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A Faulty Baseline 
 

When I was little, we had some hurricanes. Huge, nasty white 
disks that swung up out of the Gulf of Mexico and zig-zagged all 
over the southeast. My hometown of Tallahassee never got hit too 
bad, but beachside towns did. 

In 2004, when I was six and then seven years old, a hurricane 
or tropical storm swept through Florida about once a month. None 
of them touched Tallahassee except Hurricane Frances, though 
we were out of town when it came through. The most dramatic 
storm of the season was Ivan, which smashed coastal 
communities like St. George and Apalachicola, and destroyed 
Colonel’s Sandpile—an old beach house that had been the site of 
many reunions for my dad’s side of the family. 

Visiting the beach next year, matchstick piles of debris formed 
the scenery on the coastal highway. 

In 2005, we were going to have a family reunion with my 
mom’s side of the family, in a rented beach house. My aunts, my 
grandparents, and their dog gathered in our home in Tallahassee 
before making the trip to the beach, but were stuck there for the 
next four days as Hurricane Dennis surged through. We passed 
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time playing board games and watching TV and checking the 
radar and laughing at the ludicrous on-site weather reports, 
wherein correspondents would report on the weather from the 
site of the hurricane, in the driving rain and wind. Seeing 
hundreds of these hyper-dramatized reports, and being mostly 
shut inside a house for a week, my brother and I filmed parodies 
of them. We videotaped each other outside in the drizzling storm, 
talking into a microphone, then being swept off by the wind mid-
sentence. 

When Dennis had passed, the beach house we had rented was 
pulp, and our relatives returned home. 

Once more, future beach trips showed us the damage done. 
Later in 2005, Hurricane Katrina missed the Florida 

panhandle, but walloped the city of New Orleans in Louisiana. TV 
news showed massive flooding, streets turned into channels and 
roofs turned into docks. 

The alphabet flew by as more weather systems formed and 
took names, until finally the Greek alphabet was utilized to name 
tropical cyclones Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, Epsilon, and Zeta. 

In the following years, storms continued to dump torrents of 
rain in the southeast, though I have less specific memories. In 
2008 Tropical Storm Fay caused a rain day—I’m sure there were 
others of these—and I stayed home from middle school and played 
in my waterlogged backyard. Tropical storms and depressions 
rarely brought lightning or wind damage, but did bring rain days 
and puddles, so they were my favorite. 

In 2012, I was fifteen when Hurricane Sandy hit New York. 
Plenty of dipshit Floridians made fun of the silly New Yorkers so 
afraid of a little water—hilarious, because about a year later the 
flipside happened, and roads, schools, and businesses in 
Tallahassee closed due to a light precipitation of rain and sleet. 
In any case, it struck me that Sandy was the first iconized name 
in a while, after a time of so many. On a recent trip to the beach, 
as we passed by construction sites along the coastal highway 
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where once debris had sat, I remarked that hurricanes had been 
such a big deal growing up—they’d been a recurring narrative, 
like a summer show, each year introducing a new cast of single-
named characters. It was weird that each recent year there’d 
been so few—only the occasional tropical depression, if that. 

And then I did some research, and realized that 2004 had been 
the most costly Atlantic hurricane season in history, instantly 
surpassed by 2005. 2005 was also the year with the most named 
storms, and the most category five hurricanes. It was the first 
year people had to use the Greek alphabet to continue naming 
storms. The 2000s find themselves all throughout the top 
rankings for most activity in an Atlantic hurricane season. 2010, 
2011, and 2012 are all tied for third highest, but most of these 
storms hit Mexico and South America, and went unnoticed by me. 

I’d been thinking that we were having quiet hurricane 
seasons, just because I wasn’t constantly seeing footage of beach 
houses being pulverized—but that’s not true at all. 2013, 2014, and 
2015 (so far) have been about average, with only a few hurricanes 
forming, and ten or so tropical storms or depressions. 

I could start moralizing at this point about how you should 
look at the big picture, and not make assumptions base on narrow 
personal experience—but I don’t want to do that. So I’ll assume 
everyone understands that using the 2000s as a baseline, and 
then drawing conclusions based on that is a bad idea, and move 
on. 

I’m more interested in how this affects character, and a 
person’s worldview. Because even though I know that this 
hurricane season has been an average one, it still feels calm to 
me. 

Knowing that my parents’ generation had a baseline of such 
lax airport security that they could go into terminals without even 
having a ticket, I can understand the unabashed temper tantrums 
people throw complaining about the TSA. I may not like this 
behavior, but at least it makes sense. 
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Faulty baselines are why on January 28, 2014, even though all 

my friends in Tallahassee knew that a little bit of sleet was hardly 
anything as far as snow storms go, we still went outside and 
crushed together accumulated ice into tiny, pathetic snowmen 
and swore at how cold it was. 

