 

of notes he took in Drivers Ed, and had this not been the day. The day that has been marked on his calendar for 

three months; the day he’d been dreaming about since he discovered that a vehicle, along with the ability to drive 

it, would allow him to go anywhere that he wanted to, on his own time.  

He remembered the day about as vividly as a six-year-old possibly could: Alex’s older brother, Evan, had 

arrived home from soccer practice just about 15 minutes earlier. While Alex prepared for bed by putting his 

pajamas on and hoisting himself up onto the bathroom counter directly (followed by a vigorous teeth-brushing 

session), he could just barely decipher the muffled shouting coming from downstairs. Something about rooms 

never being clean and the counter argument of soccer games never being attended. Alex tiptoed down the stairs, 

curious but timid as ever, trying to make out more of the dispute between Evan and his parents, but while 

attempting to balance eavesdropping and his newly-developed-hand-eye-coordination skills, Alex’s movements 

caused a loud creeeeeeak in the stairwell, only to be followed a shriek and loud thud, caused by Alex tumbling 

down one-third of the stairs. He landed face down on the floor (and fortunately, unharmed from his fall); when 

he poked his head up, his curious, brown-eyed glance was greeted by three sets of eyes -- one pair concerned, one 

confused, and the last, furious. Alex quickly jumped up, brushed himself off, and swung his gray cotton blanket 

over his shoulder valiantly, muttering a quick “I’m okay” to his alarmed mother. While she brushed him off some 

more and repeatedly made him reassure her that he was indeed fine, Alex’s mother practically flew into the wall 

after being pushed there by the father of the four-and-a-quarter-foot-tall child. Alex’s father brought himself very 

close to the young boy’s face, and before anyone could prevent him from doing so, Alex’s father hurled him up 

into the air without holding his arms out to catch him, but not before shaking Alex relentlessly and barking 

questions at him. Questions that Alex knew were, in reality, just concerned inquiries doused in obscenities.   

Despite remembering the events prior quite vividly, Alex’s concrete memories of the evening take a hiatus 

when he begins flying through the air. Everything, for a moment, was quite still, and although he looked like 
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Alex, and he probably talked like Alex, and he definitely still smelled like Alex, he was not Alex for that moment 

in time. He could see what Alex saw; he did not feel the pain that Alex felt. Remembered what Alex wore to bed 

last night, but he did not need sleep. In that moment, he was a bird, or maybe a fairy, who somehow took the 

form of Alex’s body that night. So, he did what he knew how to do. He flew. He flew out the window of Alex’s 

two-story townhouse on Washington Avenue, and went past all the places the body has been before. Past the 

path to get to the bus stop each morning. Past the school, skipping the line that Alex waits in to get his lunch 

everyday. Past the soccer field, where Alex’s brother, Evan, practices on Mondays and Wednesdays. Above the 

meadow, where Alex’s mother brings him on Sundays, but for the first time when he was just one week old. This 

is where Alex’s body decides to land, because despite the darkness and the fog of the night, the trees glisten with 

dew and shimmer with bright green vibrance. And the meadow stretches on for miles, and the grass has never 

been cut, but somehow, it says tame. Tame enough, and soft enough to lie down and rest in, and that’s exactly 

what Alex’s body does.  

 

When he woke up, Alex was in the backseat of his mother’s car with Evan riding in the passenger seat. He 

muttered something incoherent, rubbed his eyes, and stretched, unintentionally bringing attention to the fact 

that he’d awakened. The two up front began saying things, things that were still a little fuzzy to Alex, but felt 

warm nonetheless. He smiled at them, and saw a tear stream down his mother’s face when she smiled back. They 

pulled into a McDonald’s drive-through for ice cream.  

The cold air of the DMV set the hair on his arm up on ends, but it was currently the least of his worries. He 

could see it all now. He’d studied too hard to not pass. Transporting wherever he wanted to go (ideally, anywhere 

in the world, but realistically, anywhere within a ten-mile radius of his home), wherever he needed to go, was all 

that he’d wanted for as long as he could remember. He sees himself driving in the rural parts of the state, far past 

where he used to live, past the vines that flow down trees like birds in the wind, to the place he needed to be the 

most. He parks the car, and without bothering to lock it, walks down to the field, spins around three times, falls 

down into the untrimmed grass and stares directly into the sun.  

“Alex Coleman?”  

The raspy, worn-out voice of an old woman drags him back to the cold, plastic chair he’d stopped sitting in long 

ago. 

“Are you ready for your test?” croaks the old woman. 

“Born ready.”  
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WWI: Expectations vs. Realities 

by Bella Palumbi 

“We modern civilizations have learned to recognize that we are mortal like the others,” remarked French 

writer Paul Valéry in “Disillusionment” after the end of World War I. At the beginning of the war, people from 

many nations were exuberant, stoked for the opportunity to prove themselves on the world stage after fifty years 

of peace. But the reality of the mobilization and bloodshed shocked many, and the four-year-long effort redrew 

the map of Europe and left nations reeling. 

While many past civilizations had crumbled, Europe’s leaders never envisioned the demise of their own 

countries. Before the war began, did the leaders of Austria-Hungary, one of the biggest countries on the 

continent, ever see their own downfall and the splintering of their empire? Definitely not. When going off to war, 

there is only one outcome to consider: victory. Rome and Persia may have fallen, but as Valéry writes: “...these 

wrecks, after all, were no concern of ours” (“Disillusionment”). 

When the news of the outbreak of war reached the people of various European cities, they partied in the 

streets and men enlisted by the thousands. War was portrayed, as seen in the propaganda posters, as something 

valiant and honorable where men could prove their strength and national pride (Overfield, 79). Everyone was 

swept up in the fervor, even those who had previously espoused socialism or pacifism. In London, Bertrand 

Russell asked his fellow scholars to sign an anti-war petition, but wrote that, “The day war was declared, almost 

all of them changed their minds… Men like J.L. Hammond, who had been writing for years against participation 

in a European war, were swept off their feet by Belgium [Germany’s invasion of a neutral country]” (“Average 

Men and Women Were Delighted at the Prospect of War”). 

Perhaps the everyday people of Europe were envisioning something more like the Franco-Prussian War of 

1870-71, which was much less technologically advanced. For context, Edison’s lightbulb was patented in 1879. 

Despite the different times, the allure of being a soldier was strong for the young men of Europe. Veterans of the 

Franco-Prussian War remembered their service proudly and were glad for the young to have a chance of their 

own to attain the honor and respect that came from returning home from the front. Philipp Scheidemann 

describes the scene in Berlin at the outset of the war: “Schoolboys and students were there in their thousands; 

their bearded seniors, with their Iron Crosses of 1870-71 on their breasts, were there too in huge numbers” (“The 

Hour We Yearned For”). 

Little did the veterans and eager young soldiers know, 20th century warfare would be nothing like it was in 

the past. There would be no striding across verdant fields. Instead, the powerful machine guns and artillery made 

deep trenches necessary. Soldiers spent all their time peeking out over the top and dreading the next offensive. 

Crouching down in the dark during a bombardment was the antithesis of what the people back home thought of 
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war. Erich María Remarque described an attack: “When a shell lands in the trench we note how the hollow, 

furious blast is like a blow from the paw of a raging beast of prey… If we were in one of those light dug-outs that 

they have been building lately instead of this deeper one, none of us would be alive” (All Quiet on the Western 

Front). 

Remarque wrote, of the heat of battle, “If your own father came over with them you would not hesitate to 

fling a bomb at him.” (All Quiet on the Western Front”) How could men who had been through something like 

this ever have been expected to assimilate back into society as though nothing had ever happened? The PTSD of 

World War I was intense and widespread, and its impacts were only made worse by the fact that so few back 

home understood what it had really been like at the front. In the movie version of All Quiet on the Western Front, 

the soldier struggles to relate the reality of the violence to a room of schoolboys because they’ve grown up hearing 

about brave soldiers and military success. Slowly, with the publication of books like Remarque’s, the truth of 

World War I sank into the public consciousness and people realized just how wrong they had been: “...among all 

these injured things is the Mind. The Mind has indeed been cruelly wounded,” wrote Valéry. 

