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Atul Gawande (“The Costa Rica Model,”
. 30), a professor of public health and
a surgeon, is the founder and chair of
Ariadne Labs. He was recently nomi-
nated to be the assistant administrator
for global health at the U.S. Agency

for International Development.

Liana Finck (Sketchbook, p. 39) is a New
Yorker cartoonist. Her latest book is
“Excuse Me.”

Evan Osnos (“The Big House,” p. 16)
writes about politics and foreign affairs
for the magazine. His new book, “Wild-
land: The Making of America’s Fury,”

will be out in September.

Robyn Weintraub (Puzzles (& Games
Dept.) has been constructing crossword
puzzles since 2010.

Alex Dimitrov (Poem, p. 56) published
his third collection, “Loove and Other
Poems,” in February.

Rima Suqi (7he Talk of the Town,
p- 14), a freelance writer, is based in

New York City.

Rebecca Mead (“The C.E.O. of ‘Succes-
sion,” p. 42) has been a staff writer since
1997. “My Life in Middlemarch”is her

most recent book.

Zach Helfand (“Kill the Umpire,” p. 24)

is a member of 7he New Yorkers edi-
torial staff.

Christoph Niemann (Cover) published
“Z.00,” a collection of linocuts and
drawings of animals at two Berlin zoos,
in July.

Bessie Golding (Poem, p. 49), a poet
and a biotechnologist, is at work on her
first poetry collection, “Escapements.”

George Saunders (Fiction, p. 52) won
the 2017 Man Booker Prize for “Lin-
coln in the Bardo.” He is the author
of, most recently, “A Swim in a Pond
in the Rain,” a book of essays about
the Russian short story.

Michael Luo (Books, p. 65), the editor
of newyorker.com, is writing a book
about the history of Chinese exclusion
in America.
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QUEENS OF THE BOARD

Louisa Thomas’s piece on the chess
champion Hou Yifan highlights the un-
ending comparison between female and
male intelligence (“Queenside,” Au-
gust 2nd). From my perspective as a ther-
apist in training, it seems that the obsta-
cles that female chess players confront
have much to do with the weight of a
psychological phenomenon called “ste-
reotype threat”—a situational predica-
ment in which people feel themselves to
be at risk of conforming to negative ste-
reotypes of their social group. Studies
have shown that stereotype-threat con-
ditions, such as a standardized test of
one’s intellectual ability, can result in
measurable deficits in performance. In
the presence of the limiting notions—
expressed by both female chess players
and their male competitors—about wom-
en’s “physical endurance” and their “na-
ture,” it is not surprising that female play-
ers may begin to feel doubt and anxiety,
or that, as Thomas mentions, “many girls
drop away from the more competitive
tracks of the game when they reach high
school.”I applaud women like Hou who
beat on against the current, but I also
support the players who choose to ex-
plore other avenues for their talents.
Gabriella Hiatt

Warren, Conn.

DESIGNING WITH NATURE

Eric Klinenberg’s article about the land-
scape architect Kate Orft characterizes
her as being “at the forefront of an
emerging approach to climate resilience
that argues we should be building wizh
nature, not just iz nature” (“Manufac-
turing Nature,” August 9th). The roots
of this approach stretch back decades,
and its lineage can be said to include
Frank Lloyd Wright’s commitment to
“organic architecture.” As an architec-
ture student in the nineteen-seventies,
I was introduced to “Design with Na-
ture,” by Ian McHarg, which was pub-
lished in 1969. McHarg’s work helped
set the standard for how humanity
should design with and relate to the en-

vironment. To quote from the book’s
introduction: “McHarg’s emphasis is
not on either design or nature by itself,
but upon the preposition wizh, which
implies human cooperation and bio-
logical partnership.” As Orft’s admira-
ble work demonstrates, we are still learn-
ing how to make this connection today.
Len Zegarski

Professor of Architecture (retired)
NewSchool of Architecture and Design
San Diego, Calif.

THROUGH ANOTHER LENS

In his thoughtful review of “The New
Woman Behind the Camera,” at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Peter
Schjeldahl speaks to the exhibition’s “ef-
fect of heterogeneous images in flash-
ing sequence” (The Art World, August
2nd). For all the diversity of the images
and styles on display at the show, I was
intrigued by the fact that practically every
photographer’s preferred subject was ei-
ther people or outdoor scenes; animals
do not seem to have been popular sub-
jects during the early to mid-twentieth
century. The only photographs featur-
ing animals are Dora Maar’s “Untitled
[Boy with a Cat]” and “Cat + I,” by
Wanda Wulz, which, by blending a cat’s
face with Wulz’s own, focusses on the
playfully surreal possibilities of manip-
ulation rather than on the animal. There
is one photographer, a “New Woman”
par excellence, who could have filled the
niche of presenting animals as subjects:
Ylla, born Camilla Koffler. Working in
the same period as the other photogra-
phers, and acclaimed for her sensitive
images of animals, Ylla foreshadowed a
trend in more recent photography in
which depictions of animals being them-
selves are fairly commonplace.

Tina Frihauf
New York City

Letters should be sent with the writer’s name,
address, and daytime phone number via e-mail to
themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be edited
for length and clarity, and may be published in
any medium. We regret that owing to the volume
of correspondence we cannot reply to every letter.
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In an effort to slow the spread of the coronavirus, many New York City venues remain closed. Here’s a selection of culture to be
found around town, as well as online and streaming; as ever, it’s advisable to check in advance to confirm engagements.
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Kaatsbaan Cultural Park, in Tivoli, New York, with its outdoor stage in the middle of a field and its view of
the Catskills, has become a haven for dance. The first weekend of the Kaatsbaan Summer Festival (Aug. 28-
Sept. 12) features three commissions choreographed by women—Gemma Bond, Lauren Lovette, and
Claire Davison. Jose Sebastian and Chloe Misseldine (above), both from American Ballet Theatre, perform
in Bond’s new ballet; it’s set to Rachmaninoft’s Thirteen Preludes for piano, played live by Cecile Licad.
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MUSIC

Alarm Will Sound

cLassicaL One artist’s homage to another’s
work needn’t mimic its forebear stylistically;
divergence can be just as telling. Tyshawn
Sorey was moved to write “For George Lewis,”
named for the trailblazing composer and im-
proviser with whom he studied, after hearing
“The Will to Adorn,” Lewis’s exuberantly
spangled paean to Black self-expression.
Sorey, like Lewis, focusses on how expressive
gestures register and resonate across time. But
Sorey’s music unfolds at a more stately pace,
floating contemplatively for close to an hour.
Alarm Will Sound performs “For George
Lewis” on Sunday, to end the Time:Spans fes-
tival, and issues a sublime studio recording of
the work on Aug. 27.—Steve Smith (DiMenna
Center for Classical Music; Aug. 29 at 7:30.)

DVS§1

eLEcTRONIC The Minneapolis-bred d.j. and
producer DVS1, born Zak Khutoretsky, made
his name as a regular at the Berlin techno spot
Berghain. On the decks, he doesn’t so much
play recordings as manipulate the sound sys-
tem itself, microscopically isolating and loop-
ing the most exciting aspect of each punishing
groove and, with EQ and effects, milking it
for everything it’s worth, before seamlessly
moving on to the next. This week, he performs
at BASEMENT with the New York d.j. Vol-
vox.—Michaelangelo Matos (Aug. 28.)

Lee Morgan: “The Complete
Live at the Lighthouse”

Jazz Thanks to the 2016 documentary “I Called
Him Morgan,” the magisterial trumpeter Lee
Morgan may now be known to a general audi-
ence as that young jazzman who was shot dead
on the bandstand by his jealous common-law
wife. Notorious fame aside, Morgan would
be better remembered as one of the most in-
ventive, propulsive, and soulful improvisers
in the country during his most fertile period:
from 1956 until his ignominious passing, in
1972. Recorded in 1970, “The Complete Live at
the Lighthouse” is an exhaustive eight-disk set
that adds four hours of unreleased music to the
album “Live at the Lighthouse,” released that
same year. Still riding the popularity of “The
Sidewinder,” his hit 1964 recording, Morgan
was at the helm of a particularly agile band
that included the undervalued tenor saxo-
phonist Bennie Maupin. The leader’s trumpet
and flugelhorn solos—as melodically sharp
and tonally robust as they are rhythmically
fluid—Dburst forth, suggesting all that Morgan
still had to contribute, had he been granted
more time.—Steve Futterman

Outline: Summer

FESTIVAL Splashy music festivals habitually plop
jumbles of boldface names in fields and amphi-
theatres, but Outline follows an artsier blue-
print: adventurous performers luring aesthetes
to a reclaimed industrial space. Launched in
the pre-pandemic sliver of 2020, Outline is the
marquee music event for Knockdown Center, a
hulking factory turned arts space in Maspeth,
Queens. This summer edition spreads eleven

artists across two distinct bills in the venue’s
back-yard area, the Ruins. The opening show
belongs to the headliner ESG—a fascinat-
ing band, born in the South Bronx of the late
seventies, whose oft-sampled records bridge
uptown grooves and downtown post-punk.
ESG’s spare beat serves as a through line for
the event’s artists, from the dynamic Sudanese
American rapper Dua Saleh and the futuristic
electronic musician Body Meat (Aug. 28) to
the oft-center producer Galcher Lustwerk and
the art-pop vocalist Jessy Lanza, who close
out the festival the following evening.—Jay
Ruttenberg (Knockdown Center; Aug. 28-29.)

“What Lies Beneath”

oPerA The dénouement of Benjamin Britten’s
“Billy Budd,” in which the good and beauteous
title character is hanged, hinges upon British
naval law, which established so-called order on
the open seas. (When Ruth Bader Ginsburg
saw the show at Santa Fe Opera, in 2008, she
told the cast backstage that she would have
let Billy go.) An undertow of chaos or threat
is never far from the scores of “Billy Budd,”
Ralph Vaughan Williams’s “Riders to the Sea,”
and Anthony Davis’s “Amistad,” and On Site
Opera uses selections from each of these nau-

tical tales in its immersive musical experience
“What Lies Beneath.” Taking place aboard the
nineteenth-century tall ship Wavertree, now a
part of the South Street Seaport Museum, the
work presents a group of singers and pianists
in six vignettes drawn from seafaring stories
and the transatlantic slave trade.—Oussama
Zahr (Aug. 28-Sept. 2.)

THE THEATRE

Hudson Valley
Shakespeare Festival

“The Tempest” is a beautiful, exciting, and
fitting production to conclude the festival’s
thirty-four-year tenure at Boscobel. (The com-
pany is decamping to a nearby, equally glorious
setting along the Hudson next season.) Under
the incisive direction of Ryan Quinn, and with
thrilling choreography by Susannah Millonzi,
the play, Shakespeare’s last, opens with the titu-
lar storm expressionistically illustrated with the
help of a Nina Simone recording—she’ll make
another dramatic contribution later—and the
energy and artistry never flag. Three key roles

HIP-HOP

The Brownsville rapper Ka has put together one of the most astonishing
independent careers in hip-hop history. His music is mostly self-produced,;
for many years, he paid for twelve-hour studio sessions with money made
working overtime as a firefighter, mailing out his own records to fans as
a one-man shop. Ka’s voice is gruff, yet he raps discreetly, as if recounting
secrets under his breath. The verses themselves are almost like incanta-
tions muttered in code; it takes intent listening to puzzle them out. His
wordplay is its own sort of quicksand, shiftily multisyllabic and crowded
by entendre. On his sixth solo album, “A Martyr’s Reward,” Ka lays out his
accumulated experiences, seeking recompense for his sacrifices. More than
any of his other albums, this one is fixated on what is owed—by culture
vultures, by cops, by the American government. It considers what Ka
owes others, too, both those he grew up with and those he now performs
for. He has never sounded more certain of his purpose. —Sheldon Pearce
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OFF BROADWAY

The playwright and director Richard Nelson débuted his intimate “Rhine-
beck Panorama” series of plays in 2010, starting with “That Hopey Changey
Thing,” which followed the fictional Apple family on the night of the
midterm elections—the same night that the play opened. After four Apple
installments, Nelson added two more imagined families, the Gabriels and
the Michaels, and last year the Apples returned for a trio of Zoom plays.
Though many of the scripts are anchored to political events, the news is
just background in the lives of the characters, who are often seen preparing
for a family meal. There are no screaming matches; Nelson is interested in
incidental joys and sorrows. The twelfth and final play of the series, “What
Happened?: The Michaels Abroad,” finds that clan of artists in France for a
dance festival, grappling with the pandemic and the loss of their matriarch.
The Hunter Theatre Project production begins on Aug. 28, at the Freder-
ick Loewe Theatre, and features members of Nelson’s recurring ensemble,

including Maryann Plunkett and Jay O. Sanders.—Michael Schulman

are superbly filled. Britney Simpson’s Ariel is
a marvel of physical sprightliness and musical
and emotional heft. The same could be said of
Jason O’Connell’s Caliban, a damaged monster
with a poetic soul and a voice that ranges from
beastly growl to soaring song. And Howard W.
Overshown powerfully embodies the complex
Prospero, struggling within himself between
violence and mercy, revenge and forgiveness.
Shakespeare’s ruminations on the evanescence
of experience are magically given life on this
fantastic island.—Ken Marks (hvshakespeare.org;
through Sept. 4.)

Merry Wives

The Public Theatre’s Shakespeare in the Park
reopens the Delacorte Theatre with Jocelyn
Bioh’s adaptation of Shakespeare’s “The Merry
Wives of Windsor,” relocating the play to a
West African corner of present-day Harlem.
The production, directed by Saheem Ali,
doesn’t redeem the play’s faults; the comedy
is still broad, the characters as flat as post-
er-board puppets. It does, however, yield
new strengths. When Bioh’s Johnny Falstaff
(Jacob Ming-Trent), dressed in a Tupac T-shirt
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that leaves none of his ample paunch to the
imagination, declares that the wives “shall be
sugar mamas to me,” the familiar phrase car-
ries us suddenly back to the New World of
Shakespeare’s time, where the brutal sugar
business, fuelled by European demand, stoked
the transatlantic slave trade and set the stage
for the world we know now. A lot of the play is a
good time, but too much still sags. Ali’s largely
static direction of this nearly two-hour-long,
intermissionless piece has too many deflating
pauses and leans heavily on exaggerated ges-
tures—belly clutches, lascivious glances—to
signal humor rather than to create it. Much of
the production’s delight lies in its scenic design,
by Beowulf Boritt, which charms by bringing
the sidewalks, braiding salons, and laundromats
of Harlem into Central Park, and—sacrilege! —
the best moments come when Bioh shakes off
Shakespeare altogether to riff on the contem-
porary.—Alexandra Schwartz (Reviewed in our
issue of 8/23/21.) (Through Sept. 18.)

Semblance

Technically, this piece, at New York Theatre
Workshop, is a movie, but, as staged by the

playwright and director Whitney White, in
a room flanked by long curtains of silver tin-
sel, it feels like theatre. On two large screens,
sometimes mirroring each other, sometimes
diverging, Nikiya Mathis performs a prere-
corded series of monologues by seven Black
women—one getting her nails done, another
preparing to deliver a political speech, another
behind the counter at Sweetgreen. Or are they
all incarnations of one woman with seven or
more possible lives? With her piercing eye con-
tact and uncanny poise, Mathis is a master of
the closeup, that most filmic of angles. As shot
by Jess Coles, with music by JJJ]Jerome Ellis,
costumes by Qween Jean, and hair by Dhairius
Thomas, the combined effect is absolutely hyp-
notic.—Rollo Romig (nytw.org; through Aug. 29.)

DANCE

“Beach Sessions Dance Series”

In previous years, this series at Rockaway Beach
has featured such gambits as rake trucks in
formation and a mass of people doing the hustle
in the sand. This summer, the conceptually
minded choreographer Moriah Evans is plan-
ning something at once simpler and more am-
bitious. In “REPOSE,” on Aug. 29, twenty-one
terrific dancers make a five-hour trek across
more than a mile of shoreline, beginning at
Beach Eighty-sixth Street and culminating,
at Beach 110th Street, in a sound performance
by David Watson. The idea is to mimic—and
thus frame and comment on—ordinary beach
activity. The public is invited to participate,
either by following instructions, available at
beachsessionsdanceseries.com, or by just show-
ing up.—Brian Seibert

Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival

Saving ballet for last, the venerable dance
festival in Becket, Massachusetts, closes out
the summer, Aug. 25-29, with “Ballet Coast
to Coast,” a meetup of three companies from
around the country: Boston Ballet, Houston
Ballet, and Pacific Northwest Ballet. Each
presents one work from its repertory; “Re-
flections,” an elegant and sleek ballet full of
complex geometries, created by Justin Peck for
Houston Ballet, in 2019, is sure to be a high-
light. Then all join in to perform “Second to
Last,” by Alejandro Cerrudo, P.N.B.’s chore-
ographer-in-residence. The performances are
held on the Pillow’s outdoor stage, with its
magnificent view of the Berkshires.—Marina
Harss (jacobspillow.org)

NYC Free

The free festival on Little Island continues.
On Aug. 25, Georgina Pazcoguin, a New York
City Ballet soloist and the author of the recent
tell-all memoir “Swan Dive,” curates her own
program. It features her in a new work by Hope
Boykin, as well as performances by the kathak
dancer Brinda Guha and Danielle Agami’s
company Ate9. Later that evening, Ronald K.
Brown directs attention to choreographers
other than himself: Drew Dollaz, Jennifer New-
man, and Omari Wiles. On Aug. 28, Keerati
Jinakunwiphat and Full Circle Souljahs dance
short excerpts, then teaching artists from New
Victory Theatre guide inspired audience mem-
bers to dance in response.—B.S. (littleisland.org)

ILLUSTRATION BY JOEY YU
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ART

“Dawoud Bey:
An American Project”

One of the earliest pictures in the Whitney’s
concise and thrilling retrospective of this
Black photographer’s forty-five-year career
is “Three Women at a Parade,” from 1978.
The portrait’s elegant, elderly subjects, who
are dressed for the occasion in ladylike hats,
seem oblivious to Bey’s camera, absorbed in
festivities beyond the frame. What emerges
is a portrait of inner lives—of women see-
ing as much as being seen. The image is part
of “Harlem, U.S.A.,” the artist’s first series,
made nimbly in the streets using a handheld
35-mm. camera; it earned him his first solo
show, at the Studio Museum in Harlem, in
1979. For subsequent projects, many of them
in color, the Chicago-based artist has turned
to more methodical, large-format cameras
(including a two-hundred-pound Polaroid).
The question of how a photograph can honor
a subject that vision can’t register remains at
the heart of Bey’s work, notably in the magnif-
icent “Night Coming Tenderly, Black,” from
2017, a series of penumbral black-and-white
landscapes, made at sites in Ohio along the
Underground Railroad, that convey both the
nighttime fear of a fugitive and the beauty of
freedom.—Andrea K. Scott (whitney.org)

“Interior Scroll or

What I Did on My Vacation”

This delightful constellation of works by sev-
enteen artists (some working collaboratively),
installed in the back room of the Broadway
gallery, identifies intergenerational strains of
transgressive mischief. The show is part of a
sprawling endeavor organized by Soft Network,
founded by the curator Chelsea Spengemann
and the artist Sara VanDerBeek. Other compo-
nents include the excellent film series “Artists
on Camera, 1967-2021” (available on demand
at metrograph.com) and various events in East
Hampton, New York—the original location of
the fabled feminist performance piece “Interior
Scroll,” which lends this exhibition its name.
In August, 1975, in front of a largely female
audience, the artist Carolee Schneemann un-
furled a scathing text—a takedown of a male
filmmaker’s pretensions—from her vagina and
read it aloud. The piece is represented here
by a black-and-white photograph; another
black-and-white picture, of a young man with
a knowing grin, shot by Alvin Baltrop at the
gay cruising grounds of Manhattan’s West
Side piers sometime between 1976 and 1985,
also feels like a curatorial muse. The octoge-
narian painter Juanita McNeely’s pained but
never humorless figurative canvases from the
mid-eighties are always a treat to see, and a
new print from Alisha B. Wormsley’s ongo-
ing series “There Are Black People in the Fu-
ture,” documenting a pair of rusted stakes and
a battered cassette tape, among other artifacts,
underscores the show’s mood of radical time
travel.—Johanna Fateman (broadwaygallery.nyc)