My own dumb, broken baseline is why I felt a jolt of excitement 
when I heard about a nothing of a storm, Tropical Storm Ericka, 
that boiled up recently and has since sloshed into nonexistence 
over the Dominican Republic. The mononym triggered memories 
formed deep in my brain, of tupperware boxes filled with water, 
flashlights, and non-perishables, of long evacuation lines, of 
flooding piers and wind-lashed palm trees. 
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It Was Unbroken 
 

Edward Weston pulled back the wrapping paper slowly. If he 
went fast, he knew the tremors would show, and he didn’t want 
his son George to see that. Removing the shiny red wrapping, he 
exposed a cardboard box, and removing the lid, he almost choked 
on his breath. His globe from the office at the Observer, riveted 
with cracks but held together with bubbly, dried super glue. 
Seeing the old boundaries, the old stains, the ochre land and the 
dark blue oceans, his first impressions of the globe rushed 
through him anew. 

The whole world, Eddie thinks, and it’s so shiny and bright. 
“I think Harpsville is here,” Dad sticks a calloused finger into 

the west end of Kentucky, then traces less than an inch down to 
the middle of Georgia, “and there you can see Atlanta.” 

“It doesn’t look such a long distance on here,” Eddie laughs. 
“Thanks.” 

It still had it’s stand of varnished mahogany then, and it was 
difficult to pack into the car.  

Edward gently lifted the globe out of the box, turning it over. 
Those old, iconic, letters towered over northern Eurasia—U.S.S.R. 
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The globe sits beside Ed Weston, leering at him as he wastes 

time watching television. All of his furniture crowds around him 
in the tiny apartment, but none so judgmentally as the globe. 
Weston rubs his eyes, shuts off the TV, and stares at the four 
characters standing tall on the Russian Republic. He picks up his 
battered Russian language book, and at no one’s insistence but 
the globe’s, he resumes studying. 

Just a month later that studying had paid off. He’d moved from 
the newsroom to his own office when Hatcher realized his skills 
at translation. 

Edward ran his thumb along the Volga River, right up to the 
dark crater where the Russian capital should’ve been. 

Hatcher smashes his cigarette into Moscow. He makes an 
explosion noise with his mouth, and the room now smells like 
tobacco and a chemical burning, likely the paint of the globe. 

“Quit doing that,” Weston says. 
“You’ve already spilled coffee on this thing,” Hatcher says. 

“Besides, in a few years this burn mark will be accurate.” 
Weston grimaces at the Reuters dispatch in front of him, 

written in a Russian shorthand he’s having trouble with. He 
stares at the globe, and sees the same complicated, 
undecipherable mess yelling at him, and smoke trailing out of the 
northern hemisphere. 

“Just hurry up with that, okay, and get it to me as soon as your 
done,” Hatcher says. 

Weston nods. When Hatcher leaves, Weston wets his thumb, 
and cleans off the ashy smear in the steppe. The spot is warm. 

Hatcher had put out a few more cigarettes on Moscow, and 
eventually Weston had stopped cleaning it. 

Turning the globe as slowly as he had unwrapped it, Edward 
felt the calm of watching the world spin. 

Weston sits in his office and spins the world as fast as he can, 
and watches this tangled group of islands, mountains, rivers, and 
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humans whirl by in a blur. Hatcher has left, and the new boss 
has been giving him less work. 

 
He’d past many hours that way around that time, spinning the 

globe, studying languages, and seeing his workload dwindle as 
upper management shifted the paper’s direction. 

Edward noticed that some fragments were still missing, 
probably left behind in his office when he’d placed those shattered 
remains in a box, and placed that box far into the corner of his 
attic. He ran his hand along the edge of a hole, and felt how thin 
the world was.  

Weston’s thumb suddenly punches through. Indochina cracks 
and caves into the depths of the earth. He didn’t realize how 
strong he’d been pressing on Saigon as he fell deep into thought. 
He doesn’t care. He got his notice of termination two days ago, 
and he’s a walking ghost now. 

Even though there are so many different chunks of nations 
before him on this globe, even though he can communicate at 
least rudimentarily with a third of them, even though the area he 
just destroyed is undergoing the real-world equivalent, even 
though thousands of warheads sit stealthily around these 
insidious dots of cities and wait to cover the globe in cigarette 
burns, The Observer only wants one side of the story now, and 
has no more use for use for him than he has for this absurd 
globe—this perfect sphere of perfect unity that has nothing to do 
with the real world. The only accurate thing about it is the 
ruinous hole in east Asia. Weston hurls the earth to the ground, 
and it smashes against the wood floor into dozens of pieces, 
which skid across the floor into the far edges of the room. This is 
what the world is—not that sphere, but this. 

“Yeah, I thought you’d like it,” George said. “You always talked 
about it being the best gift your dad ever gave you so…I guess 
I’m re-gifting it to you.” 
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“No, you did so much work on it, you should keep it,” Edward 

said. George insisted it was Edward’s, and Edward gave in. But 
later, as George was cleaning up the wrapping paper and cake 
crumbs, Edward slipped out and put it into the back of George’s 
car. Edward gave one last look at this cracked, incomplete, 
dysfunctional globe, then closed the door and left it. His son had 
fixed it, it was his now. 
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[Unintelligible] 
Also available online in audio at 
<https://youtu.be/FwheQumKkAA> 

 
 

How do I write this as a story? 
Mike told me, “Anything else you can write about me, is that 

he made people happy. He made people enjoy this life.” 
He made people happy. 
But that’s not enough of a story, so I’ll have to go further. 
Here’s what I know about Mike, from what he told me. He’s 

sixty-five years old. He went to college and was majoring in 
accounting, and when his dad died he and his brother took over 
his business. He had a wife, and he has two children and three 
grandchildren. He worked three jobs from six o’ clock in the 
morning to two o’ clock in the morning. He played music. 