This newfound fragility and doubt set the stage for much of the rest of the 20th century in Europe. 

Hesitance to take action allowed resentment to fester and simmer, tensions escalating until they were impossible 

to contain, and World War II broke out. Economic instability and uncertainty led to radical socialist uprisings 

like the Russian Revolution, as well as nationalistic and xenophobic movements, the most salient being Nazi 

Germany (Intro to “Brutalization of the Individual,” 329).   After World War I, people were able finally to 

envision the potential fates of their long-standing countries: Valéry wrote, “And now we see that the abyss of 

history is deep enough to bury all the world. We feel that a civilization is as fragile as a life” (“Disillusionment”). 
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Sing, Unburied, Sing 

Defending Leonie, because I believe every human being is allowed a few imperfections 

by Mollie Post 

 

The book Sing, Unburied, Sing is a haunting story of how, in a world where everything is interconnected, 

sadness and grief can fester beyond one’s burden, to their whole being. The character Leonie is the perfect 

example of this. Jesmyn Ward pushes the reader to question every part of the societal system: one that for so long 

has brought pain, discrimination, and policies against minorities. Ward does this through complex symbolism all 

somehow rooted in nature.  

This story takes place in the boggy bayou of Mississippi, where an elderly couple of color lives with their two 

biracial grandchildren, their addicted daughter, and a few ghosts every now and then. Their daughter, Leonie, is 

in love with a white man, Michael, whose cousin killed her brother. Already, the family dynamic is fatal: the 

children maturing too quickly for their own sake, the grandparents getting older and not able to complete all they 

need to do, and a 30-something whose priorities lie in toxicity and cocaine.  

Leonie does not possess the ability to parent her children well. Her addiction to drugs and to her beau 

combine with the grief she has from her brother’s death to create a hurricane of immaturity and anger. Leonie's 

parenting instinct sees the light rarely, and when it does, it is often met five minutes later with a violent outburst. 

It is in Leonie’s learned behavior to combust. She did not learn this from her mother or father, but from the 

history her ischemia is structured upon, and the experiences she has lived through.  

Throughout the story, Leonie’s motherly moments are interconnected with the nature surrounding her. 

When her daughter, Kayla, becomes sick, it is her recollection of Mam’s remedies that help guide Leonie.  

 
If the world were a right place, a place for the living, a place where men like 
Michael didn’t end up in jail, I’d be able to find wild strawberries. That’s what 
Mama would look for if she couldn't find milkweed. I could boil the leaves at 
Michael’s lawyer’s house, where we’re staying before we go pick Michael up in the 
morning. Put a little sugar in it, a little food coloring like Mama used to do 
whenever I had an upset stomach as a child, and tell her it’s juice. But the world 
ain’t that place. Ain’t no wild strawberries at the side of the road.  
[Leonie’s perspective, 104]  
 

Leonie’s own thought process does not provide the solution to Kayla’s sickness, but the combination of her 

memory and the nature beside her. Leonie’s immaturity follows this excerpt of the book, stating her frustration 

and negativity about the world. It is true to say Leonie lives in an oppressed position. Further, it is her ignorance 

that ties so perfectly with this idea. Working with what Ward articulates, Leonie does not acknowledge the 
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position she has been pigeonholed into; it is unknown to her. It is not Leonie’s choice to become addicted, to 

neglect her children, to be infatuated with Michael.  

Leonie is not to blame for her lack of motherhood, or the outbursts we see so often throughout the book. It 

is not her parents, or her children to blame either. No, it is not even her love interest. The blame does not fall on 

one person or one thing because this beast is too intimidating to name. Or rather, it has been too intimidating. 

Leonie lives in a world that is only one percent of the possibilities that she could encounter. The reason for this is 

because of the oppressive system in which her actions were easiest to think about and visualize. What happens 

when one does not see themselves in a photo? They lose interest.  

  Leonie acts the way she acts because that is what she sees represented in her life experience. Through school, 

work, romance, and parenting, Leonie notices the discrepancies in how she is treated versus others. However, this 

notice is not conscious, and therefore cannot be acted upon maturely. Leonie’s life, as sad as it is, is the same as 

that of a goldfish in a bowl sitting in a middle class family's home. She is stuck. She can swim the six-inch space, 

and soon enough gets the hang of it. Yet she is unaware of a bigger aquarium, let alone a stream, pond, or ocean. 

It is truly unfair to say that Leonie has total control over her actions, when she is only exposed to ten cards to 

play, and of those only three are in reach.  

The coldest truth that comes out of this book is simple to see, yet harder to comprehend, and articulate to 

others: it is not one’s fault for the scaffolding in their life. Somehow, it is easy to comprehend when someone of 

immense privilege states this. And even easier when the person hearing this is of equal (or higher) privilege. Yet 

the second one speaks to their experience, which differs from the mainstream, idealized, ischemia, it is condoned. 

Jesmyn Ward pokes and prods at so many important ideas, it is hard to pinpoint just one. If there were a moral, to 

sum this whole story up, with a nice little bow, that would not be any fun. It is through complexity and 

discomfort that we learn and grow as individuals in a society. And will eventually change on a societal level. It is 

through persistence, knowledge, and posing questions that this happens. It is texts like this that help continue this 

idea.   
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Pain On Your Skin  

by Catherine Reid 

 

There was something special about William. He wasn’t afraid of pain, and wasn’t afraid of what it would do to 

his body. He was my friend…my closest friend…my idol. Everyone warned him that his fearlessness was reckless and 

would have severe consequences in the future. He didn’t listen. He wore his pain on his skin...literally.  

In this society emotions are not only observed via facial expressions, they are also shown by the color of 

people’s skin. A long time ago underage people used to have problems reading emotions, so scientists created a 

chemical compound that alters how the gene that determines skin color functions. This chemical compound, called 

ReadEZ, connects certain skin colors, such as yellow or blue, with how a person feels. ReadEZ has no harmful side 

effects except for one: the skin color of pain. Pain make a person’s skin burn, and scar. This is what happened to 

William…this is how he died.  

“Hey, how are you?” I asked William one spring day. It was the day he turned 20, and the last day he had to 

deal with changing skin colors.  

Later that day he would go to see a doctor, and get an injection in his arm that would separate the ReadEZ 

from the skin color gene and kill the ReadEZ. Finally, the adults would stop looking at him as though he was some sort 

of phenomenon in a zoo because of his fearlessness. I had to wait one more month until I would be able to feel the 

same sense of freedom. 

“You need only look at my skin to know that,” he replied sarcastically, looking up from the book he was 

reading. His skin was a light blue color, the color of calm.  

Scars covered William’s body from head to toe, or rather toe to head since that’s the order they spread in. I 

remember the story of each and every scar. The first one had been from when a teacher had yelled at him for 

something he hadn’t done. The teacher had gotten in trouble for unnecessarily causing physical harm to a student. 

William had been six years old. After the first few scars, William had found that he didn’t mind them and how they 

looked. While in middle school, he’d gone out of his way to feel pain because he thought it was helping to shape who 

he was. Each new scar added a spring to his step, and he smiled every time people asked him to tell the story of one of 

his scars.  

The trouble was, William had collected too many scars. They were now a danger to his bodily health. How 

ironic…since his mental health was completely sound. If you asked him, the scars had really helped him find himself. If 

you asked me…I think there could have been a better way to find himself. The pain made him fearless, while also 

deeply reflective and pessimistic. But his bravery had its consequences. Six months ago William had been warned by a 

doctor that he couldn’t suffer any more pain, and if he did, the ReadEZ would kill him. Ever since, we’d been avoiding 
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discussing or doing anything that had any chance of resulting in pain and suffering. Surprisingly, we’d been able to do 

it. Today his scars would go away. 

“Not for much longer,” I joked, sitting down next to him on the grass.  

As he did every Sunday afternoon, William was relaxing on the grass next to the lake on Burton University 

campus. Most days I joined him, but other times there was too much going on, whether homework or extracurricular 

stuff. Teachers had been kind this weekend, though, and not assigned much homework. This time of the year neither 

teacher nor student wished to be in school, let alone doing homework. 