Marcia Schvartz

The first U.S. retrospective of this Argentine
artist, on view at 55 Walker—a joint venture

of the Bortolami, Kaufmann Repetto, and An-
drew Kreps galleries—is cause for excitement.
Between 1976 and 2018, Schvartz applied a
range of styles, both figurative and abstract,
to subjects as diverse as flower stalks and su-
pernatural visitations. But portraiture seems
to be her true north. Argentina’s seven-year
rule by military dictatorship, which began in
1976, was a formative rupture for the artist.
Targeted by the junta for her politics and as-
sociations—Schvartz’s family owned a progres-
sive bookstore—and increasingly frightened as
her contemporaries disappeared, the painter
fled to Spain, and then to Brazil, before finally

returning home, in 1983. Antiauthoritarianism
is implicit in her sensitive depictions of work-
ing-class and countercultural figures in the
San Telmo neighborhood of Buenos Aires—
the attenuated forms of Egon Schiele and the
acerbic social realism of Jack Levine both echo
in these pictures. Schvartz casts an especially
radical eye on the female form, as seen here
in the frankly unfeminine, open-legged pose
featured in “Desnuda y con Zoquetes” (“Nude
with Socks”), from 2012, and a pair of fantastic
self-portraits, which suggest a subversive inner
life—wryly penetrating and unapologetically
morose.—/.F. (kaufmannrepetto.com)

IN THE MUSEUMS
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The Morgan Library’s knockout show “Shahzia Sikander: Extraordinary
Readlities” (on view through Sept. 26) surveys the first fifteen years of this
remarkable Pakistani American artist’s career, and it’s hard to imagine it being
any better. Sikander, who was born in Lahore in 1969, first became adept
at Indo-Persian miniature painting while studying at Pakistan’s National
College of Arts. Historically, such miniatures detailed aspects of life in the
Mughal Empire—scenes of court, landscapes, battles, religious subjects—and
were kept in albums for private use and pleasure. When Sikander moved to
the United States, in 1993, to pursue an ML.F.A. at the Rhode Island School
of Design (which organized this exhibition in collaboration with the Mor-
gan), she began brilliantly upending traditional narratives in her work, delving
into new political and emotional territories: the ramifications of Islam on her
life as a woman, and how best to articulate her experience as an immigrant.
With her fine, sure hand, Sikander also uses surrealism to skewer Western
ideas of exoticism. In such exceptional pieces as “Pleasure Pillars,” from 2001
(pictured above), made with vegetable color, dry pigment, watercolor, and tea
on was/i paper (a material favored by miniature painters for centuries), she
expertly frames the chaos and the questions about faith, history, and ideology
that dominate both her native land and her adopted home.—Hi/ton Als
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MOVIES

Gentlemen Broncos

In Jared Hess’s wildly inventive and genre-swirl-
ing 2009 comedy, Benjamin (Michael Anga-
rano), a lonely teen-ager being home-schooled
by his poor single mother (Jennifer Coolidge) in
a dome-shaped house in a town somewhere west
of the Rockies, salves his soul by writing and
illustrating whacked-out sci-fi fantasy stories.
When he enters one in a contest, his idol, the
popular novelist Ronald Chevalier (Jemaine
Clement), steals the story and passes it off as
his own. Meanwhile, two threadbare filmmak-
ers (Halley Feiffer and Héctor Jiménez) also
get hold of the property. Astonishingly, Hess
turns this fable-like premise into a juvenile but
grand-scale vision of Heaven and Earth. The
small and pious town is filled with Bosch-like
grotesques and jolting details (such as a store’s
lingerie department facing its gun counter), but
it’s transfigured by Hess’s parallel worlds: Che-

valier’s supercilious version of Benjamin’s story
and the teen filmmakers’ cheesy one are set
against cosmic, transcendent—and ridiculously
jejune—scenes from Benjamin’s own imagi-
nation. The events are overseen by a stranger
dressed in white: Dusty (Mike White, who also
co-produced), Benjamin’s guardian angel. Hess
blends local color with celestial inspiration
to create a forthright and original religious
vision.—Richard Brody (Streaming on Amazon,
Apple TV, and other services.)

In Search of a Midnight Kiss

This 2008 film, written and directed by Alex
Holdridge, is a romantic comedy, of sorts,
although most of the comedy winds up eating
away at the romance. It stars Scoot McNairy as
a bored and bloodless slacker named Wilson,
who is adrift in Los Angeles. Most of the story
takes place on New Year’s Eve, which Wilson
spends first in the company of his housemates
(Brian McGuire and Katie Luong) and then,
more haltingly, with Vivian (Sara Simmonds),

WHAT TO STREAM

Nanfu Wang’s new documentary, “In the Same Breath” (streaming on
HBO Max), is a passionately personal reflection on the pandemic and
a boldly analytical investigation of its mishandling, both in her native
China and in the United States, where she lives. In January, 2020, Wang
was visiting family in her home town, two hundred miles from Wuhan, as
China continued to deny the coronavirus’s severity; upon returning home
to New Jersey, she discovered the truth of the outbreak through Wuhan
residents’ desperate social-media posts. To pursue her inquiry into their
experiences, Wang commissioned cinematographers to film in Wuhan;
this footage, made at great risk—including in ambulances, hospitals, and
cemeteries—along with interviews with Chinese citizens, reveals the vast
scope of official coverups in China and the brutal repression that sustains
them. Yet, in the United States, she was shocked to discover the prevalence
of similar official falsehoods—despite the freedom of the press—and the
silencing of health-care professionals amid widespread mismanagement.
Wang reveals, along with the medical crisis, another, related danger: the
temptation of people everywhere to embrace authoritarianism and its lies
as a response to complex and terrifying realities.—Richard Brody
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who lies somewhere between a blind date and
a booby trap. The two of them traipse around
the city, rendered in lustrous monochrome; its
beauty, however, seems to pass them by, just as
any more than a hint of emotional connection
tends to unnerve them. You wonder why either
of them would want to spend time (especially
a festive occasion) with the other, and much of
their fierce dismay at the world comes across
as whining, backed by a plaintive soundtrack;
yet there is something oddly touching, in the
end, about these lost kids who play at grownup
life.—Anthony Lane (Reviewed in our issue of
8/4/08.) (Streaming on Sundance Now.)

Isabella

The prolific young Argentine director Matias
Pifieiro is Shakespeare-obsessed, which is to
say that he’s also obsessed with theatre and
with performance as such, and his new film—
centered on a planned production of “Measure
for Measure”—leaps through time, and through
a variety of plays, with grace, whimsy, and
passion. Mariel (Maria Villar), a thirty-eight-
year-old actress in Buenos Aires who'’s seven
months pregnant, auditions for the lead role of
Isabella in a staging of the play. It’s a strange
audition, for which she needs to deliver a per-
sonal monologue, and she builds one around an
incident that had occurred some time ago, in
Coérdoba, involving her brother (Pablo Sigal)
and his partner (Agustina Muifioz), an actress
who’s also auditioning for the role. Meanwhile,
Mariel has written a personal and surreal play
(its striking imagery recurs throughout the
movie) about the problem of doubt, even as
she herself wonders whether she’ll ever act
again. Shattering Shakespeare into shards of
personal experience, rhythmically repeating
scenes and actions in a sort of cinematic music,
and catching actors in highly inflected closeups,
Pifeiro fuses performance and daily life into
a quietly mighty architecture of psychological
complexity.—R.B. (In theatrical release at Film
at Lincoln Center.)

Respect

Jennifer Hudson’s impassioned and energetic
incarnation of Aretha Franklin is the anchor
of this carefully managed yet engaging bio-pic,
directed by Liesl Tommy. The drama follows
Franklin’s life from the traumas of her child-
hood—the death of her mother, her rape by an
older man, her pregnancy at twelve—through
the anguish, in adulthood, over the severe con-
trol of her career and her life exerted by her
father, the Reverend C. L. Franklin (Forest
Whitaker), and then by her first husband, Ted
White (Marlon Wayans). The through line of
the script, written by Tracey Scott Wilson from
a story by Callie Khouri, is Franklin’s longtime
effort to make music as she sees fit, both as a
singer and as her own producer, at the risk of
physical and emotional violence. The film is
at its most detailed and inspired in sequences
dramatizing Franklin’s behind-the-scenes art-
istry; her involvement with the civil-rights
movement and her struggle with alcoholism
figure in the action, but, despite the actors’
fine-grained and vigorous performances, most
of the scenes merely skim the surface informa-
tionally.—R.B. (In theatrical release.)

For more reviews, visit
newyorker.com/goings-on-about-town
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Crabs All Around

Care for some crab? You're in luck: there
are now dozens of crab-boil restaurants
in the city—and scores around the
country—where you can eat a bounty of
crab legs, and shrimp and crawfish and
lobster, boiled and sloshed in butter and
some medley of spices, served in a plastic
bag, to be cracked with your own plas-
tic-glove-encased hands and devoured,
along with any number of fried foods
and brightly colored alcoholic drinks.
But long before these restaurants, many
with an Asian-Cajun bent, began pop-
ping up all over (seemingly overnight, at
some point in the past few years, in a wave
possibly set oft by Vietnamese American
entrepreneurs in the South specializing
in Cajun crawfish), there was the Crabby
Shack, a sweet little spot on Franklin Av-
enue, in Crown Heights.

Perhaps one of the reasons that the
Crabby Shack, a counter-service restau-
rant that offers all manner of crab, feels
so pure in purpose, so true to itself, is
that it was born of memories of crabs
past. In 2013, Gwen Woods had been
working in A. & R.at Sean Combs’s Bad
Boy Records for two decades, and Fifi

-

Bell-Clanton had been a fashion stylist
for about as long. They both missed the
crab they used to eat: for Bell-Clanton,
in Philadelphia, at such neighborhood
spots as Baltimore Crab & Seafood,
Bottom of the Sea, and Mr. Crab; for
Woods, in the Chesapeake Bay area,
brought home by her father from Virginia.

Amazed by New York City’s lack
of crab places and looking for a career
change, they put together a business plan
and, in 2014, opened the aptly named
Crabby Shack—casual and beachy, with
a nautical design and welcoming service.
As Bell-Clanton told me the other day,
they wanted people to “feel like they were
being transported to a destination in Nan-
tucket or the South of France or Miami.”

The pandemic proved to be a difficult
test—they operated for stretches with
limited crews and recently added a take-
out window for ease of to-go orders. But
the Crabby Shack was one of the few crab
restaurants that stayed open through the
pandemic, and it gained a new customer
base as a result, offering a convincing ar-
gument for crab as an any-day indulgence.
On a recent Saturday night, a steady
stream of diners gathered at outdoor ta-
bles, sipping I.P.A.s from the fridge and
feasting on crab rolls (perfectly seasoned
in a subtle garlic-butter sauce, generously
heaped on toasted Martin’s potato rolls),
crab-leg clusters (elegant, clean-tasting
Alaskan snow crab steamed then swirled
in garlic butter, or fat, succulent Dunge-
ness, surprisingly easy to crack, in creamy
curry sauce), crab-avocado B.L.T’s, lus-
cious crab mac and cheese.

“Now that so many crab restaurants
are opening,” Woods said, “we’re com-
peting with five other restaurants in the
neighborhood. Crab is now a thing. It’s
exploded.” One silver lining, for Woods
and Bell-Clanton, is that their finesse
with seafood and their savvy regarding
the culinary Zeitgeist—their menu in-
cludes a popular lobster roll and a hybrid
“clobster” roll, with both crab and lob-
ster—has earned them a coveted vender
slot at Barclays Center, and a booming
lobster-roll-delivery gig via Goldbelly.

Meanwhile, at Sup Crab—a mini
franchise among the city’s now legion
Asian-Cajun crab places, with branches
on the Bowery and, recently, in Green-
point—the crab gets a Sichuan twist. Sup
Crab offers two staple Cajun sauces (mild
tomato or spicy) with its seafood boils—a
mix-and-match choice of shrimp, clams,
baby cuttlefish, crawfish, lobster, and
snow, king, or Dungeness crab—but it’s
the restaurant’s Sup Crab House sauce
that’s worth seeking out. A blend of
butter, garlic, and ground Sichuan pep-
percorn, it starts as warming and ends
up thrilling—an excellent accompani-
ment to tender, fresh king crab, extracted
from giant legs snipped into manage-
able pieces, the better to swipe through
the sauce. Paired with a Purple Galaxy
cocktail, made with vodka and pea-flower
syrup, and tangy Cajun-sausage-stud-
ded fried rice dusted with more magic
Sichuan peppercorn, it’s the party we've
been waiting for. (The Crabby Shack boils
$14-842. Sup Crab boils start around $20.)

—Shauna Lyon
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THE TALKR OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
WHAT WE LEFT BEHIND

I n the fall of 2001, as the United States
and its allies swept into Afghanistan,
the Taliban collapsed with surprising
speed. Although the Taliban Army was
largely intact in many places, its soldiers
often simply walked across the lines and
switched sides. The victorious fighters of
the American-backed militia, the North-
ern Alliance, frequently embraced the
surrendering Talibs, as if welcoming way-
ward family members back into the fold.

This summer, the same phenomenon
played out in reverse. The soldiers of the
Afghan Army surrendered, not because
they were defeated but because they could
see which way the wind was blowing.
Why go on? After forty-two years of war,
the Afghans are expert at survival. In
2001, America’s leaders were happily sur-
prised; in 2021, they were dismayed.

As Taliban leaders took hold of the
country, they suggested that they had
changed since the nineteen-nineties,
when they became notorious for ston-
ing women to death and toppling brick
walls on people accused of homosexual-
ity. A spokesman announced that “no
prejudice against women will be allowed.”
An official named Mawlawi Abdulhaq
Hemad agreed to be interviewed by a
female anchor on the TOLO News chan-
nel. “I am still astonished that people are
afraid of the Taliban,” he said.

Placing any credence in these as-
surances would be a fool’s game. Even if
Taliban leaders are sincere, their move-
ment is riven by factions. While Hemad
was being interviewed, men in the streets
were painting over posters that depicted

women’s faces. In newly conquered areas,
fighters have conducted door-to-door
searches, executing people thought to
have collaborated with the Western-
backed government. In the cosmopol-
itan bubble of Kabul, the Talibs were
greeted less as a liberating army than
as a kind of theocratic motorcycle gang:
rough armed men rolling into town, de-
manding allegiance.

When the Taliban last seized the cap-
ital, in 1996, Afghanistan was emerging
from decades of desolation. A withering
occupation by the Soviet Union had killed
more than a million people, and the civil
war that followed killed at least fifty thou-
sand more. The populace was impover-
ished and illiterate, and the cities lay in
ruins. In Kabul, the busiest place in town
was a Red Cross clinic, run by a kind-
hearted Italian expatriate, which made
prosthetics for amputees. The men were
mostly dead or at the front; the women,
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invisible behind burqas, picked through
debris in search of scraps; and packs of
orphans roamed the streets. The Tali-
ban’s ministries were run by ideologues
who did little in the way of governance.
But, if Kabul was desolate, it was also
peaceful, and its weary citizens were
grateful for that.

In the invasion of 2001, the United
States destroyed the Afghan state, such
as it was. The initial goal was a simple
one: to avoid a recurrence of the Septem-
ber 11th attacks, directed by Al Qaeda
terrorists living under Taliban protection.
But even the most basic sort of counter-
terrorism requires a government, and so
a government had to be built. Diplomats
and commanders were eager to erect a
democratic state, and aid workers set
about building schools, irrigation net-
works, and roads. Billions of dollars were
stolen and thrown away. Yet the coun-
try was remade, especially the cities; Kabul
became a bustling metropolis, with high-
rises and French and Lebanese restau-
rants. Millions of Afghan girls, barred
by the Taliban from attending school,
found their lives transformed.

The Americans and their partners
were happy to dole out money, but they
stopped short of directing the country.
They didn't know the languages, anyway.
Desperate for allies, they turned to the
strongest Afghans immediately available:
the cynical, battle-hardened command-
ers who had risen through the chaos of
the past two decades. The combination
of warlords and American largesse, sanc-
tified by Western-style elections, pro-
duced a state whose leaders’ main ob-
jective was to get hold of as much foreign
money as possible. Enriched by graft,
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the Afghan élite began spending week-
ends in the United Arab Emirates, where
they gathered in posh villas on an island
called Palm Jumeirah. American offi-
cials had a droll name for the phenom-
enon: vertically integrated criminal en-
terprise, or VICE. The Afghan state, venal
and predatory, became the main driver
of Taliban recruitment.

The group’s other primary support
came from Pakistan. Intelligence offi-
cials there, who had helped mobilize the
Taliban in the nineties, helped them re-
group and plan attacks after the Amer-
ican invasion. This was a transparent
double game, but successive U.S. Presi-
dents—especially Bush and Obama—
refused to confront Pakistan in a mean-
ingful way. Instead, they poured resources
into defeating the Taliban on the battle-
field. As the American effort became in-
creasingly militarized, the war submerged
the good works, and Afghan support
began to drain away.

In recent weeks, the United States’

hasty, ill-planned withdrawal did the Tal-

iban one last favor. By bringing chaos to
the capital and abandoning those who
had risked their lives to aid the U.S., it
surely inspired many Afghans to wish
for someone to restore order. But the
cities that the Taliban now control bear
little resemblance to the ones they left
twenty years ago. The urban population,
perhaps a quarter of the country, is en-
ergized by a contingent of sophisticated
young people—fluent not just in Dari
and Pashto but also in smartphones, the
Internet, and travel to the West. Even in
the countryside, many women and girls
have known far more freedom than their
mothers did.

The U.S. failed to build a functioning
state in Afghanistan. Instead, it fostered
a state within a state—outposts of rela-
tive liberalism in an otherwise deeply
conservative country. Now these outposts
will have to rejoin the rest, either by un-
likely compromise or by ruthless force.
The Taliban have numbers on their side.

They are primarily ethnic Pashtuns, who
represent nearly half of the population—
in the countryside, a dominant force. But
the remaining Afghans, including Tajiks,
Uzbeks, and Turkomen, have their own
allegiances, some standing with the Tal-
iban and some against them. The former
Vice-President Amrullah Saleh, a Tajik,
has declared himself the nation’s right-
tul leader,and he commands a loyal group
of armed men. A resolution without
bloodshed is difficult to imagine.

As the Biden Administration reck-
lessly departed Afghanistan, it left be-
hind the chance of a deeper calamity,
not just in the country but in the region.
The President’s embarrassing speech last
week, in which he blamed the debacle
on everyone but himself, serves as a fit-
ting end to America’s twenty-year en-
deavor. As Biden withdrew his forces,
he urged Afghans to fight for their coun-
try’s future. It seems alarmingly possi-
ble that they will have to.

—Dexter Filkins

LEAVING KABUL
FLIGHT

wo weeks ago, we had a film festi-

val for short avant-garde films in
Kabul. Four hundred people were there.
They were dressed normally, like Euro-
pean artists, in jeans and bras and T-shirts.
People laughed, sang, smoked, watched
films. We didn’t know that suddenly,
within days, everything would collapse.
It was really normal life: girls walked

in the streets freely,and they went to cof-
tee shops. One of the beauties of Kabul
is watching the girls walk to school. Their
uniform is a white head scarf, and the
dress is black. I always say, I hope that
we can see this image forever, you know?
The Taliban was in other big cities,
like Kandahar, Mazar-i-Sharif, but they
weren't in Kabul. We thought that our
Army would defend us. We were chant-
ing, “Allabu akbar, God is great,” just
to protest against the Taliban. We were
chanting to support our Army forces.

I didn’t believe that the Taliban would

come. Maybe I am naive. I don’t know.
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I'm thirty-seven.I was born in Kabul,
I grew up in Iran, and immigrated to
Slovakia to study. When I finished a
Ph.D. in filmmaking, I decided to re-
turn to Afghanistan. I thought that it
is better to be telling stories from my
own country than to be in Europe and
make stories that aren’t very close to
me. My film “Hava, Maryam, Ayesha,”
a story of three women in Kabul, played
at the Venice Film Festival in 2019.