And then it gets muddy. In his own words, “I was rarely home. 
I understand why she, ‘you don’t take care of this house’—‘but you 
like the money.’” At some point he and his wife divorced, and she 
got everything, and left him nothing. 

Mike is homeless. I met him in the pedestrian mall of Iowa City, 
a short man with a salt and pepper beard and shaggy gray hair. 
I intended to interview him by asking the question, “What did you 
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do yesterday?” and seeing where that went. But I immediately 
realized that he was going to drive the interview, and his story 
wouldn’t be so neatly compartmentalized as I wanted. It was clear 
that he wanted to shape his own story. He repeatedly asked me 
variations of, “Have I blown your mind yet?” In particular, he 
asked, “Now, have I flooded your mind enough?”, “Have I scared 
you enough?”, “Now, have I scared you enough?”, and “Have I 
scared you enough yet?” At one point he asked, “So, what did you 
think of my … story?” and before I could answer he continued 
on, saying, “Psychologically, you’re gonna find out that life is just 
nothing but a struggle anyway.” So I let him talk, instead of trying 
in vain to control his story. He told me to write that he made 
people happy, and towards the end of our interview he 
continually emphasized, as his thesis, the importance of trust and 
hope. 

“That’s what this life is about. Trust, and hope. And you can 
put that right underneath my name, and say those, those two 
words will remind you of everything I’ve talked about.” 

I had to wonder, will they? At the beginning of the interview 
Mike told me that the homeless were being ignored. He told me 
that back in the seventies, when he’d been fighting bureaucracy 
and government, it’d been the same way—but now it was worse. 
Now “they” wanted to shove them under the carpet. 

What hope is there if things are getting worse? How important 
was trust when his wife divorced him? 

How am I going to write this story? 
For a moment in the interview, I thought I might have 

something. “I have one story for you,” Mike said, “and this might 
really get to you.” 

Here, I thought, this could be the body of the story, or at least 
a thematic keystone. 

“A couple days ago, I was up on the hill, and it started raining 
so, there’s a gazebo up there, and I ran in there and sort of ran 
into a friend of mine. And we sat there, and all of a sudden 
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lightning started. [Unintelligible] across the street from where we 
were, got hit by it. He said, ‘you see that [unintelligible]’ I said ‘no,’ 
‘look over here, you see the smoke—somebody got it, and it 
could’ve been us.’” 

Aha! I thought I’d stumbled onto the core of my paper. The 
randomness of life—bad things can happen to anybody—perfect. 
But Mike kept telling the story. 

“And he just, all he wanted to do was drink. Next thing you 
know he fell on the floor. I see oh, firetrucks and everything else, 
covered the whole block, trying to take care of that one, next thing 
I notice he’s down there. I ran over and got a hold of the 
paramedics who were around here, and I said, ‘I think I have a 
problem.’ Had to haul him out. Just because he was drunk. It 
wasn’t because of me. But this is what we do on the street. We 
take care of each other, and make sure that everyone is safe. And 
whatever extreme you have to go to, this is what we do. Now, 
have I flooded your mind enough?” 

And once again I was in a mess. What was the point of the 
story? That people on the street help each other? But, it also 
sounds like Mike’s friend shouldn’t have been drinking. And is it 
really true that “it could’ve been us” if they were under a gazebo, 
sheltered? And why mention the guy who got struck by lightning 
at all? And what did he mean, “it wasn’t because of me”? 

I don’t even know how to tell the lightning story, let alone the 
whole story of Mike. The more I try to shape Mike’s story, the more 
I realize it isn’t mine to shape. 

I’m not sure what the unconscious narrative most people tell 
about the homeless is. Maybe that they didn’t work hard enough. 
Maybe that the system crushed them into destitution. I only know 
my narrative, which could in fact be the one most people tell: 
there they are. It’s too confusing to think about what changed 
them from being like us to being like them. Was is a mental 
disability? Was it just bad luck? Could that be me? No, it’s much 
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simpler to just believe that homeless people exist, and never won’t 
exist. 

Because the real narrative is messy. It’s not an easily digestible 
parable, tailored to some agenda. 

Halfway through the interview, a mom and her little girl were 
walking by, and they stopped by a statue of three musicians a few 
feet in front of Mike and I. The little girl began playing on the 
drums of one of the figures. Mike hopped up and said, “Oh you 
have to do that differently!” and showed her how to play the 
drums. It was after that that he told me to write, “He made people 
happy.” 

I can’t give you a neatly packaged writer’s account of events. 
I can give you what Mike told me, and what Mike saw his story 
as. 

He made people happy, and he valued trust and hope. 
 