For a time, all that could be heard was the chirping of the birds, the rustle of the wind in the trees, the lapping 

of water against the shore, and William turning the pages of his book. I decided to make myself comfortable and lay 

down in the grass, staring at the great blue sky above us.  

“Are you looking forward to it?” I finally asked, my skin turning a lime green color, the color of curiosity. 

“To what?” he replied coyly, setting down his book and looking at me. 

“You know what.” I rolled my eyes at him. 

“Yes…and no. I’m worried I’ll lose part of who I am.”  His skin changed to a muddled yellow-pink color, a sign 

of worry. 

“Will, we’ve had this talk before,” I responded, looking into his eyes to demonstrate I was serious. “Who you 

are isn’t determined by what you look like, it’s determined by what’s here,” I put my hand over his heart, “what’s 

inside.” 

“The adults don’t like me,” he frowned.  

“So what? There have been plenty of people who the adults didn’t like who reached twenty. It doesn’t matter 

what they think! Doctors have to perform procedures on people they don’t like…it’s their job.” 

“What if something goes wrong?”  

“It won’t,” I replied, pulling him in for a hug. “Tomorrow, when you’re out of the hospital, we’ll celebrate by 

doing anything you want. You’ll have privacy, and no more of these,” I pulled back from the hug, gestured to the scars 

covering his entire body.  

“But they remind me of so many memories,” he said, tracing the scars on his forearm absentmindedly. 

“Your memories will never leave you. You’ll always have them.” Silence resumed as Will and I watched the 

lake. 

“What time is it?” he asked finally. I took out my phone and checked the time. 

“3:30.” 

“My appointment is at 5:00. I should start heading over to the hospital.” Will moved to stand up. 

“Okay, remember to be nice to the doctor,” I reminded him playfully while rising from the ground. 
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“As long as he’s nice to me, we won’t have a problem,” Will responded, rolling his eyes and smiling. 

“Okay then.” 

We started walking towards his car which was located on the side of a road near the lake. 

“I still can’t believe scientists got permission to inject us with ReadEZ. I mean, they changed our entire lifestyle 

just because we had problems reading emotions,” Will remarked, his skin turning the color of contemplation. 

“Come on, Will, you know that’s not the only reason.” Why did we always have to have this conversation? 

“Minors were killing themselves at alarming rates, we were having mental health issues that impacted our ability to 

survive as adults. ReadEZ solved those problems.” 

As if he hadn’t heard me, Will continued speaking, “Stupid scientists. Why couldn’t they just leave the teenage 

population alone?” His skin turning vaguely burgundy, the color of frustration. 

“They thought they were doing something for the best, I’m sure. Plus, think of all the advantages it’s given us. 

There are no suicides at all, everyone looks out for one another, we’ve learned to be a caring community! We support 

one another, and thanks to the first twenty years of our lives, we know how to identify emotions when they’re 

expressed.” 

“If they’re expressed,” Will countered, his eyes hardening. “Adults express little to none of their pain and 

suffering because they’re taught as children that pain is bad, and that we shouldn’t feel it or express it. Our society is 

missing one of the key part of life: the ability to express when we are upset.” 

“But they don’t need to express those feelings, because they don’t feel them,” I insisted defensively. Sometimes 

it irked me how pessimistic Will was.  

We’d reached the car, and said our goodbyes. I assured Will I’d be waiting for his call the next morning to pick 

him up from the hospital, and off he went. That’s the last time I’d ever see him.  

The next morning dawned with a gloriously bright sun. I woke up happy, and excited. But that day was to be 

the least happy and least exciting of my life. The call came at exactly 11:03 AM. 

“Hello?” I said, answering the call. 

“Hello, this is Dr. Perring,” replied the voice at the other end of the line. I was about to ask who that exactly 

was, and why they were calling, when the voice continued, “I was one of the doctors working on your friend’s 

procedure.” 

“And?” I asked warily. 

“This is not easy to tell you, Ms. Green,” Dr. Perring said shakily, “but something went wrong…with the 

procedure. He had too many scars, and the ReadEZ wouldn’t detach. I’m very sorry…but William is…” 

“Dead,” I finished the doctor’s sentence, hoping against all odds that Dr. Perring would say that that wasn’t 

what happened. 
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“I’m afraid so,” came the reply.  

I stopped hearing anything, I stopped seeing anything. My knees gave out and I fell onto the bench I’d been 

planning on sitting on before the call had come. All the rest of the words that streamed from Dr. Perring’s lips seemed 

blurred and unintelligible.  

“I’m very sorry for your loss” were his last words before ending the call. 

Tears began to stream down my face, and then the burning began. My skin felt hot like the inside of an oven, 

and then bleeding began. The pain I’d felt up until now had left tiny scars, barely noticeable to the naked eye. But now 

there were large gashes spreading up my legs, and the blood poured out of them. I didn’t want to survive this, I wanted 

to die. My closest friend was dead. My eyes closed.  I began shaking intolerably; the burning wouldn’t stop, the 

bleeding wouldn’t stop.  

I woke up hours later, still in that same spot. Dry, dark red blood covered the grass beneath me, but my 

wounds had scarred, just like they were supposed to. I’d stopped feeling pain while I was blacked out. I didn’t move 

from where I sat. Hours went by and I stayed sitting on that bench, staring out at the lake. The lake was so calm, so 

serene. It seemed as though nothing could disturb the lake’s smooth surface. I wished that life were like that.  

Every day since that spring morning, I’ve missed Will. He was a true friend, someone to both admire and 

beware. I’ll never be sure whether the procedure actually didn’t go well, and the scars did cause a problem, or if the 

doctors purposely did something wrong. My optimism tells me it was the former, but my instincts tell me the latter. 

Either way, Will is gone, and no one in the world, even the other people who knew him, seem to really care or notice, 

so here is his story, written out for all to see. Will’s story is both a warning and a reminder. He wouldn’t like me saying 

this, but it’s true: in our society the rules must be followed…or who knows the consequences you’ll suffer.  
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Populations in Poverty: An Analysis with Modeling 

by Lance Rombro 

Purpose 

The purpose of this project was to craft several models, using applications of calculus, that could accurately 

capture the current population in poverty in the United States and project how it would change in the future. We 

were also interested in understanding the various factors -- whether political, social or economic -- which could 

contribute to fluctuations in the populations of people in poverty. Through our research, we aimed to use 

mathematics as a vehicle to understand the root causes of poverty. 

 

Introduction 

In 2017, 39.5 million people(12.19% of the population) lived in poverty in the United States. This striking 

statistic encouraged us to investigate how the number of people in poverty in the US (NPPUS) is “fluctuating” and at 

what rate. Moreover, we were intrigued to discover the social factors (e.g. low-income job, disability, etc.) that 

contribute to poverty and how the political dichotomy of the United States is influencing the economic landscape. 

Upon further research, we found three primary groups of people that consistently fall below the poverty line: single 

mothers, people without a high school diploma, and black Americans.   3

After analyzing poverty trends from 2010 to 2017 we noticed a downward trend––46.3 million people in 

poverty in 2010 decreased to 39.7 million people in poverty in 2017. Although it would appear that the rate of 

decrease is approximately one million people per year, this constant rate is not reflected in the poverty data. Instead, 

there were several years from 2010 to 2014 during which the population of people in poverty remained at the same 

threshold of 46 million people. In fact, it was not until 2015 that the population of people in poverty began to 

decrease rapidly.  

We hypothesized that the populations in poverty would continue to decrease in the future. From a graphical 

standpoint, we also hypothesized that the populations in poverty would not decrease at a constant rate, but would 

instead fluctuate from decreasing to increasing based on external factors. However, there would still be an overall net 

decrease in the NPPUS. 

 

Methods 

Initially, we were interested in a polynomial model. The Method of Finite Differences (MOFD) can be 

employed to determine the highest degree of a polynomial that would best model a finite number of constantly 

3 United States Census Bureau 
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increasing or decreasing points within a data set. The number of iterations that are needed to complete the MOFD is 

indicative of the highest degree of the polynomial function that best models a particular data set. It should also be 

noted that the formula for the MOFD is very similar to that of a derivative: 

 

Method of Finite Differences Formula: 
 

1
f (x+1)−f (x)  

Derivative Formula: 
lim
x→a x−a

f (x)−f (a)  

 

By using the MOFD we can find the slope of the secant line between two points, [x+1,f(x+1)] and [x,f(x)]. 