On Sunday, I wanted to go to the
bank and get cash. I made my coffee and
prepared myself: I put on lipstick and a
very short dress. I took a taxi. Traffic was
bad. At the bank I saw maybe five hun-
dred people. Around fifty were women.
You could understand that there was
something happening: the bank was
full of fear. The teller said, “There is no
money—we are waiting for the central
bank to send us money.” Suddenly, the
gunshots started. And the manager of
the bank told me, “The Taliban is inside
the city. They've surrounded us. You
should go home.” He said, “If they know
you, they will kill you.”I am well known
there. He showed me the back door, and
I started to run.

I was running, and in the middle of
my running some people made fun of
me, especially the men: “Oh, the director

of Afghan film is running! She is afraid
of the Taliban! Ha ha ha!” I was sur-
prised. Some girls were just walking. I
said to them, “Why are you walking?
The Taliban is coming!” And they started
running, too.

At home, I looked out my window,
and everything was calm. Still, I said, I'm
going to the airport. I had spoken with
my friend Wanda Adamik Hrycova,
the president of the Slovak Film and
Television Academy, who told me shed
ask the government of Ukraine to help.

Sahraa Karimi



I packed some of my things—clothes,
iPhone, toothbrush, seven books. I tried
not to look at my paintings, because I
knew I could not take them. I left them
behind, along with my library, a hard
drive with three thousand films, all my
makeup, four birds. All I left behind.

My cousin showed up in a black
American pickup to take us to the air-
port. Twelve people, eight suitcases: two
colleagues, my brother’s family. Five
children, all girls—twenty, fourteen,
eleven, seven, and two. I told them,“You
are going on a very interesting journey.
You should be very strong.”I was crying.

At the airport, there were a huge
number of people waiting for flights.
You could see something in their faces:
they were afraid. We wanted to get to
the plane, but people pushed ahead. No
one checked passports. The airplane
took off, and we couldn’t catch it.

I contacted my friend Wanda, and
the Ukrainian government communi-
cated with the Turkish government to
insure that there will be another plane.
But at the airport they told us, “There
are no more flights. The only flight is
for Americans.” The children were so
tired. At around 5 A.M., the Turkish gov-
ernment picked us up and took us to the
military part of the airport. We saw all
these officials—almost all of our govern-
ment was there! Three hours we waited
for the plane, and then another three
hours inside the plane. There was a crowd
outside that wouldn't let the plane take
off, a thousand people. The airport was
totally open, because everyone who
worked there had left. At the civilian
part of the airport, people swarmed the
planes’ wings, the wheels, the road. It is
a famous photograph now.

They are normal people. The Amer-
ican Army finally pushed them out with
this big machine—the machine they
use in war, an armed vehicle. They just
pushed the people out. The day after
we departed, three or four people were
killed; those people just wanted to get
on the airplane, too.

That moment of my leaving, I was
in tears. I love Afghanistan. Next to me
in the plane my brother was very sick.
He was shaking, with a panic attack. I
was holding him. I saw our city get far,
far, and more far away.

—Sabraa Karimi,
as told to Adam Iscoe

“If anyone asks, I'm sun-dried.”

MISSISSIPPI POSTCARD
PYRAMID SCHEME

S cholars generally suppose that the an-
cient Egyptians built pyramids, those
mysterious monuments of prodigious toil,
with the help of earthen ramps buttressed
by mud bricks. Pyramid stones are heavy,
after all: two and a half tons apiece, on
average. A nice draggable slope could ex-
plain how, if not exactly why, people
stacked millions of them toward the sky,
without cranes or internal combustion.
Count Elon Musk among the skeptics
(“Aliens built the pyramids obv.,” he
tweeted last year), along with Roger
Larsen, a former newspaper editor in Co-
lumbus, Mississippi. Though not a con-
spiracy theorist, Larsen likes to say that,
given a choice between an explanation of
ramps or aliens, “Id have to go with aliens,”
noting that an eight-per-cent incline lead-
ing to the top of the Great Pyramid of
Giza would need to be more than a mile
long, its volume possibly exceeding that
of the pyramid itself. And where, then,
did all the debris go after demolition?
Like many amateur Egyptologists,
Larsen, who was a woodworker before
founding Mississippi’s best-selling weekly,

the Columbus Packet, has his own con-
struction theories, nurtured over hun-
dreds, if not thousands, of hours of read-
ing and tinkering, and he has gone so far
as to fashion a homemade device that he
thinks could have done the job, by en-
abling lifting rather than dragging. It re-
sembles a mashup of a giant wooden row-
ing machine and a catapult, and uses
technology that he believes is depicted
on the walls at Abydos—notched Djed
pillars and knots of Isis, for managing
stretch in the many fathoms of required
rope. It sits in Lowndes County, atop a
cliff of so-called Selma chalk, or soft lime-
stone, belonging to Larsen’s friend Leon.
On a recent Saturday, Larsen at-
tempted a demonstration of his con-
traption’s worthiness. A block of concrete
topped with slabs of marble, weighing
around forty-five hundred pounds, served
as his stone. The slope of Leon’s cliff is
forty-eight degrees, just shy of the Great
Pyramid’s fifty-two: close enough.
Larsen, by his own account, has the
frame of a parakeet and toothpicks for
arms, though he is prone to making bold
claims, such as “If society collapses and
we're back in the Stone Ages, I'ma be
king of the heap” and “I think nothing
like this has been tried since antiquity.”
For muscle, he conscripted friends of
friends for fifty bucks apiece. He assigned
four men to each of two tree-trunk oars,
or levers, which hed cut from the sur-
rounding woods back in February. They

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 30, 202l 13



had slotted ends, for ropes. The men
stood on staircases flanking a central
frame, first walking the levers up and
then grunting and pushing them back
down, while two others attended to skis
carrying the block up a kind of railroad
track, made of poplar, on the chalk face.
With each cycling of the levers, the block
climbed about a foot and a half, amid
jackhammer-like groaning from the
ropes. Occasionally, Larsen poked at a
knot with a crowbar—his version of a
“was scepter,”which he believes the Egyp-
tians used to maintain tension. “It’s a lit-
tle tedious, isn't it?” he said at one point,
addressing a small audience watching on
FaceTime. (“Hello, New York!” one oars-
man shouted.)

After nearly two hours, with the late-
morning sun acquiring a Nile-side po-
tency, Larsen’s block reached the top of
the cliff. It had veered slightly off its
track and rested precariously on the lip.
“Y’all come over here and hold this
thing,” Larsen said, calling the men oft
the staircases and inviting them to grab
the central rope in a tug-of-war stance.
“O.K. Bring it up!” The block didn’t
budge: more grist for the argument
against dragging. Back to the levers they
went to finish the job safely.

The laborers celebrated with fist
bumps and Newports, perhaps the first
humans in more than four thousand years
to have raised such a heavy object using
plausibly ancient technology, but their
supervisor, ever wary of being dismissed
as a Gyro Gearloose, couldnt mask a Sis-
yphean resignation that the academic es-
tablishment still wouldn't be impressed.
Larsen had spent years trying to inter-
est Old Kingdom experts in video foot-
age of previous demonstrations, with
limited success.

“I've been giving him some encour-
agement in this not because I think he’s
necessarily right but because I think he
might be right,” James Harrell, an arche-
ological geologist with the University of
Toledo, e-mailed. “Some of the ideas I've
seen are pretty loopy, such as using large
kites to carry the blocks up the sides of
the pyramids, building water channels
with locks to float the blocks up on rafts,
or that the blocks are actually made of
concrete that was cast in place. Roger’s
idea is not like these. It’s sensible and
well within the technological capabili-
ties of the ancient Egyptians.”
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“I just thought it was something

«io.

worthwhile, that’s all,” Larsen said. “T've

got lots of other projects to get started on.”
—Ben McGrath

BEST-LAID PLANS
BILL CUNNINGHAM'S WISH

om Gold first encountered Bill

Cunningham, the 7imes’ society
photographer, three decades ago, when
Gold was a nineteen-year-old dancer
for New York City Ballet. “I was at a
party and started a conga line, and there
was this old man following me around
taking pictures,” Gold recalled recently,
as he walked among the fountains at
the Untermyer Gardens, in Yonkers.
“After a while he said to me, ‘You got
it, kid. You know how to have fun!””
After that, Gold, who formed a dance
company in 2008, appeared regularly in
Cunningham’s column—sometimes with
the designer Mary McFadden or the
night-club owner Nell Campbell. Gold
went on, “Once, at the Frick, Bill called
me over and said, ‘Child, just because
you know how to have fun doesn’t mean
you're not serious. I told that to Bal-
anchine, too. Remember that always.””

Gold, who is fifty-two, wore a bucket
hat, a striped Breton jersey, and black
patent-leather Danskos. He walked into
the Indo-Persian Walled Garden, which
is a surviving portion of Samuel Unter-
myer’s hundred-and-fifty-acre Gilded
Age estate, Greystone. Under an arm,
Gold had tucked a cardboard envelope
stufted with sixteen photographs that
Cunningham had taken at the park in
2013 and mailed to him. “He told me,
‘Child, I have a project for you. You need
to perform at the Untermyer Gardens.
It’s the most beautiful place,” Gold said.
Isadora Duncan performed there in the
twenties and thirties.

In the garden, Gold opened the en-
velope. On each photo, Cunningham had
scrawled notes detailing how a perfor-
mance might be staged. One, of a mosaic-
floored plaza flanked by sphinx-topped
columns, read, “Looking from the am-
phitheater toward entrance. ... Dance
floor could be enlarged on lawn.” The

mosaic, based on an ancient fresco, shows
lotus blossoms among spiral shapes. An-
other: “The dance floor is center between
the columns & sphinxes.” Cunningham
noted that the amphitheatre would hold
about “200 people plus standing” and
pointed out that the park provided seat
cushions so that guests wouldn't be sit-
ting on stone. On a shot of the Temple
of the Sky—a roofless circle of Corin-
thian columns topped with a palmette-
and-anthemion design—he had written,
“Great for after-dance reception.”

Looking at the photos, Gold said, “I
thought, Great, let’s make this happen.”
He began petitioning Stephen Byrns,
the Untermyer Gardens Conservancy’s
president. Byrns stalled. When Gold
would run into Cunningham at an event
or at his usual stalking ground, in front
of Bergdorf Goodman, Cunningham
always asked about the Untermyer idea.
“The last time I saw him was in 2016,
at an event at the Fashion Institute of
Technology, and he asked again, but this
time he was more intense and seemed
agitated that it wasn't happening,” Gold
said. “He kept saying, “You have to make
this happen!””

Cunningham died shortly after that,
and Gold dropped his Untermyer pur-
suit. Unbeknownst to Gold, though,
Cunningham had lobbied Byrns as well.
This spring, seeking to augment the Un-
termyer’s outdoor performances, Byrns
reached out (“A lot of water under the
bridge in the last 5 years,” he wrote in
an e-mail) and invited Gold to mount
a program this summer. “I didn’t hesi-
tate,” Gold said. “I ran to my storage
space to see if I still had these pictures.”

Gold approached the stage area to
demonstrate a few of the show’s moves.
After a couple of pirouettes, he said, “In
constructing the program, I was trying
to think from Bill's perspective—what
he would have liked to see, what he would
have liked to photograph.”

A few weeks later, he returned for the
performance. About two hundred peo-
ple had bought tickets. The gardens are
public, and ten minutes before curtain a
large wedding party barged past the
“CLOSED FOR A TICKETED EVENTsigns
to pose for photographs. “I was nervous
that they were tracking mud and dirt onto
the stage and the dancers would slip,”

Gold said. “I told them, ‘We'’re about to
do a show.” And they said, ‘We have a fuck-



ing permit.”” Once the bride and groom
left, Byrns introduced the program, and
talked about Cunningham: “When they
were arranging for him to come here, his
assistant asked, Where was Yonkers, ex-
actly? ‘And do you think Mr. Cunning-
ham could ride his bike up there?’ He
was about eighty at the time.” After the
show, there was a reception at a red-sauce
Italian place in a Yonkers mini-mall. Cun-
ningham’s suggested party venue, the
Temple of the Sky, was closed for reno-
vations. It will be unveiled in October, at
a gala honoring Martha Stewart, an event
that would have been just another day at
the office for Bill Cunningham.
—Rima Sugi

BRAVE NEW WORLD DEPT.
BEAM ME UP

N ow that the Delta variant has scut-
tled the world’s reopening plans,
social distancing could be around for a
long time. But that’s only if you take a
corporeal point of view. Last year, as a
birthday present for Kim Kardashian,
Kanye West commissioned a hologram
of her dead father. In April, Sean (Diddy)
Combs beamed his holographic self
from Miami to Los Angeles for his son’s
birthday party. “Man marries hologram
he admired for 10 years,” the Evening
Standard reported. Will the pandemic
free us from our physical shackles?

The other day, David Nussbaum, a
hologram entrepreneur, arrived at an of-
fice near Chelsea Market to demon-
strate a large glowing box that looks like
a vending machine and quietly hums. It
was the grand opening of the New York
headquarters of PORTL, his telepresence
company. His big boxes have been pop-
ping up around the world lately—at
Cannes, where they displayed N.F.T. art;
at a Shanghai watch fair, where a Swiss
watchmaker took meetings with clients
at twice his normal size.

Nussbaum wore black glasses, a
blazer,and Converse sneakers, as he had
a few days earlier for a panel at Chris-
tie’s. Unlike Princess Leia’s message for
Obi-Wan Kenobi, PORTL’s holograms
aren't technically three-dimensional, but
they do look startlingly realistic, star-
ing out of a six-and-a-half-foot-tall
touch screen within an aluminum frame.
(“You're right, it’s not really a hologram,
Mr. Wizard,” Nussbaum tells nitpick-
ers. “It’s a digital likeness.”)

Half of the participants on the Chris-
tie’s panel were there not in person but
as luminescent digital likenesses. Nuss-
baum had flown from Los Angeles,
where he lives with his children and his
wife, Charla, who was eight and a half
months pregnant. “It took seven hours
to get from L.A. to New York, turbulence
the entire time,” he said. “Why am I not
just beaming there?”

PORTL sells its big machine and as-
sociated high-tech software and services
for as much as a hundred thousand dol-
lars. There are plans for a desktop ver-
sion that would cost closer to two or
three thousand. Customers include med-
ical schools, such as the one at the Uni-
versity of Central Florida, where stu-
dents will examine holograms to identify
symptoms of Parkinson’s disease, and to
practice their bedside manners. Other
buyers: rap moguls. The machines have
microphones and cameras embedded in
them, like giant smartphones, so, when
Combs attended his son’s birthday party,
he could interact with the guests. An
attempt to sing “Happy Birthday” along
with the crowd was thwarted by a slight
delay, a kink Nussbaum is working out.

Nussbaum used to host an interview
podcast (Henry Winkler, Jenny Slate)
in his living room. But after a computer-
generated Tupac walked the stage at
Coachella, in 2012, he switched careers.

He found himself running an early ho-
logram company that resurrected Billie
Holiday, Jackie Wilson, and Whitney
Houston. Soon he started projecting the
living, as well. In 2014, he beamed Ju-
lian Assange through a satellite truck
parked outside the Ecuadorian Embassy
in London to Nantucket for a TED talk-
style event. Holo-Assange took ques-
tions from the audience.

Those early projections required total
darkness, which is a tough sell. Nuss-
baum worked on new machines in his
living room and, in 2019, he founded
PORTL. When the pandemic hit, the
company took oft. “I should have started
it a year earlier,” he said. “Maybe I'd be
Zoom right now.”

He walked over to a machine and
started it up using an app on a tablet. A
shoulder, and then a backside (belong-
ing to a PORTL employee in L.A.) ap-
peared in 4K volumetric resolution. “It’s
like hologram FaceTime,” Nussbaum
said. The employee stepped away and
Charla, Nussbaum’s wife, materialized in
aleopard-print dress, beside their daugh-
ters, in pigtails. Charla waved.

“High five?” Nussbaum asked her.

Charla hesitantly raised her hand. “I
don’t like this bit,” she said.

“A kiss?”

“I'd rather give you one in real life,”
she said. The girls offered sheepish
thumbs up. Nussbaum stroked the il-
lusion of one daughter’s hair. “This
is like the time I dressed up as Santa
Claus and they didn't know it was me,”
he said. He ran his hand around his
wife’s swollen belly. “And this little guy
in here, I can’t say his name or I'll get
in trouble.”

The family had never communicated
by PORTL before, but Charla was un-
tazed. “I'm happy that he’s in New York
doing it now, instead of in the living
room,” she said. They signed off to go
swimming. Nussbaum launched a mon-
tage of recorded holograms from the
tablet and said he plans to add a chat-
bot feature. “I have a hologram of me,”
he explained, as Spider-Man appeared
on the screen.“My children’s great-grand-
children will be able to sit opposite my
hologram and ask any question, like ho-
logram Alexa,” he said. Spider-Man
pressed his hands against an imaginary
screen, like a mime trying to escape.

—ANeima Jahromi

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 30, 202I 15



AMERICAN CHRONICLES

THE BIG HOUSE

Life after white-collar crime.

BY EVAN OSNOS

n the nineties, Jeffrey D. Grant had a

law firm in Westchester County, a seat
on the local school board, and an owner-
ship stake in a bistro called, if you'll for-
give the irony, the Good Life. He was in
his early forties, garrulous and rotund,
and he gloried in his capacity to con-
sume. Each year, he took his wife and
daughters on halfa dozen “shopping va-
cations,” though they sometimes ne-
glected to open the bags between trips.

Grant had developed an early appre-
ciation for personal displays of wealth
and power. Born in 1956, the son of a
marketing executive, he grew up on Long
Island, graduated from SUNY Brockport,
and worked his way through New York

Law School as a shoe salesman. By then,
his parents had divorced, and his father
had moved in with Lynda Dick, a wealthy
widow whose properties included one
of the most storied mansions in Green-
wich, Connecticut, a hilltop estate known
as Dunnellen Hall. (It later became fa-
mous as the home of Leona Helmsley,
the hotel magnate convicted of tax eva-
sion in 1989, after a trial in which a house-
keeper testified that Helmsley had told
her, “We don't pay taxes. Only the little
people pay taxes.”)

Grant cultivated an ability to mus-
cle his way into one opportunity after
another. In law school, he approached
the box office of a concert venue in Bos-

A support group launched in Greenwich serves ‘;guys detoxing from power. 7
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ton and, pretending to be the son of
a music promoter, threatened revenge
if he and three friends were not admit-
ted free of charge. The brazen charade
worked so well that the headliner, the
rock-and-roll pioneer Gary U.S. Bonds,
hosted the group backstage and, at the
concert, sang “Happy Birthday” to one
of Grant’s friends. As a lawyer, Grant
specialized in real estate and corporate
work and regarded himself as an “assas-
sin.” In business and out of it, his phi-
losophy was “Win, win, win.”

As he reached his mid-forties, how-
ever, Grant found himself unravelling.
He had become addicted to painkillers—
first Demerol, prescribed for a torn Achil-
les tendon, and then OxyContin. He was
increasingly erratic and grandiose, bet-
ting wildly on dot-com stocks. In 2000,
as his debts mounted, he started filch-
ing money from clients’escrow accounts.
The following year, after the terrorist at-
tacks of September 11th, Grant applied
for a disaster-relief loan from the Small
Business Administration, claiming to
have lost the use of an office near Ground
Zero. That was a fiction. He received
two hundred and forty-seven thousand
dollars, which he used to cover personal
and office expenses.

In July, 2002, under investigation for
breaching his clients’ accounts, he sur-
rendered his law license and was later
disbarred. That summer, as he sat in a
Ralph Lauren wicker chair in his green-
house in Rye, he attempted suicide, swal-
lowing forty tablets of Demerol. He sur-
vived, and entered drug and alcohol rehab.
He and his wife moved to Greenwich,
seeking a fresh start, but the marriage
was too badly frayed to survive.