Each iteration we complete results in a value that is closer to the slope of the tangent line (the derivative) at one of our 

data points. Also, the formula for the derivative of a polynomial is where n equals the degree of thenx  n−1   

polynomial, which is the number of iterations needed to complete the MOFD.  

It is important to note that the MOFD is performed on a finite number of points, whereas the derivative is 

calculated for the entire domain of a function. This is why we don’t evaluate the MOFD as a limit. However, the 

concepts that drive the MOFD are connected to the principles of derivatives. 

Using population data for the NPPUS, coupled with the MOFD technique (see Figure 1) we were able to 

prove that a quadratic polynomial would be a poor model of a population because D(D(x)) is a lot greater than 

zero––indicating more iterations of the MOFD should be completed. Furthermore, from a growth rate perspective, it 

is unlikely that a population would grow at a constant rate, hit a maximum capacity, and then decrease at the same rate 

it increased.  

 

Figure 1 shows an example of how to perform the Method of Finite Differences 

.  

x  f(x)  D(x)= f(x+1)-f(x)  D(D[x])  D(D(D[x]))  D(D(D(D[x]) 

0  46,343,000  -96,000  345,000  -821,000  1,912,000 

1  46,247,000  249,000  -476,000  1,091,000  -5,628,000 

2  46,496,000  -227,000  615,000  -4,537,000  9,486,000 

3  46,269,000  388,000  -3,922,000  4,949,000  -4,387,000 

4  46,657,000  -3,534,000  1,027,000  562,000   
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5  43,123,000  -2,507,000  1,589,000     

6  40,616,000  -918,000       

7  39,698,000         

 

★ Four iterations are needed to complete the MOFD, in this example. This is the same number as the highest 

degree of our polynomial.. 

 

The MOFD was used to confirm that the polynomial model must be degree three or higher (our final 

polynomial model is degree four). We collected data regarding the number of people in poverty from 2010 to 2017 

(see Figure 2) and inputted it into a graphing program called Logger Pro. We used best-fit lines to determine which 

polynomial degree would have the lowest margin of error. In the end, a quartic function (see Equation 2) was the 

most accurate polynomial model of the NPPUS because the equation had the smallest root mean square error as 

compared to the other polynomial models we tested (e.g. degree three). 

We know from a biological standpoint that populations often “fluctuate” near a carrying capacity, the 

maximum capacity of a population, given its resources. Furthermore, the carrying capacity can be modeled with 

exponential and logistic growth. Therefore, we introduced an exponential equation to incorporate our observations of 

logistic growth into our second model:  

 

We set in 2010. So the initial value of the problem is:t = 0  
 

        (Where k is the growth rate of the population)Pdt
dP = k  

 
(0) 6.343P = 4  

 
Our solution is: (t) 6.343eP = 4 kt  
We can approximate k by using the population in 2017 (7 years after 2010) 

(7) 9.698P = 3  
 

ln( ) ln( )k = 1
10 P (0)

P (7) = 1
10 46.343

39.698  
-k = 0154769447205.  

 
Growth Rate = 00 .54769447205k * 1 =  − 1  

 
The model is:    (see Equation 1)(t) 6.343eP = 4 −.0154769447205t  
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Results 

 
 

Figure 2 shows the number of people in poverty in the United States, each year, from 2010 to 2017. 

 

 
Figure 3 shows the exponential model vs. polynomial graphs that we used to model the number of people in poverty 

in the US. The exponential model is in red and the polynomial model is in blue. Note: the y-axis is in millions of 

people and the x-axis is years after 2010.  

6.343ey = 4 −.0154769447205x  

Equation 1 provides the equation used for the exponential model of the number of people in poverty in the United 

States. Note: the y-axis is in millions of people and the x-axis is years after 2010.  

03839x 5272x .959x .022x 6.45y = . 4 − . 3 + 1 2 − 2 + 4  

Equation 2 provides the equation for the polynomial model of the number of people in poverty in the United States. 

Note: the y-axis is in millions of people and the x-axis is years after 2010.  
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Table 1 shows the projected populations by both the polynomial and exponential models as well as their margin of 

error from the actual data of the number of people in poverty.  

Year 
# of People in 

Poverty 
Polynomial 
Projection  Error % 

Exponential 
Projection  Error % 

2010  46,343,000  46,450,000  0.23%  46,343,000  0% 

2011  46,247,000  45,898,190  -0.75%  45,631,274  -1.33% 

2012  46,496,000  46,638,640  0.31%  44,930,478  -3.37% 

2013  46,269,000  46,890,190  1.34%  44,240,445  -4.38% 

2014  46,657,000  45,793,040  -1.85%  43,561,010  -6.64% 

2015  43,123,000  43,408,750  0.66%  42,892,009  -0.54% 

2016  40,616,000  40,720,240  0.26%  42,233,282  1.04% 

2017  39,698,000  39,631,790  -0.17%  41,584,672  4.75% 

2018  -  42,969,040    40,946,023   

2019  -  54,478,990    40,317,183   

2020  -  78,830,000    39,698,000   

2021        39,099,326   

2022        38,488,016   

2023        37,896,925   

2024        37,314,912   

2025        36,741,837   

2030        34,005,809   

2035        31,473,523   

2040        29,129,806   

2045        26,960,618   

2050        24,952,960   

2060        21,375,021   

2070        18,310,114   

2080        15,684,675   

2090        13,435,691   

2100        11,509,183   
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Discussion 

Over the past seven years, the NPPUS has had a downward trend. The decline in the NPPUS can be attributed 

to changes in tax policy and social benefits (such as Social Security) and other “transfer programs.”  But how will the 4

population of people in poverty change in the future? To investigate, we looked at the polynomial and exponential 

models.  

The polynomial is not as reflective of the poverty trends as the exponential model. Although it has a small 

margin of error compared to the actual data points, the model fails to mirror the downward population trend after 

t=7. In fact, by the year 2020, the polynomial model projects that almost 80 million people would be in poverty, 

which, based on our current data, appears to be an extreme and implausible figure. The problem with a polynomial 

model is that eventually, the graph moves towards infinity (or negative infinity). Moreover, it would be very difficult 

for the model to fluctuate around a carrying capacity for a large enough domain to capture the population projections. 

In other words, the inflection points of the polynomial would have to be positioned far enough apart so that the 

model could portray the downward trend of the population data. 

The exponential model mirrors the population data for a wider domain than the polynomial data. The model 

provides an accurate projection because it declines at a slow and stable rate, unlike the polynomial model, which 

increased without bound after t=7 (after 2017). It should be noted, however, that the growth rate of the exponential 

model was calculated based on the changes in population from 2010 to 2017; therefore, the growth rate is reflective of 

those years. There is no certainty that the population of people in poverty will decline at a similar rate as compared to 

2010 to 2017. In fact, it is more likely for the population to fluctuate(*) ––continuously change from increasing to 5

decreasing or vice versa. Consequently, although the exponential model provides more accurate projections than the 

polynomial model, it is still somewhat flawed since it is unlikely that the current population of people in poverty will 

decline at a constant and continuous rate. 

Despite our analyzing poverty population data and piecing together various trends, there are numerous 

external factors affecting the sensitivity of our models. In other words, there are many threats to validity that we 

cannot account for in the models. Overall, there are three variables that we are unable to control: the political 

landscape, economic market, and social network of the country. The connection between politics and social networks 

is nearly impossible to illustrate in a model. Changes in presidential administrations often result in changes in 

legislation. Consequently, these changes affect taxation and social programs such as Medicare, Social Security, and 

4 https://news.uchicago.edu/story/researchers-find-sharp-decline-poverty-us-despite-census-report 
5 http://www.math.colostate.edu/~shipman/math155/readings/BioModule_LogisticGrowth2011.pdf.  
*Often times population growth is modeled by a logistic curve, whereby the graph has a positive change, followed by a negative 
change, and then hits a “saturation point.” The saturation point, also known as the carrying capacity, represents the maximum 
population that can be supported by the present resources (food, money, etc.)  In the case of the populations of people in poverty, the 
carrying capacity would portray the maximum quantity of people who could live below the poverty line given the current economic 
opportunities (jobs) and social benefit programs (social security, welfare, etc.) 
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health insurance––all of which can either be beneficial or detrimental to people living in poverty. For example, in 

2017 under the Trump administration. a Senate GOP tax bill was proposed, which was projected to create an 

immense bifurcation between people making more than $100,000 a year and people living below the poverty line.  6

Clearly, this would have affected the population in poverty in a negative way and could have likely increased the 

NPPUS.  

Furthermore, the stock market and foreign trading have significant impacts on the NPPUS that we are unable 

to predict. For example, a decline in the stock market can lead to economic hardship. Depending upon the severity of 

the decline, it could be more difficult to purchase commodities such as food or gas. Consequently, people at (or near) 

the poverty threshold could fall into poverty and change the NPPUS. This is further complicated, since the stock 

market fluctuates frequently, which can change the NPPUS on a daily basis. However, this effect is negligible as the 

stock market tends to balance out throughout the year––unless the United States were to collapse into an economic 

recession. Lastly, from a social perspective it is intriguing to think about population dynamics and how the NPPUS is 

different in rural vs. urban areas:  Does lack of access to education in rural regions lead to fewer job opportunities and 

a greater population in poverty?  7

If we were to conduct this project again, it would be interesting to think about how we could improve the 

accuracy of our models. As a point of investigation, we wonder if it would be possible to make an exponential model 

that had polynomial trends. In other words, a model that (overall) decreased at a slow rate, but also had polynomial 

trends that would model fluctuations in the population of people in poverty. This model would ideally have many 

inflection points (many changes in concavity) so that it wouldn’t immediately bound off towards infinity or negative 

infinity.  

To do this, we could create an exponential model by using the projections from the polynomial model. We 

would also need to use a decreasing function, perhaps -ln, that has a very small rate of change; this would ensure that 

our model wouldn’t decrease too rapidly. 

 In conclusion, we can create models that capture populations in poverty over short periods of time (5-7 years). 

However, it is more challenging to predict how those populations will change in the future.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/11/26/senate-gop-tax-bill-hurts-the-poor-more-than-originally-thought-cbo-finds
/?utm_term=.4c68ce7eb447 
7 https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/six-charts-illustrate-divide-rural-urban-america 
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Country Roads 

by Katherine Shock 
 

Cleetus Wheeling stopped liking the number two today. It had been his favorite number since he could 

remember. Granted, he couldn’t remember too far back owing to his abuse of alcohol, but he could still call forth 

distinct memories of his love for the number. The number two gave him a sense of completeness; nothing was left 

behind or neglected if it was in a pair. He bought his packs of Marlboro Reds in pairs, and his Busch Lite 

six-packs in pairs, and had never owned an odd sock. He had two old hunting rifles propped up on the table in his 

living room, a rickety chrome table he had “repurposed” after stealing it from the neighborhood diner when he 

was 17.  

Cleetus was a resident of Blue Ridge Acres, a hamlet tucked away into the Blue Ridge Mountains in West 

Virginia, one jolty car ride away from the bank of the Shenandoah River where he had a nice view of the shallow 

flow of mud-brown water, boulders caked in goose shit that arose from the current, and, a little ways up the river, 

the historic town of Harper’s Ferry which was a popular destination for tourists. Cleetus disliked tourists with a 

passion. He hated the mass of sunburnt city slickers that trampled down the cobbled streets, drinking up the 

foreign beauty of the wild terrain surrounding them, just to spit it out when they packed up their minivans and 

returned to their cozy houses in the city. 

 This Appalachian shit-hole was his home. He felt a primitive connection to the coursing river unmarred 

by telephone wires, the colossal walls of limestone that towered above ribbons of dirt road crisscrossing the 

mountains, and the vast forests of yellow birch, sugar maple, and beech trees from which echoed the occasional 

gunshot. Much to his displeasure, slowly but surely, residents of the cozy towns in the valleys of West Virginia 

had been creeping up his mountains, tearing down cabins that had become part of the rural landscape, and 

building their perfectly-furnished homes. Cleetus was now the sole resident of one of these old cabins, isolated 

among the sea of post-urbanites who tried to assimilate themselves into the culture of these mountains, willing to 

forget that they had once called his people “hicks” and “hillbillies.”  

What made Cleetus even more irate was that his ex-wife had decided to move away into one of those cozy 

valleys in search of “something better,” leaving behind him and the town in which they had once felt so at home. 

They had been a less-than-perfect yet united pair, two people utterly unequipped to settle down together yet 

content to put up with each other. He thought it was a lasting bond, that even if they drifted apart she would 

find her way back to him. But he had just received news that she was dead. Cleetus felt lost: an unmatched sock, 

adrift among the ocean of tourists and city dwellers who were encroaching upon his life.  
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Cleetus took another swig of beer, lay down the letter he had been clasping in his calloused hand for the 

past fifteen minutes, and belched. Maybell, a beagle about ten years old -- who had grown accustomed to his 

belches, but not to his stillness --  looked up at him forlornly. 

“Hey, girly,” Cleetus muttered, his beer breath wafting through the cramped room like a cloud of 

mustard gas.  “You look sad, dontcha?” He chuckled. He tried snapping his fingers to call her to his side, but the 

alcohol had started to take effect and all he managed was a strangely animated flourish of his arm.  

“Ya know, you’re the only person that listens to me. Damn neighbors, never do more than wave from 

their fancy cars. Why do they need cars like that? This is West Virginia for Christ’s sake!” He repositioned himself 

in his raggedy armchair, and continued. “Ya know, you should be glad you got Rocky. Good dog. Real good 

dog.” After hearing Rocky’s name, Maybell’s ears perked up. Cleetus closed his eyes, chugged the last of his Busch 

Lite, crushed it half-heartedly, and tossed it onto the floor already littered with two six-packs-worth of empty cans 

from the night before.   

“Would you be sad if ya lost him? Can dogs be real sad?” This elicited no emotion from Maybell. “Are 

you just a dumb dog?” Maybell started panting. “Idiot dog,” he muttered. Cleetus grunted as he rose. He folded 

the letter into perfect halves, whistled twice to rouse his dogs, and stomped through the drafty double doors and 

across his dead lawn.  

Cleetus’s boots crunched on loose gravel as he made his way towards his baby blue Chevrolet pickup 

truck. He shoved the rusted hatch down, letting his two dogs clamber onto the green tarp in the back. “Let’s rock 

and roll, boys,” he growled before sliding into the front seat. He turned the car radio on to his favorite country 

station, revved the engine twice, and tore up the dirt road. He snarled at a neighbor watering her prized 

geraniums as he careened past new house after slightly newer house, past the spigot spurting spring water from 

the mountain tops into a puddle that slowly soaked into the earth, and finally arrived at the gas station at the 

bottom of the hill. Cleetus screeched to a halt in the most secluded spot at the very back of the parking lot.  

After violently shaking his head in an attempt to rid himself of his melancholy, Cleetus stumbled out of 

the pickup and made his way into the fluorescent glow of the gas station. He picked up two six-packs of Busch 

Lite, huffed at the teenage cashier, and made his way back to his truck. Cleetus climbed into the bed of the truck 

with the dogs who had sprawled out on the tarp, cracked open another can, chugged it, and promptly fell asleep 

underneath low-hanging vines of kudzu and honeysuckle. 

 

Cleetus was rudely awakened from his nap by the buzzing emitting from the old flip phone in his breast 

pocket.  

“Hello, is this Mr. Wheeling?” asked a chipper voice at the other end of the line.  
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Cleetus grimaced at the high-pitched greeting and snapped the phone closed. He knew what he had to do. 

He attempted to organize the jumbled, alcohol-soaked thoughts in his head, and as he stroked the pepper colored 

stubble on his chin, he remembered what the letter had instructed him to do. It was now his mission to leave 

home, take his beat up truck into the city, and settle his wife’s will. Cleetus patted Rocky on the head, sat up with 

a grunt, and plopped back down in the front seat.  