Grant’s undoing was not yet com-
plete: officers of the Internal Revenue
Service discovered the false claim on his
loan application, and in 2004 a warrant
was issued for his arrest. He pleaded
guilty to wire fraud and money launder-
ing, and a judge sentenced him to eigh-
teen months in prison, chastising him
for exploiting a national tragedy. On
Easter Sunday, 2006, two friends drove
Grant three hours west from Greenwich
to Allenwood Low, a federal prison in
the mountainous Amish country of cen-
tral Pennsylvania. Grant quickly learned
the rules: never take someone’s seat in
the TV room or ask a stranger what
landed him in prison. And he mastered
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the black-market economy that runs
on “macks,” or foil packages of smoked
mackerel, which sell for about a dollar
in the commissary. He marked time
mostly by walking—circling an outdoor
track three or four hours a day, listen-
ing to NPR on headphones. “In the
morning, all the airplanes from the East
Coast would fly over going west, and at
night they would come the other way,”
he told me. “I would remember myself
as a businessman.”

Grant was released to a halfway house
in June, 2007, after fourteen months
in prison. He had walked thirty-five
hundred miles around the track and shed
sixty-five pounds. He returned to Green-
wich with no idea of what to do next.

any people who have served time
for white-collar felonies look to
get back into business. Barely six months
after the home-wares mogul Martha
Stewart emerged from prison—she had
been convicted of lying to investigators
about a stock trade—she was hosting
two new television shows. Grant, who
no longer had a law license, tried apply-
ing himself to good works instead. He
volunteered at rehab facilities that had
helped him get sober. He joined the board
of Family ReEntry,a nonprofit in Bridge-
port, which aids formerly imprisoned
people and their families, and he later
served as its executive director. Hoping
to improve his inner life, he studied
for a divinity degree at Union Theolog-
ical Seminary, in Manhattan. In 2009,
he married Lynn Springer, a Greenwich
event planner he had met in recovery.In
2012, they founded the Progressive Prison
Project, a ministry focussed on white-
collar and other nonviolent offenders.
As word of his experience spread,
Grant started hearing from neighbors
who were heading to prison or had re-
cently returned and were seeking advice
or companionship. At the time, a sense
of alarm was animating conversations
among businessmen along the Metro-
North corridor: Preet Bharara, the U.S.
Attorney for the Southern District of
New York, had imposed a crackdown
on insider trading, leading to more than
eighty guilty pleas and convictions. Some
of these cases were later invalidated by
an appeals court, but Operation Perfect
Hedge, as it was known, had punctured
the realm of traders, analysts, and port-

folio managers. “My phone would ring
in the middle of the night,” Grant said.
One financier, under indictment, called
while hiding in his office with the lights
out. “He said, T'm afraid that people will
recognize me on the street,” Grant re-
called. A reporter from Absolute Return,
a trade publication for the hedge-fund
industry, asked Grant, “How do Wall
Street skills usually translate in prison?”
His reply: “These skills are not only in
large degree useless, they are probably
counterproductive.” As he told me re-
cently, “Business rewards a certain type
of attitude and assertiveness—all things
that will get you killed in prison.”

Grant, in his pastoral role for anx-
ious brokers, fallen hedgies, and other
wobbling pillars of late capitalism, came
to expect fresh inquiries from desperate
people each morning when he opened
his e-mail. “Everyone going through this
is freaking out, so they’re up all night,
Googling,” he said. In the hope of nour-
ishing his unlikely flock, Grant devel-
oped an ambitious reading list, which in-
cluded “Letters and Papers from Prison,”
by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and “The Gulag
Archipelago,” by Aleksandr Solzhenit-
syn. If some callers found that Bonhoef-
fer’s words of resistance to the victims
of national socialism did not seem im-
mediately applicable, Grant also offered
practical tips. Before reporting to prison,
he advised them, mail yourself the phone
numbers of family members and friends
on the visitors'list, because “you’ll be too
discombobulated to remember them
once you're inside.” And remind your
wife never to touch paper money on the
morning of a visit; almost every bill bears
traces of drug residue, which will set oft
the scanners.

In 2016, Grant established what he
called the White Collar Support Group,
an online meeting inspired by twelve-
step programs for drug and alcohol ad-
diction. He described the program as a
step toward “ethics rehab” and, on his
Web site, explained that it was for peo-
ple who wanted to “take responsibility
for our actions and the wreckage we
caused.” In blunter terms, he told me
that it was for “guys detoxing from power
and influence.”

The first session attracted four at-
tendees, including a hedge-fund man-
ager and a man who had pilfered from
his child’s youth-soccer club. But soon

the program grew. In the next five years,
more than three hundred people cycled
through, either on their way to prison
or just out and trying to reéstablish a
semblance of their old order. Some of
Grant’s flock were familiar from front-
page scandals, born of Ponzi schemes,
insider trading, and other forms of ex-
pensive corruption; others were virtu-
ally unknown to the public. This sum-
mer, | asked him if I could sit in on a
meeting of the White Collar Support
Group. He agreed, but alerted his mem-
bers in advance, in case anyone wanted
to preserve his privacy.

At seven oclock one evening in July,
I signed on to Zoom and found myself
with twenty-eight people, mostly male
and white, each identified by a name
and a location. Meetings are free, though
Grant suggests a donation of five dol-
lars to his ministry. He draws a distinc-
tion between his work and the industry
of white-collar “prison coaches” who
offer bespoke services for a price. Among
them, Wall Street Prison Consultants
promises to “ensure you serve the short-
est sentence possible in the most favor-
able institution.” It sells consulting pack-
ages at the levels of Bronze, Silver, and
Gold, the finest of which includes “Poly-
graph Manipulation Techniques,”“Prison
Survival Orientation Coaching,”and an
“Early Release Package” that helps cli-
ents apply for a drug-treatment program
to reduce the length of a sentence.

Grant, who now lives in Woodbury,
Connecticut, appeared on camera wear-
ing a pale-blue oxford shirt and sitting
before a stone fireplace. As he called the
meeting to order, we recited Reinhold
Niebuhr’s Serenity Prayer, and then
Grant reminded everyone of the rules:
with few exceptions, anyone who talked
for more than three minutes would hear
a snippet of music—on this occasion,
the Parliament funk classic “Mother-
ship Connection (Star Child)"—signal-
ling him to wrap it up. Surrendering
control, Grant likes to tell his charges,
may not come naturally.

efore the meeting, Grant had warned

me not to expect universal contri-
tion. “Almost everyone who contacts us
has been successful, controlling, and
perhaps narcissistic,” he said. “The ele-
ments that made them successful are
also the elements that contributed to
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their demise.” Throughout their pre-
indictment careers, aggression and rule-
bending were considered strengths. In
American culture, white-collar crime is
often portrayed less as evidence of un-
tettered greed than as a misguided sib-
ling of success.

By and large, the country’s govern-
ing class has encouraged that view. After
the stock market crashed in 1929, Con-
gress faced public pressure to curb the
backroom manipulation that had helped
devastate millions of shareholders. But
Richard Whitney, the president of the
New York Stock Exchange, a graduate
of Groton and Harvard, told senators
in Washington, “You gentlemen are mak-
ing a great mistake. The exchange is a
perfect institution.” In 1938, Whitney
was caught embezzling from the New
York Yacht Club, his father-in-law, and
a number of others. He went to Sing
Sing dressed in a double-breasted suit.

Not long after Whitney’s fall, the
sociologist Edwin Sutherland devised
the term “white-collar crime,” to de-
scribe wrongdoing committed “by a
person of respectability and high social
status in the course of his occupation.”
Since then, each cycle of boom and bust
has delivered new iterations of rapa-
cious self-dealing, often indelibly linked
to time or place, like schools of paint-
ing—the naked fraud of a Savings &
Loan, the whimsical math of an Ar-
thur Andersen. In 2001, following the
accounting scandals at Enron and other
companies, a publication called CFO
Magazine quietly abandoned its annual
Excellence Awards, because winners
from each of the previous three years
had gone to prison.

Since the turn of the millennium, the
prosecution of white-collar crime has
plummeted—but this should not imply
a surge in moralism among our leading
capitalists. After the attacks of Septem-
ber 11th, the F.B.I. began to shift re-
sources toward counterterrorism. Mean-
while, Republican lawmakers cut the
budget of the Internal Revenue Service
so sharply that it had the same number
of special agents in 2017 as it had half a
century earlier, even though the national
population has grown by two-thirds.

The effects of impunity have become
more blatant since the Great Recession
of 2007-09, when, infamously, almost
no top executives went to prison—de-
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spite the loss of more than nineteen
trillion dollars in household wealth. At
the time, leaders at the Department of
Justice claimed that they could not prove
fraudulent intent by Wall Street titans,
who were many layers removed from
the daily handling of toxic securities.
Jed Rakoft, a judge in the Southern
District of New York, believes that this
was a catastrophic misreading of the
law. Executives, he argues, could have
been prosecuted under the principle
that they were “willfully blind” to pat-
terns of abuse that enriched them. “Doz-
ens of people defrauded millions of peo-
ple out of probably billions of dollars,”
Rakoff told me. The imperatives had
less to do with compensating victims
than with deterring crimes not yet con-
ceived. “There are studies that are more
than a hundred years old that show that
the best way to deter any crime is to
catch the perpetrators quickly,” he said.

In the years since, the failure to hold
top executives accountable has become
intertwined with historic levels of in-
come inequality,a phenomenon that Jen-
nifer Taub, a professor at Western New
England University School of Law;, calls
“criminogenic.” In her 2020 book, “Big
Dirty Money,” she wrote, “In our soci-
ety, extreme wealth often confers tremen-
dous power. So just as power tends to
corrupt, so does excessive wealth.” But
nothing expressed America’s ambivalence
toward white-collar crime more elo-
quently than the election of Donald J.

Trump, whose life and career as a busi-
ness fabulist merited no fewer than a
hundred and twenty-five mentions in
“Big Dirty Money.” Under his leader-
ship, federal prosecutions of white-collar
crime reached an all-time low. In 2020,
Trump delivered pardons and clemency
to a slew of affluent felons, including
Michael Milken, the junk-bond trader
who had pleaded guilty to securities vi-
olations three decades earlier. Taub noted
that the official White House announce-

ment about the pardoned businessmen
used the word “successful” to describe
them four times.

M easurements of success, or some-
thing like it, haunt the conversa-
tions in the White Collar Support Group.
In the Zoom meeting, one of the first
people to speak up was Andy Tezna, a
thirty-six-year-old former executive at
NASA, who had been sentenced the pre-
vious week for fraud. Applying for COVID
relief in the name of fictitious businesses,
Tezna had collected more than three
hundred and fifty thousand dollars, in-
cluding loans issued under the Paycheck
Protection Program. He used the money
to finance a Disney Vacation Club time-
share, a swimming pool ($48,962), and,
to ease the social isolation of the pan-
demic, a French bulldog ($6,450).

“I got eighteen months,” Tezna told
the group, glumly. “Definitely not the
number I had in mind.” He was sitting
beside a window covered by venetian
blinds; he wore white earbuds and sev-
eral days’growth of beard. He was wait-
ing for word on when to report to prison.
In court, Tezna and his lawyer had pre-
sented him as an American success story
gone wrong. His family had come from
Colombia when he was thirteen and
lived in an unfinished basement, while
he helped his mother clean houses. Later,
he earned a degree from George Mason
University and landed a job at NASA,
which paid him a hundred and eighty-
one thousand dollars a year. In the job,
he attended a space launch with mem-
bers of Trump’s Cabinet and Elon Musk.
“I just thought, My life is great,” he told
the group.

To the judge, Tezna had framed his
malfeasance narrowly, arguing, “I was
bad at managing my finances.” The Jus-
tice Department thought it was worse
than that. “These are not one-off mis-
takes,”a prosecutor told the court. “This
was greed.”

A voice on the call piped up: “Hey,
Andy? It’s Bill Baroni.”

It took me a moment to place the
name. Then I remembered Bridgegate.
In 2013, after the New Jersey governor
Chris Christie appointed Baroni as the
deputy executive director of the Port Au-
thority, he was accused of helping to ar-
range a traffic jam on the George Wash-
ington Bridge, in order to punish the



mayor of Fort Lee, who had refused to
endorse Christie for reélection. Baroni
was convicted of fraud and served three
months in prison. But he denied the
charges, and eventually the Supreme
Court overturned his conviction. Justice
Elena Kagan wrote that, even though
the evidence showed “deception, corrup-
tion, abuse of power,” the Bridgegate ep-
isode did not meet the legal threshold
of fraud. Baroni’s victory in the Supreme
Court gave him unique status in the
group. “I got the exact same sentence you
did—eighteen months,” he told Tezna.
“I know what’s in your head today.”
For the next ninety minutes, the mood
veered between grave and celebratory.
Members swapped tidbits about mutual
friends (“He got moved out of the pri-
vate prison in Mississippi”) and ap-
plauded new ventures (“I signed a lease
last week”). Grant has developed a sooth-
ing vocabulary—about strength regained
and community embraced—which col-
lided occasionally with members'laments.
“As a single guy, I can tell you dating
sucks,”a man in Delaware said, “because
the reactions from women run the gamut
from ‘Oh, my God, you're the worst form
of life on earth’to ‘Oh, that’s cool! Women
like bad boys.”” A former hedge-fund
manager in Chicago was still smarting
over the publicity around his indictment.
“Reporters were calling my parents and
my brother,” he said. “I don't even know
how they got their phone numbers.”
Members of the group arrive in dispa-
rate circumstances: some have managed
to keep significant assets, while others
are tapped out after restitution and legal
expenses. According to Grant, the big-
gest distinction is between those who
have been to prison and those who have
not. Those who haven't served time, he
told me, are “sort of outside the club.”
More than a few members attributed
their crimes to a kind of consumerist in-
adequacy. Craig Stanland, who defrauded
the networking company Cisco of equip-
ment worth more than eight hundred
thousand dollars, told the group, “It was
just pure shame from the beginning—
not being able to tell my wife that I
couldn't afford that life style, all the way
through getting arrested. And then the
scarlet letter.” But Bill Livolsi, speaking
from the Tulsa suburbs, who went to
prison for his role in a Ponzi scheme that

passed itself off as a hedge fund, had

It was more gratifying when our neighbors
were home all day to hear me play.”

come to see his new circumstances as an
unburdening. “I finally got a job after a
year of being out. It makes a whopping
fifteen dollars an hour, but I've never
been happier with a job,” he said. “My
focus isn't on what flight I'm taking or
where I'm going on this particular vaca-
tion. It’s on how my family’s doing and
how I'm doing.”

Grant is solicitous. He asks new mem-
bers to introduce themselves and, when
needed, draws them out. Richard Bron-
son, a former Lehman Brothers stock-
broker with cropped gray hair and a beard,
said, “I used to work on Wall Street. I
did very well.” In fact, Bronson became
a partner at Stratton Oakmont, the firm
made infamous by Martin Scorsese’s “The
Wolf of Wall Street.” He moved to Flor-
ida and converted a small trading house
called Biltmore Securities into a firm
with five hundred employees. In Miami,
he joined the boards of the ballet and the
museum of contemporary art, opened a
night club and started a magazine, and
held court at an oceanside villa. But pros-
ecutors said that all this was built on de-
ceit; they accused him of running a boiler
room that fed investors a stream of bogus
stocks, causing losses estimated at nine-
ty-six million dollars. Bronson disputed

this figure, and insisted that he had re-
paid his clients. Nevertheless, he pleaded
guilty to securities and wire fraud in 2002,
and served twenty-two months in prison.

Bronson told the group, “This is re-
ally the first time I've ever been around
people who have similar comeuppances.”
He has been trying to revive his busi-
ness career, launching 70 Million Jobs, a
post-prison employment service,and an
app called Commissary Club (“the ex-
clusive social network for people with
criminal histories”). “I've been out of
prison for sixteen years, and I commit-
ted my crimes more than twenty-five
years ago, and yet I wake up every morn-
ing with this gaping hole in my heart,
out of regret for the things that I did.”
He choked up momentarily and paused
to collect himself. “I dont suspect that
I'll get over this feeling,” he said, “and
that saddens me.”

Others tried to buck him up. “I think
we're going to have to have a meeting
about self-care soon,” Grant said.

B ehind each new revelation of white-
collar crime lurks an uncomfortable
question about some of America’s most
lucrative businesses: Are they attracting
rogues or grooming them? Eugene Soltes,
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a professor at Harvard Business School,
told me that regulations were partly to
blame. “There is more white-collar crime
today because there are more things that
are criminal today than fifty years ago,”
he said. Bribing a foreign official, for
instance, was legal until the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act of 1977, and in-
sider trading was rarely prosecuted until
the nineteen-eighties. Today, those are
among the most common offenses. But,
Soltes went on, “I suspect that you might
be asking the more intuitive version
of this question. Given the same laws,
same number of people, et cetera, is the
proclivity for someone to engage in
white-collar crime higher than it was
fifty years ago?”

For his book “Why They Do It,”
Soltes interviewed scores of people con-
victed or accused of white-collar crime.
He said that he had found no evidence
of a growing inclination to break laws.
What has changed, though, is what he
calls the “psychological distance”between
perpetrators and their victims: “Business
is done with individuals at greater length
now, which reduces the feeling that man-
agers are harming others.” In thought
experiments, people agree to sacrifice
the life of someone they can't see far
more readily than that of someone who
stands before them. In Soltes’s inter-
views with people who had committed
price-fixing or fraud, he found that many
of them had never had a personal en-
counter with the victims.

In recent years, the lament that moral
constraints have weakened has been
voiced not just by critics of Wall Street
but also by practitioners. In 2012, John C.
Bogle, an iconic investor who founded
the Vanguard Group and spent more
than six decades in finance, wrote, “When
I came into this field, the standard seemed
to be ‘there are some things that one sim-
ply doesn't do.” Today, the standard is ‘if
everyone else is doing it, I can do it too.””
Soon afterward, the law firm Labaton
Sucharow conducted a survey of finance
professionals, in which a quarter of them
said that they would “engage in insider
trading to make $10 million if they could
get away with it.” Around the same time,
Greg Smith, an executive director at
Goldman Sachs, announced his resig-
nation, decrying a “decline in the firm’s
moral fiber.” Writing in the 7%mes, he
observed, “Over the last 12 months I have
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seen five different managing directors
refer to their own clients as ‘muppets.’. ..
You don't have to be a rocket scientist to
figure out that the junior analyst sitting
quietly in the corner of the room hear-
ing about ‘muppets, ‘ripping eyeballs out’
and ‘getting paid’ doesn't exactly turn into
a model citizen.”

Researchers have elucidated the way
that dubious behavior moves through a

AN

community. In the mid-aughts, the fed-
eral government brought criminal and
civil cases for backdating stock options—
manipulating records so that executives
could take home a larger return than
their options really delivered. Studies
found that the practice had started in
Silicon Valley and then infected the
broader business world; the vectors of
transmission could be traced to specific
individuals who served as directors or
auditors of multiple companies. An
unethical habit spreads in encounters
among neighbors and colleagues, through
subtle cues that psychologists call “af-
fective evaluations.” If people are rising
on one measurement (profit) even as
they are falling on another (ethics), the
verdict about which matters more will
hinge on the culture around them—on
which values are most “exalted by mem-
bers of their insular business communi-
ties,” Soltes observed in his book. As he
told me, “If you spend time with peo-
ple who pick locks, you will probably
learn to pick locks.”

In 2013, prosecutors announced an
indictment of S.A.C. Capital Advi-
sors—named for its founder, Steven A.
Cohen—calling it a “veritable magnet
for market cheaters.” Cohen, like a con-
siderable number of his peers, lived in
Greenwich. In the previous decade, as
the hedge-fund industry surged in scale
and profits, the rise of the Internet had
allowed funds to leave Wall Street, and
many moved to southern Connecticut
to take advantage of favorable tax rates
and easy commutes. By 2005, hedge

funds had taken over two-thirds of
Greenwich’s commercial real estate.

After the charges against Cohen were
announced, David Rafferty, a columnist
tor Greenwich 77me, a local paper, pub-
lished a piece with the headline “GREEN-
WICH, GATEWAY TO WHITE-COLLAR
CRIME.” He wrote, “A few years ago you
might have been proud to tell your friends
you lived in “The Hedge Fund Capital
of the World.” Now? Not so much.”

Rafferty, in his column, described a
“growing sense of unease in certain cir-
cles as one hedgie after another seems
to be facing the music.” Cohen, how-
ever, faced the music for a limited in-
terlude. Under an agreement brokered
with prosecutors, his firm pleaded guilty
to insider trading and was sentenced to
pay $1.8 billion in penalties. After a two-
year suspension, Cohen returned to the
hedge-fund business, and made enough
money to buy the New York Mets. The
price was $2.4 billion, the largest sum
ever paid for a North American sports
franchise.