He was on the road again. Watching gentrification slowly flood the towns that were whizzing past his 

rolled down window, he thought of Bonny. He hadn’t thought of her for more than the time it took for a smoke 

break since she’d left. It had been four years and two months since she had packed her mother’s carpet bag and 

left in the middle of the night, and three years since their divorce had been finalized. Cleetus had barely given a 

thought to her until the letter had arrived in his mailbox. Perhaps it was because whatever they had hadn’t been 

worth that much to him; maybe it was just a convenient pairing of two lonely people. He tried to remember why 

he fell in love with her in the first place, when they were just teenagers tearing down dirt roads in his then-new 

truck. It proved harder than he first imagined.  

Cleetus began to lose interest in the road stretching out before him. He entertained himself by peering 

into the windows of other cars, creating backstories for some of the people he saw or flipping off the slowpokes 

on the road and carefully watching their flustered reactions. He had gotten practiced at keeping the steering 

wheel steady while peering around when he laid eyes on a mousey looking girl in a Nissan that was clogging up 

the fast lane. She looked like Bonny. Not the prettiest girl in town, with eyes set a little too close together, a rather 

frail figure (too slight for Cleetus’ taste), and crooked teeth. Upon further inspection though, Cleetus noticed the 

elegant silhouette of her nose and the pleasant plump to her lips. He tried to remember what Bonny’s nose had 

been like, but years of separation had transformed her face into a half-blank slate, the ugly details the only pieces 

that had stuck in his memory. He turned his eyes back to the road, scared to look back at the girl for fear that the 

image of her face would replace what was left of his Bonny’s. He didn’t want to look into an open casket just to 

see the face of a stranger staring back at him.  

 Cleetus was tiring of being left alone with his thoughts, and he could feel his stomach growing empty 

after his fulfilling meal of beer and the occasional pinch of wintergreen-flavored dip from one of the two cans he 

kept in his glove compartment. When he noticed his knees had become stiff, he gave up on driving 

straight-though, and skidded into the gravel parking lot of the only establishment he could find open at eleven at 

night. He slid to the ground and threw some dog treats into the bed of the truck, which he left unlocked, before 

making his way toward the dilapidated steps of a diner. He was welcomed by the smell of Clorox and gravy. He 

sauntered up to the front counter, rang the bell twice, and after no one rushed to show him a seat, slid into the 
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least-greasy looking booth in the almost empty building. He busied himself with an old word search cut out of 

the daily newspaper.  

After what couldn’t have been less than a ten-minute wait, a lanky boy in his early twenties cloaked in the 

pungent aroma of weed and french fries sidled up to the table. He dropped a tattered menu in front of Cleetus 

and drawled out the list of specials they had that evening. Cleetus cut him off, ordering the biggest slice of lemon 

meringue pie they had along with an extra large cup of black coffee and two sugars. After the youth left for what 

he could only imagine would be half an hour, Cleetus began to scan the room for the possible fish tank or rack of 

forgotten local newspapers. Finding neither, he stared at the only point of interest in the whole diner, an older 

woman who was sitting across the room from him, busying herself with a knitting project. Just as he was about to 

turn his attention back to his word search, he saw her reach up and tuck her hair behind her ear. That’s when he 

remembered exactly why he had fallen in love with Bonny. It was the way she had tucked her hair behind her ear. 

It was an elegant and even sensual motion that didn’t seem to fit her brash character, and yet it had given him an 

overwhelming sense of comfort. It was ethereal, almost too gentle and perfect for a bum like him to appreciate. 

And yet, the simple motion of her hand had captivated him.  

Without receiving or paying for his food, Cleetus shuffled out of the diner as quickly as he could. He 

couldn’t stand to be reminded of Bonny anymore. She had left, and he had locked himself up in his faraway 

cabin, satisfied with the anger that gave his a sense of purpose. It had been easy to be spiteful, and to say that 

things weren’t over just yet. But that wasn’t possible now. He pushed down harder on the accelerator and wished 

his brain would sink back into apathy and sloth. 

All motion had stopped. Cleetus stared blankly at the violent hue of a stop light just outside Lexington, 

Virginia. He was alone, drowning in the flow of traffic and the abyss of the dark highway stretching out before 

him. Bonny was gone for good. Cleetus switched on the radio, attempting to distract himself. “And now, ‘Fast 

Car’ by Tracy Chapman,” murmured the announcer. Cleetus expected to hear an uproarious, monotone country 

song, but instead he was greeted by melancholy acoustic guitar. He listened to the lyrics without meaning to. 

Cleetus Wheeling began to cry.  

The Park Journal, Volume 5, Number 1, Winter 2019 

48   



 

 

Kim Fox, City 

Copic Marker on Paper, 18”x 24” 

 

The Park Journal, Volume 5, Number 1, Winter 2019 

49   



 

Milk Man 
by Madeline Wolf 

 
George sat on the hideous plaid sofa and stared at the tall water glass in his hand. It was empty, and he 

bitterly thought about the time when it wasn’t. He licked his lips and held the glass upside down, watching a 

single drop of water slide down the side and hover on the rim, finally falling onto his mother’s pristine white rug. 

A small smile flitted across his face like a butterfly stuck in the breeze.   

“George!” his mother called from the kitchen. “I need you!” He sighed, stood, and padded barefoot 

towards her.  

“Yes, Mom?” he asked, trying to sound as innocent as possible. Her tired brown eyes shot immediately to 

the empty glass in his hand. He walked past her to the sink where he filled up his glass with water. 

“You better have not been drinking water near my new rug,” she said sternly.  Instead of answering, 

George took a large gulp of water. She looked at him for an answer, and he dodged by taking about sip. She rolled 

her eyes and spoke again. “I need milk.”  

“But you had some the other day. It was in the fridge,” George said. As the words came out of his mouth, 

he realized how stupid they sounded. How utterly stupid. He also realized that he was thirsty again. He filled up 

his glass.  

“That was the other day.” His mother propped her hands on her hips. “I need milk. Now.”  

“Can’t we go later?” he asked and tried to think up a reason why he shouldn’t go. “I’m not wearing 

shoes.” His mother glared at him. 

“Boy,” she said, her voice as sharp as a blade. “We aren’t going. You are going.” She said, “You are old 

enough to go on your own, and definitely old enough to put on some shoes.” She pursed her lips and watched 

George as downed the water in his glass. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he was.  

“But Mother…” he started to plead and was cut off by a stern and a steely voice.  

“You came home for the holidays. For the time being, you are living in this house.  You will get milk.” 

Angrily, he slammed his glass down.  

“You can’t go?” he groused, though he wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t done anything except drink water and 

lounge on the sofa for the past half an hour. There must’ve been a whole lot he could have been doing instead, 

like seeing the friends he hadn’t seen since high school graduation, or inviting them over, or at least leaving the 

house. Anything. Anything at all.  

“No.” She frowned at him and George felt like he had when he was younger. When he would say 

something strange and his mother would scowl down at him, with her lips pressed together and her eyes 

narrowed. The only difference from then and now was that now his mother had to look up at him to make eye 

contact. Nonetheless, it had the same effect. He felt all argument seep out like a tea bag into hot water. “I’m 
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making food,” she said, and George gave in.  

“Do you want any specific sort of milk?” he asked. “Low fat? Fat? Two percent? That vegan almond stuff 

that…”  

“Two percent,” his mother interrupted, and the word “crisp” was the only way George could adequately 

describe the reply.  George decided to leave right then and there.  

“I’ll be off,” he said and turned around, leaving the kitchen.  

“Don’t forget to buy the milk!” she shouted after him, as if that weren’t the only reason he was going to 

leave the house. He rolled his eyes so dramatically that he thought if someone had watched him do it, they would 

give him an award. He tore through the house, stopping only to slip on a pair of shoes and to close the door. As 

he stood outside for the first time in over 48 hours, he saw the sun and thought that the last time he had seen it it 

hadn’t been so bright. He started towards the grocery store.  

The walk was quick--only a few blocks--and lonely. He passed a total of three people, and two of them 

had been walking together. The other person had been his mother’s elderly neighbor Susan, and he had only seen 

her for half a second as she walked into her house and closed the door behind her.  