Luigi Zingales, a finance professor
at the University of Chicago, told me
that he wishes his profession spoke more
candidly about accountability and im-
punity. Most of the time, he said, busi-
ness schools find “every possible way to
avoid the moral questions.” He added,
“I don't know of any alum that has been
kicked out of the alumni association for
immoral behavior. There are trustees of
business schools today who have been
convicted of bribery and insider trading,
and I don't think people notice or care.”
He went on, “People are getting more
and more comfortable in the gray area.”

ne of the longest-running mem-

bers of the White Collar Support
Group is a lean and taciturn man in his
forties named Tom Hardin—or, as he is
known with some notoriety in Wall Street
circles, Tipper X. Not long after gradu-
ating from business school at Wharton,
Hardin went to work for a hedge fund
in Greenwich. He had much to learn.
Almost instantly, he began hearing that
some competitors, such as the billion-
aire Raj Rajaratnam, were suspected of
relying on illegal tips from company in-
siders. (Rajaratnam was later convicted
and sentenced to eleven years.) In 2007,
after Hardin became a partner at Lanexa
Global Management, a hedge fund in



New York, he got his own inside tip, a
heads-up on an upcoming acquisition,
and he traded on the information and
beat the market. He repeated similar
stunts three times. “I'm, like, I would
never get caught if I buy a small amount
of stock,” he told me. “This is like drop-
ping a penny in the Grand Canyon.” He
went on, “You can say, T'm highly ethi-
cal and would never do this.” But once
you're in the environment, and you feel
like everybody else is doing it, and you
teel you're not hurting anybody? It’s very
easy to convince yourself.”

One morning in 2008, Hardin was
walking out of the dry cleaner’s when
two F.B.I. agents approached him. They
sat him down in a Wendy’s nearby and
told him that they knew about his ille-
gal trades. He had a choice: go to jail or
wear a wire. He chose the latter, and be-
came one of the most productive infor-
mants in the history of securities fraud.
The F.B.I. gave him a tiny recorder dis-
guised as a cell-phone battery, which he
slipped into his shirt pocket, to gather
evidence in more than twenty criminal
cases brought under Operation Perfect
Hedge. For a year and a half, his iden-
tity was disguised in court documents
as Tipper X, fuelling a mystery around
what the Times called “the secret wit-
ness at the center of the biggest insider-
trading case in a generation.”

In December, 2009, Hardin pleaded
guilty, and his identity was revealed in
court filings. He had avoided prison but
become a felon, which made features of
a normal life all but impossible, from
opening a brokerage account to coach-
ing his daughters’ soccer team. He was
unsure how he could earn a living. “I
would ask my attorney, ‘Are there any
past clients you can connect me with
who've got to the other side of this and
are back on their feet?” He was, like,
‘Sorry, not really.””

He heard of Grant’s group through
a friend. “I had no idea something like
this existed,” Hardin said. “Jeff was the
first one who said, ‘Hey, here’s a group
of people just in our situation. Come
every Monday.””In 2016, the F.B.I. called
him again—this time, to invite him to
brief a class of freshman federal agents.
Hardin’s lecture at the F.B.I.led to more
speeches—first for free, and eventually
tor a living. He was back on Wall Street,
as a teller of cautionary tales. It was

not quite motivational speaking; his niche,
as he put it, dryly, was “overcoming self-
inflicted career decimation.”

In his dealings with his peers, Har-
din has learned to distinguish who is
genuinely remorseful from who is not.
“T'll hear from white-collar felons who
tell me, ‘I made a mistake,”” he told me.
“I'll say, ‘A mistake is something we do
without intention. A bad decision was
made intentionally.’ If youre classifying
your bad decisions as mistakes, you're
not accepting responsibility.”

I n the era of rising discontent over in-
justice, some Americans accused of
white-collar crimes have sought to iden-
tify with the movement to curb incarcer-
ation and prosecutorial misconduct. So
far, the spirit of redemption has not ex-
tended to the members of the White
Collar Support Group, whose crimes re-
late to some of the very abuses of power
that inspire demands for greater account-
ability. For the moment, they are caught
between competing furies, so they rely,
more than ever, on one another. “A white-
collar advocate still doesn’t have a seat at
the table of the larger criminal-justice
conversation,” Grant told me. “We exist
because there’s no place else for us to go.”

The group members’ predicament

rests on an unavoidable hypocrisy: after
conducting themselves with little con-
cern for the public, they find themselves
appealing to the public for mercy. Bar-
oni, the former Port Authority execu-
tive, told me, “I can't go back. All T can
do now is to take the experiences that
I've had and try and help people.” His
regrets extend beyond his scandal. He
had been a New Jersey state senator, and,
he said, “I voted to increase mandatory
minimum sentencing. I never would
have done that had I had the experience
of being in prison.”

Baroni recently helped establish a
nonprofit called the Prison Visitation
Fund, which, if it can raise money, prom-
ises to pay travel expenses for family
members who can't afford to travel. His
partner, and first funder, in the endeavor
is a former lawyer named Gordon Cap-
lan, who is one of fifty-seven defendants
in the college-admissions scandal known
as Operation Varsity Blues. Caplan was
a co-chairman of the law firm Willkie
Farr & Gallagher until 2019, when he
was indicted for paying seventy-five
thousand dollars for a test proctor to fix
his daughter’s A.C.'T. exam. “To be hon-
est,” Caplan said, on an F.B.I. record-
ing at the time, “I'm not worried about

the moral issue here.” He pleaded guilty

“I éeep meaning to read these.”



and was sent to a federal prison camp
in Loretto, Pennsylvania, a minimum-
security facility that houses low-risk of-
tenders with less than ten years left on
their sentences.

Caplan was one of America’s most
prominent lawyers, but he never paid
much attention to complaints about the
criminal-justice system until he was in
the maw of it. “What I saw is other peo-
ple going through a system that’s built
for failure, built for recidivism,” he told
me recently. Caplan had presumed that
incarcerated people had reasonable ac-
cess to job training and reading materi-
als. He was wrong. “The only courses
that were offered were how to become a
certified physical trainer and automotive
repair.” Inmates could create their own
classes, and Caplan taught a short course
on basic business literacy. “I had fifteen
to twenty guys every class,”he said.“ ‘Do
I'set up an L.L.C. versus a corporation?’
‘Should I borrow money or should I get
people to invest in equity?’” Since get-
ting out, Caplan has been alarmed by
the barriers that prevent even nonvio-
lent felons from rebuilding a life. “I have
assets and I have family and I've got all
that. But how does a guy who came out
for dealing marijuana even start a paint-
ing business?”

Hearing Caplan, Grant, and others
talk about their sudden understanding
of America’s penal system put me in mind
of the work of Bryan Stevenson, a lead-
ing civil-rights lawyer and the founder
of the Equal Justice Initiative, which ad-
vocates for criminal-justice reform. He
beseeches people to “get proximate”™—to
step outside the confines of their expe-
rience. Stevenson often quotes his grand-
mother, the daughter of enslaved people,
who went on to raise nine children. “You
can't understand most of the important
things from a distance, Bryan,” she told
him. “You have to get close.”

But getting close is not the same as
staying close. After serving twenty-eight
days in prison, Caplan returned to Green-
wich, where he lives in a seven-million-
dollar Colonial, down the hill from the
old Helmsley estate. For all his recent
concern about the failings of criminal
justice, I suspected that the country
might have more to learn from him
about his own failings. What, I asked,
possessed him to pay someone to falsify
his kid’s college-admissions test results?
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He was not eager to answer. “Achieve-
ment, I think, is like a drug,” he said,
after a pause. “Once you achieve one
thing, you need to achieve the next thing.
And, when you're surrounded by people
that are doing that, it becomes self-
reinforcing. When you also have inse-
curities, which a lot of highly motivated
people do, youre more apt to do what
is necessary to achieve. And it’s easy to
step off the line.” Caplan convinced him-
self that paying to change his daugh-
ter’s test results was scarcely more ob-
jectionable than other forms of influence
and leverage that get kids into school.
“I saw what I believed to be a very cor-
rupt system, and I've got to play along
or I'll be disadvantaged.”

Greed, of course, is older than the Ten
Commandments. But Caplan’s experi-
ence illuminated the degree to which
greed has been celebrated in America by
the past two generations, engineered for
lucrative new applications that, in efh-
ciency and effect, are as different from
their predecessors as an AR-15 rifle is
from a musket. If you have the means,
you can hone every edge, from your life
expectancy to the amount of taxes you
pay and your child’s performance on the
A.C.Ts.It’s not hard to insure that the
winners keep winning, as long as you
don't get caught.

n the most candid moments on the

Zoom call, people acknowledged the
damage that their crimes had inflicted
on their spouses and children. Seth Wil-
liams, a former district attorney of Phil-
adelphia, pleaded guilty in 2017 to ac-
cepting gifts in exchange for favors,
and served nearly three years in federal
prison. Afterward, he struggled to find
an apartment that would accept a felon.
His first job was stocking shelves over-
night at a big-box store; eventually, after
an online course, he became a wedding
officiant for hire. He was not surprised
that former colleagues avoided him, but
watching the effects on his family left
him in despair. “It affects all of us in
how our children are treated at their
schools, on the playground,” he said.
“Some of our spouses, people want noth-
ing to do with them.”

Not long ago, Grant regained his law
license in the State of New York, based
largely on his work as a minister and as
an expert on preparing for prison and

life after. Nineteen years after being dis-
barred, he rented an office on West Forty-
third Street in Manhattan and started
practicing again, as a private general coun-
sel and a specialist in “white-collar cri-
sis management.” At seminary, he had
studied migrant communities, and he
came to see an analogy to people con-
victed of white-collar crimes. “We have
one foot in the old country, one foot in
the new,” he told me. If they hoped to
thrive again, they would have to depend
on one another. “Greek Americans
funded each other and opened diners.
They lift each other up.” He went on,
“The problem we have in the white-col-
lar community is that people who have
been prosecuted for white-collar crimes
want to become so successful again that
they are no longer associated with it. I've
approached some of the household
names, and to a one they've rejected it.”
I asked him if he was referring to peo-
ple like Michael Milken and Martha
Stewart. Grant demurred. “My mission
is to help people relieve their shame, not
to shame someone into doing something.”

Grant will tell you that shame does
not help in recovery. But America’s rec-
ord in recent years suggests that, in the
nation at large, too little shame attaches
to white-collar crime. If the country has
begun to appreciate the structural rea-
sons that many of its least advantaged
people break the law, it has yet to reckon
with the question of why many of its
most advantaged do, too. Members of
Grant’s group usually come to accept
that they got themselves into trouble,
but more than a few hope to follow
Milken and Stewart back to the club
they used to belong to—winners of the
American game.

As the Zoom meeting wound down,
Grant asked Andy Tezna, the former
NASA executive on his way to prison, if
there was anything else he wanted to say.
“I had a lapse of judgment,” he began,
then caught himself and confessed im-
patience with the language of confession.
“I'm so tired of using that word, but, what-
ever it was that led me to make my mis-
take, it’s not going to define me for the
rest of my life.” He thanked the mem-
bers of the group for helping him get
ready to embark on his “government-man-
dated retreat.” Hed see them afterward,
he said, “once I'm out, a little wiser, a lit-
tle older, with a few more gray hairs.” ¢
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THE PARENT TRAP

BY NICKY GUERREIRO AND ETHAN SIMON

You love your retirement-age par-
ents. You want what’s best for them.
But let me ask you this: Do you know
where your parents are right now?

We live in a scary world, and today’s
parents require constant supervision.
When it comes to the safety of your
aging mom and dad, you can never be
too vigilant. Your young brain is still
developing, growing, and adapting, but
your parents’ brains are hard and rigid,
like the Pepperidge Farm cake they've
had in the freezer since the Bush years.
Their impressionable, vulnerable minds
are swimming in a confusing soup of
class anxiety and “King of Queens” re-
runs. It’s up to you to protect them from
a dangerous world.

Parents have far more access to tech-
nology today than we did when we were
kids. It starts out innocently enough,
with them swiping their laptop screen

like it’s an iPad, or buying those online
supplements that make Alex Jones even
redder. But, pretty soon, they’re pur-
chasing surgical instruments online for
“the collapse” and tweeting racial epi-
thets at the Delta Airlines customer-
service robot.

Are you monitoring your parents’
media diet? When you were a kid, they
probably restricted what you watched.
Maybe you weren't allowed to stay up
for “South Park,” or play Dungeons
and Dragons, on account of its roots in
“demon summoning” and “gambling.”

g g g
Don’t you owe them the same cour-
tesy? As we speak, your parents could be
watching “Fox and Friends.” You think
that’s “Seinfeld” they’re watching? Nope.
That’s “Gutfeld!,”and his Soup Nazi has,
at best, a casual interest in soup.

I don’t want to alarm you, but your
parents could even be trying to relate

to today’s pop culture. Right now, your
mom could be holding up the grocery-
store checkout line with a long, boring
monologue about how much she loves
“that Billy Eyelash—such a talented
young man.”

And when was the last time you
checked their room for contraband?
When you were a kid, they tore up your
sock drawer looking for bongs made
from Sprite cans, or for the colored rub-
ber bands you supposedly used to send
coded messages about premarital sex.
Today, while you snooze peacefully on
the pullout sofa, your parents could be
getting turnt on Lipitor—which we can
only assume is some kind of turbocharged
meth. That VHS tape labelled “wedding
video”that you found stashed under their
mattress? It could be mid-eighties por-
nography. That stuff is so grainy it’s hard
to know exactly what you're looking at.
That’s why it’s so dangerous.

I don’t want to scare you, but your
unsupervised parent could even be run-
ning for a seat in the U.S. Senate. I have
a friend who went on a two-week va-
cation—when he came back, his dad
had a campaign office, a super PAC spon-
sored by the Koch brothers, and ten
thousand lawn signs that read “com-
MERCIALS ARE TOO LOUD!” He won
in a landslide, and is now a ranking
member of the Judiciary Committee.
Do you want to be the child watching
helplessly on C-SPAN as your dad asks
Mark Zuckerberg to help him reset his
password? Didn't think so.

A parent with boundaries is a happy
parent. Sure, they’ll fight you at first.
“This is ridiculous! I'm a grown man,”
Dad will say. Or: “I ran a successful For-
tune 500 company,” as if that’s some
kind of defense. Maybe they’ll try to
hit you with the old “I gave birth to
you” line. No matter what they say, you
have to stand firm. Remember, you're
the kid, and they’re the parents. It isn't
up for debate.

When your aging parents act up, just
think: When they were kids, there was
lead in pretty much everything. Seri-
ously, everything. Like, grilled cheeses
and stuff. Next time they talk about
their last trip north of Ninety-sixth
Street as if it were D Day, show a little
grace—ijust grit your teeth and bear it.

But buying a condo in Boca? Not
even once. ¢
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THE SPORTING SCENE

RILL THE UMPIRE

Will robots save America’s pasz‘ime.?

BY ZACH HELFAND
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Automation is accurate, but do we watch baseball to kill time or to maximize it?

G rown men wearing tights like to
yell terrible things at Fred DeJesus.
DeJesus is an umpire in the outer con-
stellations of professional baseball, where
he’s been spat on and, once, challenged
to a postgame fight in a parking lot.
He was born in Bushwick, Brooklyn,
to Puerto Rican parents, stands five feet
three, and is shaped, in his chest pro-
tector, like a fire hydrant; he once ejected
a player for saying that he suffered from
“little-man syndrome.” Two years ago,
DeJesus became the first umpire in a
regular-season game anywhere to use
something called the Automated Ball-
Strike System. Most players refer to it
as the “robo-umpire.” Major League
Baseball had designed the system and
was testing it in the Atlantic League,
where DeJesus works. The term “robo-
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umpire” conjures a little R2-D2 posi-
tioned behind the plate, beeping for
strikes and booping for balls. But, for
aesthetic and practical reasons, M.L..B.
wanted human umpires to announce
the calls, as if playacting their former
roles. So DeJesus had his calls fed to
him through an earpiece, connected to
a modified missile-tracking system. The
contraption looked like a large black
pizza box with one glowing green eye;
it was mounted above the press box.
When the first pitch came in, a recorded
voice told DeJesus it was a strike. He
announced it, and no one in the ball-
park said anything.

The eeriest thing about the robo-
umpire is the silence. This summer, I
attended some games in Central Islip,

New York, home of the Long Island

Ducks, to check it out. The pizza-box
device is made by a company called
TrackMan, founded by two Danish
brothers, Klaus and Morten Eldrup-
Jorgensen, who created it to train golf-
ers. It is easy to miss. At one of DeJesus’s
games, I observed a kind of Turing test.
Starting in the fifth inning, a lanky
middle-aged guy behind home plate
started heckling. “Move the fucking
game along!” he said, after DeJesus an-
nounced a ball. A few minutes later,
after a call he disliked, he yelled, “Look
at him! How can he even see over the
catcher?” A man in a Mets cap nearby
pointed up at the device, explaining
that the calls were automated. The
heckler appeared confused: “Can he
overrule it?”

Mets Hat shook his head. The heck-
ler, looking embarrassed, replied, “He’s
called a good game, I gotta say!”

Baseball is a game of waiting and
talking. For a hundred and fifty years
or so, the strike zone—the imaginary
box over home plate, seventeen inches
wide, and stretching from the batter’s
knees to the middle of his chest—has
been the game’s animating force. The
argument between manager and um-
pire is where the important disputes
over its boundaries are litigated. The
first umpires were volunteers who wore
top hats, at whom spectators “hurled
curses, bottles and all manner of or-
ganic and inorganic debris,” according
to a paper by the Society for Ameri-
can Baseball Research. “Organic de-
bris” wasn’t defined, but one wonders.
A handful of early umpires were killed.

Rules of engagement evolved in fits
and starts. Today, everyone knows that
an aggrieved party can kick dirt, but
not over the plate, which the umpire
maintains with his special brush. You
may scream in an umpire’s face, but you
must never touch him. Kevin Costner’s
character in “Bull Durham” doesn't get
ejected when he says that the ump made
“a cocksucking call,” but he does when
he calls the man himself “a cocksucker.”
That’s a no-no. Lip-readers or hot mikes
sometimes reveal these arguments to
be admirable examples of candor and
of dispute resolution—two stressed-
out guys trying their best, with fans or
bosses breathing down their necks.
More often, arguments are like stock-
car wrecks: grotesque, morally indefen-

ILLUSTRATION BY EDWARD STEED



sible, and the thing a lot of people se-
cretly root for. In 1980, the umpire Bill
Haller wore a wire during a dispute with
Earl Weaver, the Baltimore Orioles man-
ager at the time:

WEAVER: You're here and this crew is here
just to fuck us! (Haller ejects Weaver.) That’s
good! That’s great! And you suck!

HavLER: Bah, you shit! (Haller points his
finger at Weaver.)

WEAVER: Get your finger off of me! (Weaver
slaps Haller’s finger away.)

Harrer: I didn’t touch you!

WEAVER: You pushed your finger into me!

Havrrer: I did not! Now you're lying!

WEAVER: No you are!

HaLLER: You are lying!

WEAVER: You are a big liar!

HALLER: You are a liar, Earl!

WEAVER: You are!

'This continued for nearly three minutes.

When the robots came, the argu-
ments basically stopped. After the
Ducks game, I met DeJesus outside the
ballpark. “There were six calls that I
disagreed with,” he said, referring to
the words that came through his ear-
piece from the robot. “One pitch was
right down the middle. I went to call
strike three, and it said, ‘Ball,” and I
went, ‘Ball’ And I looked at both dug-
outs.” No one had come out to argue.
He continued, “I miss the battles.” In
his day job, DeJesus works as a special-
education teacher on Staten Island. His
commute to Islip can be three hours. The
Atlantic League pays him a hundred
and sixty dollars a game. His dream is
to umpire the College World Series.
He trains himself using a virtual-reality
headset, and he rewatches footage after
every game. He has worked more than
six thousand games and called upward
of half a million pitches. “When I first
heard about A.B.S., I was very angry,” he
said. Rick White, the Atlantic League’s
president, told me, “We had some um-
pires go rogue. A very small percent-
age of them.” They refused to call the
pitches that the system called. One un-
happy umpire called a game from ten
teet or so behind his usual position, as
a protest. But the system won DeJe-
sus’s respect. It was, he admitted, bet-
ter than him.