 He reached the supermarket with its green OPEN sign, and its dozens of small paper advertisements 

taped to the windows. He pulled open the clear door and stepped into the store, stopping suddenly. He looked 

around, a realization coming to mind: the streets had been empty because everyone who would have been on 

them was in the store.  Everywhere he looked, there were people. All of them pushed around bulky carts with 

faulty wheels or held the little baskets that cut into your arm or hands with their thin and sticky handles. They all 

seemed to have children or bags of bread, which George supposed was a fine replacement for the former. People 

rushed around him, carelessly bumping into him and each other with carts and limbs. One cart managed to ram 

into him and nearly sent him sprawling out the door. He suddenly wished that he were home.  To get home, he 

reminded himself, he needed milk. To get milk, he needed to fight his way through the grocery store, and to do 

that he might need to be violent or extremely nimble. However, George possessed neither of those skills or the 

mindset to act upon them, so instead he walked, careening around parents and children and old people, trying to 

fight his way to the refrigerators.  

When he saw the refrigerator aisles, he practically ran to them, almost cried, almost fell to his knees and 

sobbed with relief. There, in the back of the chilly store, were jugs and jugs of milk. Compared to the rest of the 

store, there was hardly anyone there, standing in front of the cold cases. For once, George liked the cold. He 

wanted to stay there forever. Live among the milk and butter, survive off of raw eggs and cheese sticks. He wanted 

to sleep among the various sliced meats and use large broccoli florets as pillows. George thought that grocery store 

living mustn’t be that bad.  
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He grabbed the first jug of two percent milk he saw and turned with the goal to go to the checkout line. 

He very quickly realized the impossibility of the action. He had no idea where it was and he especially had no idea 

how to push his way through all of the people to find it. Every step he took, someone would already be there, 

moving faster and quicker than he and his jug of milk. He wondered how old people carting around their 

children moved faster than a 20-year-old with a single jug of milk.  

He searched the store furiously for the end of the checkout line, or the start of it. It was difficult to see as 

there were already lines and rows and columns of people who weren’t in the line, but who were hovering or trying 

to move around what he thought was the line. Suddenly, George saw a woman who stood immobile, and he 

noticed that those in front of her weren’t moving either. He had found the end of the line and felt victory set 

upon his bones like a weight was lifting off of his soul. Glory was his! He might have let out a triumphant yell--he 

didn’t know--as he ran around people towards the end of it, clutching the jug of milk to his chest. He claimed his 

spot in line and stood, eventually to move up a step.  

On all sides, he was jostled by people walking around him.  

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said to the woman in front of him, who turned and revealed a large pregnant 

stomach. “Is there only one lane open?” She looked at him for a moment, her eyes calculating, before she nodded 

and turned to face front.  George felt something heavy knock into his legs and he turned to see an old man 

standing behind him, his hands resting on a shopping cart.  

George tried to furtively peer back to see what was in the cart and what made it so heavy. Instead of one 

very heavy item, he saw the old man fully leaning on the cart.  When George looked up and away, he made eye 

contact with the man.  

“Never let one mistake erase your life,” the man said. George’s first thought was that if moths had voices, 

they would sound like the old man. His second thought, was that the man was absolutely batshit crazy. Once 

more, he wished he were home, sitting on that awful sofa, head buried in a pillow.  

George turned away and looked ahead at the pregnant woman tapping her foot. He stared and could feel 

the tapping turn into his heartbeat. Bum. Bum. Bum. Bum. Bum. A child walked past him, holding a half-filled 

water bottle like a maraca. The kid shook the bottle, the water swished loudly, and rolled. The kid stood still, 

shaking the bottle until his mother, a stern woman clutching her shopping cart for dear life, told him not to, and 

the bottle fell silent. It was in that moment, and only in that moment, that George realized that he needed to pee.  

Once the realization set in, it was impossible to forget or ignore. He felt his bladder burn with the need to 

pee. It wasn’t the sort of “need to pee” that erases all previous thoughts and sends you scrabbling to the bathroom 

to urinate your heart out, but it was the sort of “need to pee” that can’t get out of your mind, you can hold it, but 

just barely. It was the sort that makes you feel like your funny bone was hit, but the bone was where your bladder 

The Park Journal, Volume 5, Number 1, Winter 2019 

52   



 

was, and unlike your funny bone, you can’t shake out your bladder. It was bearable, but just barely. George 

considered asking the old man behind him to save his spot, but decided against that since the last time George had 

asked an old person to do something, they had directly disobeyed him by forgetting. 

He had been six years old. His grandmother, an elderly woman who had no sense of direction, time, or 

spacial awareness, had brought him to the mall, which had terrified him with its bustling crowds and expansive 

and monotonous storefronts. He had made her promise--to pinkie swear--not to leave him. Then, she had 

browsed around stores for what felt like hours to George, and eventually she went into a store. He followed her, 

but went to look in another section, and became extremely interested in some magazines.  Forty minutes later, an 

employee of the store found him standing by the magazine rack, alone. The employee (George remembered her 

name was Daisy) asked him where his parents were. He had told her they were at home, and he was with his 

Grandma Beth and that his Grandpa Jared had died four years ago and that his grandmother was still sad but he 

wasn’t supposed to say anything.  Daisy had forcefully removed the magazine from little George’s fingers and 

brought him to the front where she called on the speaker for Grandma Beth. When no one responded, she 

brought George to the mall cops and left him there. They called his parents, who called his Grandma, who was at 

home, lounging in her underwear and making a cup of tea.  The memory was a bitter one. And the thought of tea 

made George need to pee more.  

He shifted from foot to foot. The jug of milk in his hands was covered in little drops of condensation that 

made it slippery. It would be so easy to drop it, he thought. It would slide to the ground, and the water droplets 

would fly to the ground. It would form small puddles that would… he caught himself.  

“If you keep hopping around, you will dig yourself into a hole,” the old man behind him suggested. 

George turned to look at him. Of all the old men George had seen in his life, the crazy-as-shit one in front of him 

looked sort of sweet. He wore a sweater. Of all the old men George had met, the nicest ones wore sweaters. That 

was the reason George decided to respond.  

“Is that so?” he asked.  

“So says the story,” the man replied and stared at a stick of butter in his cart. George decided not to reply, 

and especially not to ask what story the old man was talking about. Instead, he sucked in air between his teeth and 

looked ahead, at the six people in front of him and debated whether going to pee then getting in the back of the 

line was an option. He turned around. There were at least six more people. No, he decided, it wasn’t an option 

and he would rather pee himself and stay in line than leave to relieve himself and have to get in the back of the 

line. 

The cart behind him rammed the soft spot behind his knees. George’s knee buckled and he grabbed at 

anything to try to stabilize himself. Anything happened to be the pregnant woman’s shoulders. She let out a curt 
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shriek and stumbled harmlessly into her cart as George let go and instead stabilized himself on the offending cart 

behind him. He turned to apologize to the man even though the last thing he wanted to do was talk to him.   

“I once knew a man who stole something,” the man said, completely serious. “He lost both his hands and 

one of the hooks that was put on his wrist as a replacement.”  

“Sorry, sir,” George said and the line in front of him was now five people, and his bladder was numb until 

he moved, and when he moved he felt it acutely. George focused on not moving and not dropping the jug of now 

warm milk. The pregnant woman looked back at him, a hateful glare in her eyes, but she turned away without 

saying a word. He continued to stand still in line, and smiled weakly at the pregnant woman in front of him.  

He moved up a step. Condensation from the milk ran down his hand and onto the white linoleum floor, 

reminding George once more that he needed to pee. Badly.  

Another step. Three people, including the judgemental pregnant lady, were in front of him. George 

turned around to look at the long line behind him. The old man caught his eyes again and smiled, any previous 

malice gone. 

“Good things come to those who wait,” the man said and George took a breath. “But that is what is 

spoken by the winners of The War.” George had no idea what war the old man was talking about. He thought it 

could be World War Two, or Vietnam, or maybe the Revolutionary War. He smiled politely, nodded, and turned 

to face front.  