During the first robo-ump season,
players complained about some strange
calls. ML.L.B. tweaked the dimensions
of the zone, and this year the consen-

sus has been that A.B.S. is profoundly

consistent—and bound for the major
leagues. The Ducks manager, the for-
mer Mets second baseman Wally Back-
man, is known for being an enthusias-
tic arguer; he once threw dozens of bats
onto the infield after an ejection. (“Pick
that shit up, you dumb motherfuckers!”)
But he loves the machines. Smoking
Marlboro Reds in the grandstand one
day, he told me, “It’s gonna be in the
major leagues in a lot shorter time than
people think.” ML.L..B. has already con-
cluded that the device is near-perfect,
precise to within fractions of an inch.
“It’s going to be more accurate, it’ll re-
duce controversy in the game, and be
good for the game,” the M.L.B. com-
missioner, Rob Manfred, has said. But
the question is whether controversy is
worth reducing, or whether, like the
scratches and grooves on a vinyl LP, it
is the sign of a human hand. Joe Torre,
the former Yankees manager, who now
works in the commissioner’s office, has
argued publicly against the robots. “It’s
an imperfect game and has always felt
perfect to me,” he said.

A human, at least, yells back. When
I spoke with Frank Viola, the pitch-
ing coach for the High Point Rockers,
an Atlantic League team in North
Carolina, he said that A.B.S. worked
as designed, but that it was also unfor-
giving and pedantic, almost legalis-
tic. “Manfred is a lawyer,” Viola noted.
Some pitchers have complained that,
compared with a human’s, the robot’s
zone seemed small. Viola was once an
excellent big-leaguer himself. When he
was pitching, he said, umpires rewarded
skill. Throw it where you aimed, and it
would be a strike, even if it was an inch
or two outside. There was a dialogue
between pitcher and umpire. During
the first inning of the Rockers’ first
game using A.B.S., Viola said, “my guy
on the mound threw three pitches righs
there. And all the pitches were strikes!”
A.B.S. said otherwise. This got Viola
frustrated. Which is how he became the
first person to get ejected for arguing
with the robot.

Machines replaced the film pro-

jectionist and the subway atten-
dant, and, chances are, they will even-
tually replace us all. The umpire can
already seem a man out of time, like a
milkman or a doctor who makes house

calls. Maybe it’s the uniforms. The av-
erage umpire is male, white, and con-
servative. (No women have worked the
majors outside of spring training; until
last year, there were no Black crew
chiefs.) Perhaps he smokes Winston
Lights. His backup career may have
been in law enforcement. A visitor to
an umpire-training academy twenty
years ago discovered that everyone there
was obsessed with “NYPD Blue.”Um-
pires are talented, diligent, and seem to
be ethically unimpeachable—there’s
been only one case of umpire corrup-
tion, ever, and that was in 1882. But ac-
curacy fluctuates by era. There are com-
pelling claims that the nineties were
anarchy. (Ted Barrett, a Christian min-
ister, and an umpire since 1994, once
recalled that, when he started out, the
profession was full of boozing and ca-
rousing. “How can I put this delicately?”
he said. “It was a devil’s playground.”)
In response, in 2001, ML.L.B. instituted
video evaluations to enforce uniformity.
The league says that umpires now call
an astounding ninety-seven per cent of
pitches correctly.

The evaluations began a season be-
fore Michael Lewis started working on
his book “Moneyball.” Soon, teams, in
their thirst for data, began using track-
ing systems to measure such things as
a ball’s velocity off the bat and a pitch’s
spin rate. Fans could access the data on-
line. It was suddenly possible to know
every time an umpire erred. In a typical
season, one study showed, this happened
about thirty-five thousand times—
enough to decide a game’s winner and
loser regularly. Calls for automation
grew insistent.

The executive tasked with running
the experiment for M.L.B. is Morgan
Sword, who's in charge of baseball op-
erations. He’s red-headed, thirty-six,
and amiable, a boyhood fan of the Mike
Piazza Mets. In late spring, I joined
him at the baseball headquarters, in
midtown, along with Reed MacPhail,
who oversees the system’s testing and
validation. MacPhail played ball, briefly,
at Claremont McKenna College. His
batting average was .833. Four of his
five hits, he noted, came against Cal-
Tech, which hadn’t won a game in
twenty years.

According to Sword, A.B.S. was part

of alarger project to make baseball more
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“Lets play footsie.”

exciting. Executives are terrified of los-
ing younger fans and worry that the
sport is at risk of becoming the next
horse racing or boxing. “We started
this process by asking ourselves and
our fans, ‘What version of baseball
do you love the most?’” he said. Every-
one wanted more action: more hits,
more defense, more baserunning. This
style of baseball essentially hasn't ex-
isted since the eighties. The “Money-
ball”era and the hundred-mile-an-hour
fastball, difficult to hit and to control,
have flattened the game into strike-
outs, walks, and home runs—actions
lacking much action.

Sword’s team brainstormed potential
fixes. “Any rule that we have, we've talked
about changing: change the bats, change
the balls, change the bases, change the
geometry of the field, change the num-
ber of players on the field, change the
batting order, change the number of in-

nings, the number of balls and strikes,”

Sword said. “We talked about regulat-
ing the height of grass on the infield to
speed up ground balls and create more
hits. We’ve never talked about this in
any serious way, but we talked about al-
lowing fans to throw home-run balls
back and keep them in play. That’s one
that I don't even like.”

Sword views A.B.S. “not as a change
in itself but as a vehicle. Once you get
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the technology right, you can load any
strike zone you want into that system.”
A strike zone exists that could create a
perfect version of baseball, but it might
be a triangle, or a blob, or something
shaped like Texas. Sword and MacPhail
toyed with ovals and slanted rectangles.
“A lot just didn’t pass the test of ‘If you're
playing Wiffle ball in the back yard,
could you enforce that strike zone?’”
MacPhail said.

Over time, as baseball evolves, A.B.S.
can allow the zone to change with it,
functioning like an engine’s governor.
“The human umpires are remarkably
accurate, and they’re the best in the
world at what they do,” Sword said.
But learning and calling a new strike
zone could take years. “On A.B.S., it’s
literally a matter of, like, changing a
setting.” ML.L.B., in its labor deal with
the umpires’ union, which declined to
comment, agreed to include the union
in any plans to use A.B.S. in the major
leagues. Such a move would likely meet
with resistance from the rank and file.
“It is the umpire’s decision to make
whether it’s a ball or strike,” Joe West,
who earlier this year broke the record
for most major-league games umpired
(fifty-three hundred and seventy-six),
and who formerly served as the union’s
president, told me. He argued that a
disaster scenario would be a pitch in,

say, the World Series failing to regis-
ter on the machine, leading to chaos.
(M.L.B. says such a scenario is highly
unlikely, and that, in any case, the
human umpire could step in to make
the call.)

M.L.B. has already concluded that
the technology works. Now the orga-
nization is measuring outcomes. This
year, it rolled out the experiment to a
class-A league in Florida. (That league
uses a device made by a company called
Hawk-Eye, instead of the one from
TrackMan; M.L.B. is likely to use
Hawk-Eye if the system reaches the
major leagues.)

Sword invited me to watch a Ducks
game wearing an umpire’s TrackMMan
headset. It was a pleasant summer
night. A few kids blew duck whistles.
The TrackMan’s green eye glowed. The
“strike!” call in my ear was peppy, con-
gratulatory. The “ball” sounded faintly
disappointed. I followed each pitch on
an app, which displayed the ball’s lo-
cation as it crossed the plate. I tried to
guess each call. Even from my seat di-
rectly behind home plate, I barely had
a sense of whether a ball was a foot
outside or right down the middle. It
was pointed out to me that, were I to
switch places with the umpire, almost
no one would notice.

B efore another Ducks game, I visited
the umpires’ locker room. DeJesus
wore a T-shirt that said “RING EM UP.”
John Dooley, the Atlantic League’s super-
visor of umpires, was sitting nearby. The
umpiring crew was talking about a robo-
umped Atlantic League game the previ-
ous evening in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.

“Wanna know how long it took?”
Dooley said. He had a Queens accent so
thick it sounded Bostonian. “Five hou-
ahs! Sixteen to fourteen. Nine innings.”

“Thirty-five walks!” DeJesus said—a
horrific amount.

I asked DeJesus if he'd ever called
a game with thirty-five walks.

“With TrackMan or without?” he
said. “Without, it’s called ‘pitch man-
agement.’ A lot of guys call it ‘cheating.’
If I start to feel that the game is drag-
ging and we’re not getting a flow, you're
gonna have more strikes called. Not any-
more. It used to be, if you have two bor-
derline pitches in a row, one gets called
a strike, one gets called a ball. Every-



body is equally upset, and everybody’s
equally happy. For me, it’s ‘Can we get
through this today without everybody
killing each other?””

In the past twenty years, sports have
moved away from these kinds of judg-
ment calls, seeking more precision. This
may be owing to technological improve-
ment, or to corporatized gambling.
(“People are betting a lot of money,”Joe
Maddon, the Angels’ manager, who in
2016 led the Cubs to their first World
Series in a hundred and eight years, ex-
plained before a recent game. “They
truly want the accurate outcome.”) Soc-
cer has Video Assistant Referees. Ten-
nis has Hawk-Eye. For almost a decade,
baseball has used instant replay on the
base paths. This is widely liked, even if
the precision can cause its own prob-
lems; one umpire told me he had to
overturn a call when the video showed
a loose string on a fielder’s glove graz-
ing a runner’s back—technically, this
counted as a tag. But these applications
deal with something physical: bases,
lines, goals. The boundaries of action
are precise, delineated like the keys of
a piano. The strike zone is a fretless bass.
Historically, a certain discretion has
been appreciated.

For many years, an umpire’s strike
zone was like an extension of his per-
sonality. Some umpires were literalists,
uncompromising. Some preferred ex-
pediency; their boundaries were enor-
mous. No matter who was working,
when it rained suddenly everything was
a strike. West, the record-holding um-
pire, is a burly man with a Carolina
drawl who moonlights as a country
singer and used to pal around with
Merle Haggard. He told me one um-
pire described the old standard for learn-
ing the strike zone as “You call them
strikes until someone goes, Hey!”” An-
other of his friends liked to say, “The
strike zone is like a television set, and
every now and then you need Earl
Weaver or Billy Martin”™—the Yankees’
volatile manager in the seventies and
eighties—“to come out and adjust the
knob.” Martin once sent an umpire a
Christmas card that read “I hope you
and your family have a wonderful hol-
iday season.” On the inside, he wrote,
“Because you sure had a horseshit sum-
mer.” Video evaluation has reined in
some quirks, but the strike zone still

changes measurably depending on the
score, the team batting, and the pitch-
er’s race. When a pitcher is struggling,
the zone becomes as much as fifty per
cent bigger. This is known as the “com-
passionate-umpire effect.”

Of course, compassion toward the
pitcher is cruelty toward the hitter. “I
don't know of any other sport in which
the umpires would even talk about mak-
ing up their own rulebook,” Bill James,
a writer and a former Red Sox execu-
tive, widely considered the godfather of
advanced statistics, told me. Joe Shee-
han, a sportswriter and one of the ear-
liest and most fervent proponents of
the automatic zone, told me, “T get lit-
erally angry when I see a pitch three
inches off the plate called a strike. Like,
No way. The hitter did his job, and
this middle manager behind the plate
basically reversed what should have hap-
pened.” The Supreme Court Justice
Brett Kavanaugh, a textualist, once de-
livered a treatise called “The Judge as
Umpire.” “We do not design our own
strike zones,” he said.

In 2019, the robo-ump followed the
rulebook strike zone to the letter. Play-
ers complained: it was too high, too nar-
row, and things got weird around the
edges. ML.L.B. adjusted the parameters
in 2021. A three-dimensional zone was
jettisoned for a two-dimensional one.
The zone was shortened and widened.
Now a ball skimming an inch and a half
off home plate counts as a strike.

This has always been a gray area. Con-
text determined the call. In 1956, the
Yankees' Don Larsen delivered baseball’s

most famous pitching performance, a
perfect game in the World Series. The
game ended on a called strikeout. The
umpire was Babe Pinelli—a newsboy at
ten, a steelworker at twelve, hed called
thirty-four hundred games in a row with-
out sitting one out. The last pitch of the
last at-bat of his last game behind the
plate is the only one anybody remem-

bers. Most observers swear that it was
noticeably outside. Stephen Jay Gould,
in “Iriumph and Tragedy in Mudville,”
argued that the pitch did miss the zone—
and that Pinelli was correct to call strike
three. It was close enough for history.
“Truth is a circumstance, not a spot,”
Gould wrote.

I n 2010, Armando Galarraga, a pitcher
for the Detroit Tigers, was one out
away from his own perfect game. With
two outs in the ninth inning, he in-
duced a weak ground ball. The throw
beat the runner by a step: an easy call.
Inexplicably, the umpire in the field,
Jim Joyce, called the runner safe. The
perfect game was ruined. On seeing the
replay after the game, Joyce was dis-
traught. He cursed in the clubhouse.
He spent the night at his mother’s (she
lived nearby), chain-smoking. He re-
ceived death threats. The next day, on
the field, Galarraga embraced him and
released him from guilt. Joyce cried.
They later became friends.

Within a few seasons, M.L.B. in-
stituted instant replay for plays on the
base paths. “I lovingly say that I'm the
poster boy,” Joyce told me recently. I
asked if he felt the same way about
A.B.S. What if there had been robo-
umps when he was breaking in to the
minors? “I would have continued driv-
ing a truck for U.P.S.,” he said. “Any-
body can go back there and have some-
body else tell you what to do. You might
as well just watch a video game.” I asked
if he thought it best that his bad call
couldn’t be overturned, given how it all
worked out. “Ask Armando,” he said.

When I did, Galarraga told me, “The
story is so beautiful because of what
happened in the end.” He wouldn’t want
to change it. He argued that mistakes
are part of the game—accepting them
with composure or exploiting them to
your advantage are skills, just as throw-
ing a good fastball is. He noted that,
before he lost his perfect game, hed had
success with his sinkerball, a pitch he
threw a couple of inches off the outside
edge of the plate. Hed realized that the
umpire was consistently calling it a strike.
Using A.B.S., he said, would be like
driving a car with a navigation system:
“When you don't have the G.P.S., you
have to pay way more attention to the
directions. You have to be more in the
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moment. This is the beauty of the game.”

Bill James suggested that enough sig-
nificant mistakes from umpires could,
from a fan’s perspective, make a game
seem almost arbitrary. He offered a mid-
dle ground: A.B.S. could rule on obvi-
ous balls or strikes. But a couple of inches
around the border would be a “zone of
discretion”—up to a living, breathing
umpire to decide.

Alva Noé, a professor of philosophy
at Berkeley, completed “Infinite Base-
ball: Notes from a Philosopher at the
Ballpark”just before M.L.B. announced
the robo-umps. I e-mailed him, won-
dering if hed given the new develop-
ment any thought. “Hardly a day goes
by that I don’t wake up and run through
the reasons that this is such a terrible
idea,”he replied. He later told me, “This
is part of a movement to use algorithms
to take the hard choices of living out of
life.” A pitcher has a strange job. He
wants to throw a pitch that is hittable
but that the batter, nevertheless, can’t
hit. No€ argued that what the umpire
adjudicates is whether the pitcher suc-
ceeded. It’s inherently a judgment call.
“What we're seeing in baseball is some-
thing that is kind of a core dispute in
Western civilization. It really is about
‘What is objectivity?’Is objectivity some-
thing that is physical? Is it mathemat-
ical? Is it knowable?”

But people want answers. Subjectiv-
ity, generally, is on the run. We prefer
Yelp stars and Big Data dating apps.
May a thousand Tomatometers bloom.
Recent decades have birthed baseball’s
own theory-of-everything statistic, WAR
(wins above replacement), which does
a decent job of ending the barstool ar-
gument about which player is the best.
The big-money jobs these days are in
data analytics; hard numbers make vac-
cines and launch rockets. If you're trad-
ing baseball players, youd better know
their value. But what youre measuring
matters. Accuracy is not the same thing
as enjoyment. We watch baseball to kill
time, not to maximize it.

TrackMan was created to quantify
and optimize. The company broke into
baseball, as a player-analysis tool, in
2008. Soon, it was everywhere. “There
was a while there when we were track-
ing and facilitating a sharing of data
from just about every pitch of every play
of every professional game in the world,”
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John Olshan, who runs the company’s
baseball business, told me. For the robo-
umpires, professional baseball was only
a starting point. Olshan predicted that
the system would reach all levels of the
game, down to Little League. Track-
Man sells a portable version of the hard-
ware, intended to help players train. But
it can also tell you if a pitch is in the
strike zone. He invited me to try it out
in a beer league.

he Passaic Bulls, according to their
player-manager, Joe Moran, are
perhaps the best men’s-league team in
New Jersey. “You say our name, people
know us,”he told me. Moran is twenty-
six, a former construction worker—
Local 754. During the pandemic, he lost
his job, so he became a cOVID disinfec-
tor. “One of those guys who comes into
a place and fogs it up, with the hazmat
suits and all that,” he said. “I honestly
think I put more hours into baseball.”
Moran happily agreed to let me use
the Bulls as robo-umpire guinea pigs.
“There’s a big umpire shortage, so some
of the umpires they get us are really bad,”
he told me.I'd heard this often. Gil Imber,
a former recreational umpire, who runs
something called the Umpire Ejection
Fantasy League (“Joe West is always a
top draftee”), told me that the supply of
umpires generally runs opposite to the
economy. Strangely, the current unem-
ployment spike hasn't created new um-
pires—likely, Imber says, because the pay
has stagnated, and the abuse has not.
The game was in Passaic at Third
Ward Park: old stone wall in the out-
field, commuter trains rumbling fifty
feet behind the backstop. The infield
grass was prodigious, practically a prai-
rie; Sword and MacPhail would’ve
brought in the Weedwackers. Ten feet
behind home plate, Will Gilbert, a for-
mer minor-league pitcher who works
for TrackMan, erected a tripod, atop
which he mounted the device, a min-
iature version of the stadium machine.
With its little eye, the setup looked like
the Pixar lamp. For the experiment, the
umpire, a rookie named Mirquis Erazo,
was making the calls, but could appeal
close ones to TracklMan during the first
half of the game. As a control, the sec-
ond half would be old-school.
The Bulls walked the first four bat-

ters: no close calls. Tensions soon rose.

When the Bulls, now trailing, came up
to bat, Erazo called a ball inside, and the
opposing team hollered. “That was a
strike?” Erazo asked Gilbert.

“No, about five inches,” Gilbert said.
Not close.

“Thank you!” Erazo said. “The short-
stop is already looking at me.”

Erazo settled in. After four innings,
the machine was making him look as-
tonishingly good. TrackMan disagreed
with him only four times, and two were
really close. After one walk, the entire
Bulls infield shouted in protest. Erazo
gestured toward the machine. The shout-
ing stopped. At one point, Moran ran
up to the fence and yelled, “Yo, this guy’s
the best umpire in the league, no ques-
tion!” TracklMan was a hit. The porta-
ble system cost about twenty thousand
dollars. By the middle of the game,
Moran was talking with Gilbert about
buying one.

The tight zone, however, made for
a long evening. Sometime past 10 P.M.,
in the eighth inning, the Bulls first base-
man, a twenty-three-year-old pest-con-
trol technician named Joe Russo, took
oft his spikes, packed up his gear, and
sat down. He took a dissenting stance
toward the robots. “With technology,
people just want everything to be per-
tect,” he told me. “That’s not reality. I
think perfect would be weird. Your teams
are always winning, work is always just
great, there’s always money in your
pocket, your car never breaks down.
What is there to talk about?”

Then he realized he was on deck
and scampered off, retying his spikes.
When his turn to bat came, the Bulls
were up eight runs. The game was in
its fourth hour—TrackMan had long
ago been turned off. Russo took a fast-
ball, quite high. Erazo called it a strike.
The second pitch was a strike, too. On
the third, he watched as another fast-
ball came in near his shins. Erazo bel-
lowed, “Strike three!” The Bulls dugout
hooted. Moran yelled, “We want the
robot back!” Russo looked sheepish.
“That was a ball!"” he said to Erazo. “But
I'm not mad at you!”

After the game, I caught up with
Erazo in the parking lot. He laughed
when I asked about the pitch to Russo.
“It was time to go, that’s what it was,”
he said. “It was a ball.”I told him I agreed.
But who at the park could say for sure? ¢
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ANNALS OF MEDICINE

THE COSTA RICA MODEL

The countrys life expectancy outstrips ours. How did they do it?

BY ATUL GAWANDE
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In the United States and elsewbhere, public health and medical care are largely separate enterprises. Costa Rica shows the benefits
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Of integrating the two—it spends less than we do on health care and gets better results.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY FRED RAMOS

he cemetery in Atenas, Costa

Rica, a small town in the moun-

tains that line the country’s
lush Central Valley, contains hundreds
of flat white crypt markers laid out in
neat rows like mah-jongg tiles, extend-
ing in every direction. On a clear af-
ternoon in April, Alvaro Salas Chaves,
who was born in Atenas in 1950, guided
me through the graves.

“As a child, I witnessed every day
two, three, four funerals for kids,” he
said. “The cemetery was divided into
two. One side for adults, and the other
side for children, because the number
of deaths was so high.”

Salas grew up in a small, red-roofed
farmhouse just down the road. “I was
a peasant boy,” he said. He slept on a
straw mattress, with a woodstove in
the kitchen, and no plumbing. Still,
his family was among the better-off
in Atenas, then a community of nine
thousand people. His parents had a
patch of land where they grew coftee,
plantains, mangoes, and oranges, and
they had three milk cows. His father
also had a store on the main road
through town, where he sold various
staples and local produce. Situated
halfway between the capital, San José,
and the Pacific port city of Puntare-
nas, Atenas was a stop for oxcarts trav-
elling to the coast, and the store did
good business.

On the cemetery road, however, there
was another kind of traffic. When some-
one died, a long procession of family
members and neighbors trailed the
coffin, passing in front of Salas’s home.
The images of the mourners are still
with him.

“At that time, Costa Rica was the
most sad country, because the infant-
mortality rate was very high,” he said.
In 1950, around ten per cent of chil-
dren died before their first birthday,
most often from diarrheal illnesses,
respiratory infections, and birth com-
plications. Many youths and young
adults died as well. The country’s av-
erage life expectancy was fifty-five years,
thirteen years shorter than that in the
United States at the time.

Life expectancy tends to track na-
tional income closely. Costa Rica has
emerged as an exception. Searching
a newer section of the cemetery that
afternoon, I found only one grave for
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a child. Across all age cohorts, the
country’s increase in health has far
outpaced its increase in wealth. Al-
though Costa Rica’s per-capita income
is a sixth that of the United States—
and its per-capita health-care costs are
a fraction of ours—life expectancy there
is approaching eighty-one years. In the
United States, life expectancy peaked
at just under seventy-nine years, in
2014, and has declined since.

People who have studied Costa Rica,
including colleagues of mine at the re-
search and innovation center Ariadne
Labs, have identified what seems to
be a key factor in its success: the coun-
try has made public health—measures
to improve the health of the popula-
tion as a whole—central to the deliv-
ery of medical care. Even in countries
with robust universal health care, pub-
lic health is usually an add-on; the vast
majority of spending goes to treat the
ailments of individuals. In Costa Rica,

though, public health has been a pri-
ority for decades.

The covip-19 pandemic has revealed
the impoverished state of public health
even in affluent countries—and the cost
of our neglect. Costa Rica shows what
an alternative looks like. I travelled with
Alvaro Salas to his home town because
he had witnessed the results of his coun-
try’s expanding commitment to public
health, and also because he had helped
build the systems that delivered on that
commitment. He understood what the
country has achieved and how it was
done.

hen Salas was growing up, Ate-

nas was a village of farmers and
laborers. Cars were rare, and so were
telephones. A radio was a luxury. In the
country at large, barely half the popu-
lation had running water or proper
sanitation facilities, which led to high
rates of polio, parasites, and diarrheal

And you can wipe that ambiguous smirk off
your face this instant, young lady.”

illness. Many children did not have
enough to eat, and, between malnutri-
tion and recurrent illnesses, their growth
was often stunted. Like other societies
where many die young, people had big
families—seven or eight children was
the average. Many children left school
early, and only a quarter of girls com-
pleted primary education. Salas said that
most children in Atenas started elemen-
tary school, but each year more and more
were pulled out to do farmwork.

Important progress was achieved in
the nineteen-fifties and sixties in Costa
Rica, with the kind of basic public-
health efforts made in many develop-
ing countries. Salas was in kindergar-
ten, he thinks, when his family was able
to pipe running water to their home
from the nearby city center. A national
latrine campaign provided people with
outhouses made of cement. National
power generation brought electrical wir-
ing. “T'he most happy person was my
mother!” he said.

Vaccination campaigns against polio,
diphtheria, and rubella reached Salas
and his classmates when he was in el-
ementary school, as did a child-nu-
trition program that the government
rolled out across the country, with aid
from the Kennedy Administration.
“We had this lunch—hot food,” he
recalled. “I still have the flavor in my
mouth. It was very nice to have a plate
of soup with rice.” His family, with its
cows and its store, was never nutri-
tionally deprived—=Salas grew to six
feet—but his friends were often hun-
gry. And so school attendance jumped.
“The mothers and the families saw
that it was a good idea now to send
the kids to school, because they were
fed,” he said.

Along the way, the Ministry of Health
provided an official in every commu-
nity with resources and staff devoted to
preventing infectious-disease outbreaks,
malnutrition, toxic hazards, sanitary
problems, and the like. These local
public-health units, geared toward com-
munity-wide concerns, worked in par-
allel with a health-care system built to
address individual needs. Still, both re-
mained rudimentary in Atenas. The
nearest hospital was sixteen miles away,
in the city of Alajuela, and understaffed.
“At that time, it was far, because the
road was impossible,” Salas said.



So when did Costa Rica’s results di-
verge from others’ That started in the
early nineteen-seventies: the country
adopted a national health plan, which
broadened the health-care coverage
provided by its social-security system,
and a rural health program, which
brought the kind of medical services
that the cities had to the rest of the
country. Atenas finally got a primary-
care clinic. “With two or three doctors,”
Salas recalled. “With five nurses. With
social workers. For everything.” In 1973,
the social-security administration was
charged with upgrading the hospital
system, including in Alajuela and other
rural regions. In this early period, the
country spent more of its G.D.P.on the
health ofits people than did other coun-
tries of similar income levels—and, in-
deed, more than some richer ones. But
what set Costa Rica apart wasn’t sim-
ply the amount it spent on health care.
It was how the money was spent: tar-
geting the most readily preventable kinds
of death and disability.

That may sound like common sense.
But medical systems seldom focus on
any overarching outcome for the com-
munities they serve. We doctors are
reactive. We wait to see who arrives at
our office and try to help out with their
“chief complaint.” We move on to the
next persons chief complaint: What seems
to be the problem? We don’t ask what our
town’s most important health needs are,
let alone make a concerted effort to tackle
them. If we were oriented toward pub-
lic health, we would have been in touch
with all our patients, if not everyone in
the communities we serve, to schedule
appointments for vaccination against the
coronavirus, the No. 3 killer in the past
year. We would have cooérdinated with
public-health officials to prevent cardio-
vascular disease, the No.1 killer, by jointly
taking aim at high blood pressure and
cholesterol, smoking, and dietary salt in-
take. We would have made a priority of
preventing disease, rather than just treat-
ing it. But we haven't.

In the nineteen-seventies, Costa Rica
identified maternal and child mortal-
ity as its biggest source of lost years of
life. The public-health units directed
pregnant women to prenatal care and
delivery in hospitals, where officials
made sure that personnel were prepared
to prevent and manage the most fre-

quent dangers, such as maternal hem-
orrhage, newborn respiratory failure,
and sepsis. Nutrition programs helped
reduce food shortages and underweight
births; sanitation and vaccination cam-
paigns reduced infectious diseases, from
cholera to diphtheria; and a network
of primary-care clinics delivered bet-
ter treatment for children who did
fall sick. Clinics also provided better
access to contraception; by 1990, the
average family size had
dropped to just over three
children.

The strategy demon-
strated rapid and dramatic
results. In 1970, seven per
cent of children died be-
fore their first birthday.
By 1980, only two per cent
did. In the course of the
decade, maternal deaths fell
by eighty per cent. The na-
tion’s over-all life expectancy became
the longest in Latin America, and kept
growing. By 1985, Costa Rica’s life ex-
pectancy matched that of the United
States. Demographers and economists
took notice. The country was the best
performer among a handful of coun-
tries that seemed to defy the rule that
health requires wealth.

Some people were skeptical. Costa
Rica had endured numerous economic
crises before 1970; perhaps the subse-
quent decade of economic stability had
made the difference. Or maybe it was
the country’s large investment in edu-
cation, which had lifted the proportion
of girls who completed primary educa-
tion from a quarter in 1960 to two-thirds
in 1980. A careful statistical analysis in-
dicated that such factors did contribute
to child survival—but that eighty per
cent of the gains were tied to improve-
ments in health services. The munici-
palities with the best public-health
coverage had the largest declines in in-
fant mortality.

A big question remained, though:
Could Costa Rica sustain its progress?
Public-health strategies might be able
to address mortality in childhood and
young adulthood, but many people be-
lieve that adding years from middle age
onward is a wholly different endeavor.
Countries at this stage tend to switch
approaches, deémphasizing public health
and primary care and giving priority

to hospitals and advanced specialties.

Costa Rica did not change course,
however. It kept going even farther down
the one it was on. And that’s where Al-
varo Salas comes in.

S alas was an exuberant and ambitious
child, and in high school he decided
to become a doctor, inspired by two
physician friends of his father’s who told
stories about treating the wounded during
the Second World War. He
was one of only a few from
his high-school class to go
to college, and one of the
first in his family to do so.
When he enrolled at the
University of Costa Rica,
then the country’s sole pub-
lic university, he imagined
he’d return to Atenas to
practice one day. As an un-
dergraduate, though, he met
people from across the country and came
to understand that the gaps hed expe-
rienced were present everywhere.

“I became very active in politics,”
he recalled. “But I hated the people
who speak and speak and do nothing.
So I decided to organize groups of
premedical students to visit poor com-
munities in the country and to bring
students from the third year or fourth
year in the school of medicine to treat
them.” Salas turned out to have a Pied
Piper charm and a talent for getting
things done, even as a freshman. The
medical school’s dean, he learned, had
close connections at the Ministry of
Health. He met with the dean, and
came away with both medical-faculty
support and ministry supplies for his
venture.

In his travels, Salas discovered that
many of Costa Rica’s villages were even
poorer than Atenas. “They had tuber-
culosis, they had leprosy, they had every-
thing,” he said. He continued his volun-
teer work through college and medical
school. And, as the country adopted its
national health plan and spent more on
public health, he could see not only what
a difference such actions made but how
much remained to be done. “My goals
got bigger,” he said.

In 1977, after his medical internship,
he went to work in the Nicoya Penin-
sula, on a government-funded year of
social service. Now a tourist destination,
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known for its beaches and for having
one of the largest populations of cente-
narians in the world, the peninsula was
then a remote and impoverished region,
where medical care was sparse and lives
were precarious.

Salas was put in charge of setting
up a new mobile public-health unit,
one of many deployed in the govern-
ment’s rural health program. When you
work at a hospital, patients come to
you. In a public-health unit, you have
to go to them. Salas and his team made
visits to villages along the sea. In addi-
tion to treating patients, they conducted
household surveys, and pieced together
diagnoses of whole communities. He
found high rates of severe anemia
among women, water contaminated
with parasites, and outbreaks of respi-
ratory infections. Owing to the new re-
torms, Salas could now do something
about what he observed. Members of
his team distributed iron tablets and
vitamins and basic medicines such as
antiparasitics and antibiotics. They
helped organize sites for clean drink-
ing water. They fought malaria and out-
breaks of other infectious diseases. And,
in the data they collected and the peo-
ple they encountered, Salas could see
the benefits.

Atyear’s end, he was hired at a hos-
pital in Puntarenas. But, after his ex-
perience in Nicoya, he did not think
the way most clinicians do. “At that
time in Costa Rica, it was very com-
mon to see people with blankets out-
side the hospital, pillows, waiting for
a bed,” he told me. Elsewhere, people
were living in squatter settlements and
slums without roads, electricity, or san-
itation. “For me, it was very clear that
hospitals have a role, but we have to
work at the community level first.” The
government was building a housing
development for around a thousand
residents in a barrio called El Roble.
Salas proposed to the hospital direc-
tor that one of the new houses be
turned into a neighborhood clinic—
to save people from having to go to
the hospital.

Salas’s voluble exuberance was again
persuasive. The director gave him a
staff of two, and the housing author-
ity gave him a house. The clinic was
small, with a waiting room in front
and an examining room in back. Just
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as in Nicoya, he and his team went
door to door, creating a record for every
tamily.

“Didn’t people find that strange?” I
asked.

“I had a very nice uniform,” Salas
said, laughing. “Green surgery scrubs.”

He was a bear of a man, with a wal-
rus mustache, a desk-drawer chin, and
a head of dark, wavy hair; his ebullience
was tempered with an air of kindness.
No one in El Roble turned him away.
“We knew everything,” he said. “Who
is pregnant, who has a child, who has
a malnutrition problem.”

Salas became a neighborhood doc-
tor and a public-health officer rolled
into one. In addition to drawing blood
for basic lab tests, he and his team col-
lected stool samples to look for para-
sites. Because they also tested for blood
in the stool, Salas detected one patient’s
colon cancer early enough that it could
be treated before it spread.

A few months after opening the
clinic, Salas asked the hospital to let
him open another. The director again
said yes. “Because the results were very
good,” Salas said. “They had less peo-
ple coming to the hospital—less lines,
less waiting lists.” He set up a physician
and more nurses in another Puntarenas
barrio, a poorer one. “Again, the results
were very good.”

Then, one day, he got a call from a
regional director of the country’s health-
care agency, the C.C.S.S., known sim-
ply as “the Caja” (“the Fund”).

“He was so angry, so angry,” Salas
said. Salas had been commandeering
C.C.S.S. doctors, nurses, and funds
without going through proper chan-
nels. His engine of charm hit a barrier.
“Who approved this project?” he recalls
the director demanding.

“I am responsible,” Salas replied.

“No, you are not responsible,” the
director told him. “You are irresponsi-
ble. Irresponsible in the worst sense
possible, because you are making crazy
things without any kind of studies.”

The director delivered Salas’s pun-
ishment. Salas, at the age of twenty-
eight, was to be the new head of the
city’s central clinic. He was being
kicked upstairs. “I had to move from
El Roble to the center,” he said. He
accepted it, but he didn’t give up: “I
tound that I had now my own re-

sources, my own nurses, my own doc-
tors. So I decided to continue with
the project, but in silence.”

The next election brought a change
of government, and the new head of the
C.C.S.S.was someone Salas knew from
medical school. “So I went to San José
saying, ‘Doctor, I have this project,” he
recalled. He brought pictures of the El
Roble clinic, clicking through slides on
a Kodak carrousel. The executive was
impressed. “He said to me, “You have to
show this to the President.””

They took the carrousel of slides to
the President’s office that day. “The
thing is that he used to live in Punta-
renas,” Salas said. “So the President
loved Puntarenas—/owved.” He offered
to provide whatever Salas needed. “I
had a year in paradise with resources.
That was amazing.”

It was the late nineteen-seventies,
however, and the oil crisis brought hy-
perinflation. Budgets were cut; jobs
were lost. The El Roble clinic abruptly
closed. Around the same time, across
the northern border of Costa Rica, the
Sandinistas had taken power in Nica-
ragua, in a bloody civil war. Hundreds
of thousands of people were homeless.
Many doctors had fled. Salas ventured
north and found work in Nicaragua’s
new government, helping to rebuild
the health-care system along its im-
poverished Mosquito Coast, where no
one else wanted to go.

After three years, he returned to
Costa Rica. Salas was now married to
a young woman from Atenas and about
to become a father. He took a job as
a general practitioner in the city of
San Carlos, and then found one in San
Ramon, closer to his home town. There,
a physician named Juan Guillermo
Ortiz Guier had built a program called
Hospital Without Walls, which had
opened health posts not dissimilar to
Salas’s El Roble clinic—but in dozens
of neighborhoods. “That inspired me,”
Salas said. He began talking to Ortiz
and working with friends on a pro-
posal to bring the essential concepts
to Costa Rica’s entire health system.

During the next eight years, Salas
was promoted to run a major hospital
in the capital and earned a master’s de-
gree at Harvard’s Kennedy School of
Government, but in 1990 he finally got
the chance to put his ideas into action.



He was appointed to lead policy devel-
opment for the C.C.S.S., the Caja,
working with a staff of fifty. Together,
they delivered a plan for a universal sys-
tem of care that would braid together
public health and individual health.

The plan had three principal ele-
ments. First, it would merge the pub-
lic-health services of the Ministry of
Health with the Caja’s system of hos-
pitals and clinics—two functions that
governments, including ours, typically
keep separate—and so allow public-
health officials to set objectives for the
health-care system as a whole. Sec-
ond, the Caja would integrate a slew
of disparate records, combining data
about household conditions and needs
with the medical-record system, and
would use the information to guide
national priorities, set targets, and track
progress. Third, every Costa Rican
would be assigned to a local primary-
health-care team, called an EBAIS (“eh-
by-ees”), for Equipo Bésico de Atencién
Integral en Salud, which would in-
clude a physician,a nurse, and a trained
community-health worker known
as an ATAP (Asistente Técnico en
Atencién Primaria). Each team would
cover about four or five thousand peo-
ple. The ATAPs would visit every
household in their assigned popula-
tion at least once a year, in order to
assess health needs and to close the
highest-priority gaps—the way Salas’s
team in El Roble had done.

The plan was at once breathtaking
in scope and beautifully simple, and
the President embraced it immedi-
ately. Funding it took longer. Although
Costa Rica had a long track record of
stability and economic growth, inter-
national financial institutions resisted
Salas’s proposal. Providing real pri-
mary care, with a doctor on each team,
would be too expensive, the World Bank
said. “We could have a small package
of basic services, no more than that,”
Salas told me, recalling the negotia-
tions. “But we already had that!” Hos-
pitals were at capacity, and he insisted
that the solution wasn’t just to build
more of them.

In 1994, the loans finally came
through, and the plan was submitted
to the legislative assembly, where it
passed unanimously. A new govern-
ment was elected, under the center-left

Alvaro Salas brought his work at community clinics to bear on national policy.

President José Maria Figueres, but the
plan had its full support. In fact, Figue-
res appointed Salas to be the head of
the C.C.S.S.

Getting the bill passed without op-
position would seem no small feat:
Salas had made his pitch to a center-
right government, then retained the
backing of a center-left one. But, if
such unanimity is hard to imagine in
the United States, President Figueres
told me that it wasn’t surprising in
Costa Rica. “This is something which,
in our culture, is politically easy to sell,”
he said. It would put a doctor, a nurse,
and a community-health worker in
every neighborhood. Who could ob-
ject to that?

Still, by the time Salas got the fi-

nancing, there were just three years until

the next election. So he rolled out the
plan at breakneck speed. By 1998, when
the government changed again and he
left his post, the country had established
enough EBAIS teams to reach about half
the population, beginning with under-
served rural areas. At that point, he
wasn't worried that the program would
be dismantled. “It was in the news,” he
said. “On the TV. We started in the
north and then in the south. It became
like a fashion to have an EBAIS. Every-
body wanted one. The pressure to have
an EBAIS became impossible to con-
trol.” By 2006, nearly the entire popu-
lation had been enrolled with an EBAIS.
Universal insurance coverage—to pay
for hospitalizations and specialized
care—would take longer. But universal
primary care, delivered by more than a
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thousand local teams and with an em-
phasis on prevention and public health,
was now a reality.

oday, Alvaro Salas lives with his

wife in San José and continues to
advise the government, political fig-
ures, and, through media appearances,
the public. He is seventy years old,
with a fringe of short gray hair and a
trim salt-and-pepper mustache. His
attire leans toward track shoes with
khakis and an Apple Watch. When I
asked him to accompany me as I vis-
ited Atenas this spring, an outbreak
of COVID-19 was rippling across the
country. The pandemic had been under
control for a year in Costa Rica, but
more contagious variants had arrived
and the I.C.U.s were full.