He wondered how disappointed his mother would be when when came home with a warm jug of milk. 

 She usually was disappointed in him for some reason or another, so the idea wasn’t too far-fetched.  George 

looked down at the wet mess of the jug in his hand that inevitably reminded him of his need to urinate. He felt his 

bladder burn like it was on fire. George took a deep breath, looked at the label. There sat a voluptuous cartoon 

cow with massive eyelashes. Next to it said the word MILK in bright red letters. He decided he hated the label.  

When he looked up again, he noticed he was second in line. The pregnant woman in front of him had 

already unloaded all of her foodstuffs onto the black conveyor belt. George could feel the excited anticipation of 

finally buying the stupid milk for his stupid mother, who needed it so bad that she had disturbed George from 

doing nothing to make him go to the grocery store and either piss himself or buy milk or do both. The woman at 

the register peered with narrowed eyes behind the pregnant lady to George and his single jug of warm milk.  

“You do know that we have a checkout lane for 10 items or less?” she asked, and George wanted to throw 

the milk down and watch it splatter everywhere. He wanted to yell. Instead, he gritted his teeth and held the soggy 

jug closed to his chest. Exactly three minutes and 22 seconds later, he angrily plopped the milk onto the conveyor 

belt and dug around his pocket for his wallet. After a moment of rifling through it, he slammed down a 

five-dollar bill and picked up his warm milk.  
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“Keep the change,” he growled and stalked away as fast as he could without peeing his pants. He thought 

about how nice it was going to be to get home and pee. The blocks blurred by. He opened the door to his 

mother’s house and slammed it shut behind him. George stormed into the kitchen and banged the milk onto the 

counter, then rushed to the bathroom to relieve himself.  

“How was the store?” his mother shouted after him.  

“Fine!” he shouted back and slammed the bathroom door behind him.  

“Why is the milk warm?” his mother asked, a hint of annoyance in her voice. George did not hear her over 

the sound of him relieving himself. 
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Julia Strouse, Ballet Series -- Create 

Gelatin Silver Print, 6.5” x 9.5” 

The Park Journal, Volume 5, Number 1, Winter 2019 

57   



 

 

Ruby Elbert, Fortune 

Clay, 1.5” 

 

Fortune is a set of ceramic fortune cookies with selected newspaper headings as their fortunes. They are 

intended to be part of an interactive display in which viewers can break open a cookie from the pile. The broken pieces 

will be left to replace the whole cookies in the display, and the fortunes that are revealed will be displayed together on 

the wall above them. This will happen one cookie at a time, as they are broken open, so the display will grow and 

change over the course of the exhibition. My hope is that this quality of the piece will communicate the idea that 

fortune is communal -- it can change in an instant, and it affects and is affected by everyone. Our futures, our 

fortunes, are tied to each other. 

My thought process behind the selection of the headlines was to explore the idea of what fortune may mean to 

different people in different parts of the world. The word “fortune” is typically associated with prosperity, good luck, 

and general positivity, but I wanted to use this work to highlight the fact that not everyone experiences those things. 

Good or bad fortune can come in many different forms, and although it can have a great impact on our lives, it's not 

always in our own hands to determine. 
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The Blind Audition, Societal Disenfranchisement, and MMMbop:  

An Exploration of Hiring Inequality in the Classical Music World and in our Society 

Jane Pelton 

When I began researching the blind audition for this project, I expected to be focusing, for the most part, on 

a very niche area of employment equality and the specific impacts of a specific phenomenon (the blind audition) 

on a specific population (female classical musicians).  

It immediately became clear to me that this would not be the case. Claudia Goldin and Cecilia Rouse, the 

authors of Orchestrating Impartiality: The Impact of “Blind” Auditions on Female Musicians, a study published 

in 2000, state in the very first page of their work that “A change in the way symphony orchestras recruit 

musicians provides an unusual way to test for sex-based hiring.” Though Goldin and Rose went on to analyse 

how this related to the classical music world, it brought me to thinking-- what does this mean for other women? 

What does this mean for other careers? What does this mean for other biases, even, be they racial, 

orientation-based, or otherwise? 

The fact of the matter--and it is, indeed, an important fact in an important matter--is that though the blind 

audition is a monumentally important development for the classical music world, it may be just as important as a 

tool of extrapolation onto a larger population. It provides an example of proven sex-based discrimination in 

hiring that can, and should, be applied to other industries and fields; this is because so many of the variables that 

muddy the waters and render less clear the true scope of gender discrimination are eliminated through the blind 

audition.  

For example, one common problem in the discussion of gender discrimination in hiring in professional 

fields is that it is difficult to compare individuals and their experiences; however, in an orchestral audition, all 

hiring ought to be based off of ability and ability alone. Because musical talent is not dictated by hormones, 

gender identity, presentation, or genitalia, an orchestra should, ideally, be composed of an equal number of men 

and women. However, before the year 1967, not a single one of the “Big Five” Orchestras in America (the Boston 

Symphony Orchestra, the New York Philharmonic, the Cleveland Philharmonic, the Philadelphia Orchestra, and 

the Chicago Symphony Orchestra) was ever composed of more than 10% women, and this number was typically 

closer to or at zero. The Vienna Philharmonic did not accept female members until 1997.  

For comparison, Hanson’s MMMbop also came out in 1997. (Mull that over.) 

Goldin and Rose argue that there are two main reasons for the shockingly low rates of hire for female musicians 

before the implementation of the blind audition--bias, and a lack of perceived and/or real opportunity resulting 

in limited numbers of women encouraged to pursue music professionally. This second point both results in and 

is caused by a severe lack of women in the field. 
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And it is the second point that is, at least to me, the more interesting. This is because this lack of opportunity 

and these large-scale societal problems are what reveal themselves once the bias is partially or completely removed 

from the equation. Women simply are not awarded the intensive training, confidence, and opportunities that 

men in their fields are--and this sometimes does create a gap in professional skills or experience. But this is no fault 

of the women, nor is this inherent in the gender itself; au contraire, it is a result of the same oppression that fuels 

the bias. This is not a new concept; Simone de Beauvoir discussed it in her essay, The Second Sex. “Yes,” she wrote, 

“Women on the whole are today inferior to men; that is, their situation affords them fewer possibilities. The 

question is: should that state of affairs continue?” This concept--the concept of disenfranchisement not being a 

proper cause of hiring inequality, but rather, a consequence and result--is very important both within classical 

music and without.  

And so what is to be done about this? Even today, decades after the general  implementation of the blind 

audition, American orchestras are only 37% female. This is largely due to bias, of course, as discussed--the final 

phase of the audition process is typically not blinded. But how do we eliminate judicial bias, if that is the only way 

to hire more qualified female musicians? 

Well, Goldin and Rose have a fairly simple answer--hire more women. The more women already in an 

orchestra, the more women said orchestra will hire, particularly if those women are on the audition panels--this 

has been scientifically proven. This makes sense to me; it makes more sense to me still after having read Audre 

Lorde’s The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House. In this essay, Lorde discusses the fact that 

those in power--be it men in larger society or in a career field, or white people in a racist society, or white women 

in the women’s movement, or straight women in the women’s movement--will, subconsciously or otherwise (and 

typically, it is “otherwise”) refuse to dismantle the systems of oppression of others that keep them in their power. 

“The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.” Those oppressed must, past a certain point, carve 

out their own space, and fight for their own rights, and use their own methods, and hire their sisters and brothers 

themselves. The closer we get to gender equality, the easier it will be to obtain.  

And so we have to keep hiring women--in orchestras, yes, but also in science labs and in universities and in 

carpentry shops and in newspapers and in professional kitchens and in the government--because these women 

will be able to look past the bias that our society tries its best to enforce and hire based off of talent and merit, 

instead of anything else. Without this step, the blind audition will never, in my mind, be truly successful. 

Helpful, yes, but not successful. In our society, only women can fix the issue of gender-based hiring inequality, 

because, of course, the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house, just as men in a patriarchy such as 

ours will never truly aim to fix gender inequality, just as the slightly-mediocre male musicians in professional 

symphony orchestras will never purposefully relinquish their significant advantage in their field. 
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