On a sunlit, tropical morning, we
made our way into town, past the
palm-tree-filled park and the Spanish-
style parish church, to the Atenas cen-
tral clinic, a jumble of airy, low-slung,
cream-colored buildings. Leonardo
Herrera,an ATAP in the area, was pre-
paring to head out for the morning’s
home visits. In an open garage beside
the clinic, several rows of elderly res-
idents had just received COVID vac-
cines and were waiting in chairs for
their observation period to end. For
the now roughly thirty thousand peo-
ple who live in Atenas and the sur-
rounding area, there are seven fully
staffed and equipped EBAIS teams.

ATAPs, a category of clinician we
don’t have, combine the skills of a med-
ical worker and a public-health aide.
They are professionally trained, sala-
ried, and proud. Herrera, whose dark
eyes showed a desire to get moving,
wore a long-sleeved white shirt, blue
pants, and black shoes, with credentials
dangling from a lanyard around his
neck. He carried with him a backpack
of medical supplies, a tablet computer,
and a cooler of COVID vaccines.

Each ATAP is responsible for vis-
iting all the people assigned to his or
her team, which for Herrera repre-
sented about fourteen hundred house-
holds. The homes are grouped into
three categories. Priority 1 homes have
an elderly person living alone or an
individual with a severe disability, an
uncontrolled chronic disease, or a high-
risk condition; they average three pre-
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ventive visits a year. Priority 2 homes
have occupants with more moderate
risk and get two visits a year. The rest
are Priority 3 homes and get one visit
a year.

That day, Herrera was bringing
vaccines to Priority 1 patients who
were unable to travel to the clinic. In
Atenas, home visits are made on white
Honda scooters or off-road motor-
cycles. In the most remote region,
Salas told me, ATAPs must use boats
or even horses to reach some fami-
lies. We followed Herrera’s scooter in
our car, along smoothly paved roads
up and down green hills, to our first
stop, a one-story stucco house with
a fresh coat of yellow paint. Out front
was a strange wrought-iron structure—
an ornate crate on a chest-high post.
Salas explained: you put your garbage
bag in the holder on pickup day so
street dogs don't get at it. All the houses
had one, each baroquely difterent from
the next.

A middle-aged man ushered us in-
side. A bookkeeper for local businesses,
he lived with and cared for his mother,
who had soft, probing eyes and ad-
vanced Alzheimer’s. The house had
four rooms: two bedrooms, a kitchen,
and a bathroom. In the front bedroom,
the mother sat on the edge of a hos-
pital bed that almost filled the space.
Herrera checked her vital signs, includ-
ing her temperature and her oxygen
level, with a thermometer and a finger
sensor from his backpack. He asked
her and her son a few questions about
how she'd been doing, including after
her first vaccine dose, which he'd given
her three weeks earlier.

Behind the house, on a stone porch
that opened onto a green postage-stamp
lawn, Herrera pulled out a rectangle of
brown butcher paper, flattened it on a
table, and laid out all the vaccination
materials. He went to the kitchen sink
to wash his hands, using his own soap
and paper towels.

Herrera’s visit took about twenty
minutes. As we headed down the road,
I was struck not only by the efficiency
of the visit but also by how ordinary it
was: the man had been able to take it
for granted that Herrera would visit on
a certain day at a certain time to meet
certain needs.

I saw this reliability throughout

our visits. Because everyone was en-
rolled with an EBAIS, everyone was
contacted individually about a cOVID
vaccination appointment—most at
their neighborhood clinic and a few
at home. One woman I met explained
that she'd learned about her appoint-
ment by phone. I asked her what
would happen if the EBAIS folks didn’t
call. She looked at me puzzled. Maybe
something was lost in translation. She
repeated that she knew what week
they would call, and they called. I per-
sisted: What if they didn’'t? She'd wait
a couple of days and call herself, she
said. It was no big deal. She asked me
how things worked where I was from.
I could only sigh.

One of our visits that morning was
to a brick house ringed by purple-flow-
ered crape-myrtle trees. An eighty-
year-old woman sat on the porch get-
ting her hair dyed; during the pandemic,
her hair stylist was also doing home
visits. In a corner bedroom with lots
of light, a small man with a regal pro-
file and a shock of white hair was sit-
ting up in a hospital bed, beneath a
poster of Jesus. Tubing connected his
nasal prongs to a large oxygen tank,
its attached water-bubbler faintly au-
dible. Salas recognized the man, who
had been his father’s accountant. The
man smiled brightly in greeting, but
showed no sign of recognition. He had
vascular dementia and chronic pulmo-
nary disease.

Up a winding mountain road, we
reached a house with a huge mango
tree standing sentinel, and dozens of
ripe mangoes scattered beneath it. This
time it was Salas who was recognized—
his father had been the godfather of
the seventy-eight-year-old man who
lived there, with his wife. To Salas’s de-
light, the man pointed out a fading,
sepia-toned picture of his godfather on
the wall. The man, who had congestive
heart failure and limited mobility, took
the vaccine without complaint.

For each of the households, Herrera
keeps an electronic ficha familiar,a fam-
ily file that provides the primary-care
team with remarkably detailed infor-
mation. This includes medical up-
dates—what ailments have been as-
sessed and what treatments have been
administered on any given visit—but
also notes on living conditions: whether



the floors are dirt or finished, whether
there is a refrigerator, a phone, or a com-
puter, and even whether any animals
are living “en condiciones insalubres.” Ac-
cording to the C.C.S.S,, nearly sixty
per cent of Costa Rica’s households
have a current, geo-referenced file.

There was nothing magical about
the care I saw that day. Herrera wasn't
a saint. But he may have been some-
thing better than that: he was the
point of contact between a national
system and a great many individual
lives, seeing to every small detail re-
quired for the broader demands of
community health.

S alas and I returned to the central
clinic, where we met with the med-
ical director of the Atenas Health Area,
Carolina Amador. She is in her late
forties, with long auburn hair and a
quiet, observant air, and she oversees
all seven EBAIS teams. Like Salas, she
had wanted to be a doctor since she
was in high school. And she, too, took
the opportunity offered to Costa Rican
medical graduates to spend a year work-
ing in an isolated community. It was
around the time the EBAIS system was
being launched, and she spent that year
helping to provide primary care for an
island fishing village, where basic sup-
plies had to be delivered by boat. “I did
Pap smears with a flashlight,” she re-
called, sitting in her office behind a
large wooden desk.

Amador has overseen the Atenas
Health Area for seventeen years. She
says that the hardest part of her job in-
volves human resources. “People want
the director to be their parent, their ad-
viser, their friend, and someone who
can get them anything they want,” she
said. “I am their psychologist, too. Ev-
eryone is motivated differently.”

She wants all the members of her
teams to understand that their prior-
ity is “the relationship with the com-
munity, not just between the physi-
cian and patient.” This, she said, is
the foundation of the EBAIS system.
There are critical services that have
to reach everyone in the community
at every stage of life, she explained.
Children have regular pediatric vis-
its, starting from the first days of life.
Pregnant women have their prenatal
and postnatal checks. All adults have

tests and follow-up visits to prevent
and treat everything from iron defi-
ciency to H.I.V.It’s all free. If people
don’t show up for their appointments,
she makes sure their team finds out
why and figures out what can be done.

Amador described a group program
that her staft created for people who
have poorly controlled diabetes. They
meet on Mondays for two hours in
a twelve-week course covering topics
from cooking proper meals to admin-
istering their insulin. They learn far
more than they would in sporadic of-
fice visits, and they become a group of
peers who know and encourage one an-
other. Amador and her colleagues have
documented substantial reductions in
blood-sugar levels. That led them to
create other groups, including a Zoom
forum that was begun as adolescent de-
pression rose during the pandemic—
the forum drew ninety teen-agers—
and a nutrition program for bus drivers,
who have been found to have a high
rate of obesity.

Salas was grinning. Everything he
had created with his clinic in E1 Roble,
everything he'd tried to build into the
EBAIS system almost three decades ago,
had come fully to life in his home town.

A generation of professionals like Ama-
dor and Herrera had embraced his be-
lief that individual health and public
health are inseparable.

Integrating the two has effects that
aren't so visible to patients. I spent the
next morning with Mario Quesada,
the primary-care physician for an EBAIS
team serving the mountainside neigh-
borhoods of Altos de Naranjo and San
Isidro. Each week, he spends three days
seeing patients at a clinic halfway up
the mountain, and two days at a site
on fop of the mountain. I visited the
one halfway up. It looked much like
any other house on the street, which
seemed to be the standard design for
such clinics. Quesada, who is forty-one,
wore a pin-striped, short-sleeved shirt
and a microphone headset; during the
pandemic, half his appointments have
been virtual.

By eight oclock that morning, he'd
already seen three patients—he'd di-
agnosed a benign rash, a goiter,and an
ear infection. The first visit I observed
was a telehealth appointment in which
he advised a woman with migraines
about a change in medication, typing
up his notes as they spoke. These were
routine visits, and would have been

“The weather this morning will be freezing in your house
because of your cheap husband, followed by a beautiful temperate
stretch in your car. Late morning, you'll see a change to
crazy hot because Cheryl sets the office temperature and Chery!

apparenﬂy wants everyone soaked in their own sweat.”



recognizable to primary-care doctors
all over the world.

Yet a couple of the visits I observed

made apparent the subtle strengths of
the EBAIS approach. One involved, as
Quesada put it, “un caso dificil”—an
incontinent sixty-five-year-old woman
with schizophrenia. The woman, who
lives with her daughter, also has a psy-
chiatrist and a social worker. That day,
she needed her prescriptions refilled.
But Quesada also saw a note in her
ficha familiar about family circum-
stances which led him to ask her about
her supply of diapers. The EBAIS pro-
vides up to forty a month, which was
enough until her bowel troubles wors-
ened recently. Quesada suspected that
her daughter might not be able to af-
ford more, and learned that the woman
was indeed short. He did a quick check
of the records and found that another
tamily had returned a box of diapers
after an elder died. She could have the
box, he said. It was a small thing. But
a lack of such basic supplies could
mean the breakdown of skin from
sitting too long in stool, and lead to
infection and wound-care problems.
Quesada’s simple reallocation of re-
sources was possible only because he
had a bigger picture of the commu-
nity he serves.

In another telehealth visit,a woman
with diabetes and severe hypertension
complained that she had been waiting
more than a year to get follow-up blood
tests. When Quesada consulted her rec-
ords online, he saw that he had ordered
the tests months earlier, but the woman
hadn’t shown up for any of them. He
told her where to go for her lab tests
and filled out the lab orders that she'd
need. He could have told her to pick
up the order slips, but shed failed to
do that before, too. So Quesada looked
through the upcoming appointment
list and noticed that a neighbor of hers
would be at the clinic soon. He told
the woman he'd send her lab orders
with the neighbor.

That level of familiarity—the fact
that he understood the community
around his patient and how it could
help—was astounding to me, even as
the limitations seemed apparent.

“She’s not going to get her tests done,
is she?” I said.

“It’s fifty-fifty,” he said. “One can
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only do so much. I do my work. They
must do theirs.”

In my discussions with clinicians
and patients, the weaknesses in the sys-
tem were not hard to find. With Costa
Rica’s constrained resources, there was
not enough staffing, especially for spe-
cialists. When it came to secondary
care, months-long waits for advanced
imaging and for procedures were com-
mon. People who could afford to do so
carried additional insurance for private
health care or paid cash to supplement
the care that they received from the
government. But the EBAIS system re-
mains immensely popular, and politi-
cally untouchable. It has advantages
that patients can fee/, even if they don't
see all the inner workings.

Near the end of my conversation
with Carolina Amador, she explained
her approach to the pandemic, and she
called up a graph on her computer that
showed up-to-the-moment rates of
CoVID cases and deaths by age, sex,
and neighborhood. In Angeles, for in-
stance, three per cent of the popula-
tion had been infected; in Santa Eu-
lalia, nine per cent had been. It was
the kind of report I'd seen in the hands
of local public-health officials in the
United States. They generated these
reports, but they hadn’t been given the
tools or the authority to act on them
directly. Because these officials remain
outside the American health-care sys-
tem, they had to beg providers to re-
spond with adequate testing and vac-
cination. When that proved insufficient,
they were forced to launch their own
operations, such as drive-through test-
ing sites and stadium vaccination clin-
ics—and they had to do so from scratch,
in a mad rush. The operations were all
too delayed and temporary. Here, Ama-
dor could see the places with the great-
est need and deploy doctors, nurses,
and community-health workers to do
testing and vaccination. Amid COVID,
Costa Rica had demonstrated yet again
how primary-care leaders could make

health happen.

he results are enviable. Since the
development of the EBAIS system,
deaths from communicable diseases
have fallen by ninety-four per cent, and
decisive progress has been made against
non-communicable diseases as well. It’s

not just that Costa Rica has surpassed
Americass life expectancy while spend-
ing less on health care as a percentage
of income; it actually spends less than
the world average. The biggest gain
these days is in the middle years of life.
For people between fifteen and sixty
years of age, the mortality rate in Costa
Rica is 8.7 per cent, versus 11.2 per cent
in the U.S.—a thirty-per-cent differ-
ence. But older people do better, too:
in Costa Rica, the average sixty-year-
old survives another 24.2 years, com-
pared with 23.6 years in the U.S.

The concern with the U.S. health
system has never been about what it is
capable of achieving at its best. It is
about the large disparities we tolerate.
Higher income, in particular, is associ-
ated with much longer life. In a 2016
study, the Harvard economist Raj Chetty
and his research team found that the
difference in life expectancy between
forty-year-olds in the top one per cent
of American income distribution and
in the bottom one per cent is fifteen
years for men and ten years for women.

But the team also found that where
people live in America can make a big
difference in how their income affects
their longevity. Forty-year-olds who
are in the lowest quarter of income dis-
tribution—making up to about thirty-
five thousand dollars a year—live four
years longer in New York City than in
Las Vegas, Indianapolis, or Oklahoma
City. For the top one per cent, place
matters far less.

In a way, it’s a hopeful finding: if
being working class shortens your life
less in some places than in others, then
evidently it’s possible to spread around
some of the advantages that come with
higher income. Chetty’s work didn’t
say how, but it contained some clues.
The geographic differences in mortal-
ity for people at lower socioeconomic
levels were primarily due to increased
disease rather than to increased injury.
So healthier behaviors—reflected in
local rates of obesity, smoking, and ex-
ercise—made a big difference for low
earners, as did the quality of local hos-
pital care. Chetty also found that low-
income individuals tended to live lon-
gest, and have healthier behaviors, in
cities with highly educated populations
and high incomes. The local level of in-
equality, or the rates at which people



SKETCHBOOK BY LIANA FINCK

H{USTRHIBVES
L BOBY

A comicALy Ty ¥ Ip SUFFICIENT

ExCERPT FRom THE NEwLY Uf? TED
mosT-BUr BooK "9 900 MUST-
HAVES FoR BABY " by HARVEY

Wb EDIE JoLANTA
| Supe, w0, E0IE P e

L3
]

®(8eEdsT Pump £ 1

L€
S\

TRMESTER™" S0 mAYeE

NEVER, BuT BUf oNE ANYWAY,

PREFERASLY 4 HIGH-END DAwisH
|| OME In A LIGHT ColoR,

pip You keow TyE ghenstT | @ (BREQST Pump #2]
F-W IS THE ULTMATE HIGH-
TECH GAPGET?/ por orlY

IS BREAST MILE DELICIUS~
flnp NUTRITIOVS — (T

e

a4

AcTuALLY, Yeu Don'T NEED
oNE oF THESE UNTIL YUk
gasy (s Fully RepD)y To
WITHORAW FRom HER “ExTRA

WEARABLE EXTERNAL womp ™"

THIS DAmp, DARK, SiLK-AND-
RVEBER Pop IS PESIGNED To
MmAKE BABYS LIFE AS ComFY
Add WoRRY-FREE AS (T WAS ¥
YouR SVRPRISINGLY VERSATILE
wWomg ! ELECTROMAGNETIC FokCES
WILL SooTHE AnD RoCk Your BASY
ForR A< (enC S HE DESIRES T
SEQUESTER HIMSELF FRom THE
Colb, CRVEL wogrlp- €AnN BE
Weogn PRY Anip NIGHT —AS LonG
RS You SLEEP STRANDING VP.

L

&

ﬂ@ffﬂ?grr-muk FACEZER)

ALSo CoNVENIENT, AnD FREE! SAY GooDgYE To
TyosSE PESky, BAnk-BREAKING TRIFS To THE STeRE

THAT SAID, fou'Le ALSe

I YoU'RE po i £1GHT, you

Fot FACTORY -MADE &i‘l“_l’-f'ﬁ- You HAVE IT ALl WART A MokE HIGH - TEH Wil PROGLCE MeRE miLk
RIGHT HERE! AU IT TAKES IS AV [Rov WILL GREAST Pume For THE THAN YoUR PALTRY HomE
(pon'r LET ANYONE TELL Yeu YoUur B0pY CANT oTHER, TRICKIER BREAST— FREE2gR Cq~ ConTfin. So
pRopUCE EnoUGH miLk!) A f 24/7 ComMITMENT | g 4 SmALL, STEALTHY fou'tt NEED AT LE4ST onE
ND Boby: THE PERFecT GIFT FoR £A8Y! ) BREAST Pumr FoR STUFFING| OF THESE. (MTERNAL STIRAGE

WSIDE YoUR PUMPING BRAT)AND LASELLING SYSTEMS

ofF MivD f
DURING PARTIEs ok MEETWCS| Sold SEPARATE LY.

TH1S IS A Good BREAST pumr Te occupy You BETWEE

HER FREQUENT FEEDINGS,

@ [cqz seqT]

@) VArious wEDGE -SHALED

e

.

fev cAnT KAVE Too
MANY oF THESE.! WHY?

INFANT INSERTS

Fot sTRoLLER, CAR
SEATE), AVD WEAR -
ASLE ExTERNAL Wems

SO, THERE ARE Two KINDS of CHA
SEAT. ovE FoR Cool BAB(ES, ovE
For PLEBES. WHICHEVER Kivp YOV
of T For, You'ltL wAnT ovE THAT
s BRAND NEW—AnD WE MEAN
VEVER BEEORE TovcHED BY HvmAn
quJlS. You'LL FRoBABLY ALSe wynT

Y e
WAIT. HAVE You READ THE
WRITINGS OF (9TH-CENTORY
FREncy STROLLER EXPERT
BEsE FLANWEUR?? UNTIL YoV
Do, AWYTHING WE SAY oV

e

(s SugJECT wite fE * YARDWARE For
Efg-,-w fou. (BUTHINT: You'tloWE THAT CAw SNAP ONTe A CAMEL °& ﬂﬂqcﬂis INFANT oH, HA HA HA, IF YoV
oTHER pACKk ANImAL, FoR EfSYy PESERT| usERTS Sold HAVE To 4Sk, YoU'AE

WANT A VERY LARGE ONE.) SEPARATELY. |IN Fer 4

TK!]VEL I

8ie jum'mff..,

WASHING MACKHINE, AND FEPAl
AV EXTRA Room oR TWO

@ @ &H

SINCE YouR LANDLORD

@ BwinEs) |
<5~ 7 ¢
NoW Yeu'RE TALKING.

SWAPDLES ARE DIFFERENT
From BLAVKETS, BuT IN

THESE M YSTICAL CREATVAES
ARE ~eT JUST FoRk HELIING
you GIVE BIRTH. You SHeuls

WAYS WE'D RATHER KEEf

SHROUDED —OR SwAPDLED,
IF You WitL—y MY STERY,
THERE ARE MAVY kINDS :
oF SWADDLE. You'tl WAN
Toe YUY AW ﬁ“ﬂy oF THE"';
THEN HIRE A FSYcHIC To

HELP PETERMINE WHICH
To KEEL.

P.S.A.: BLA~KETS ARE
Vo (oNGER REComMENPED
FoR USE OV §ABIES. STILh
?-U'LL WANT To AMASS
AT LEAST 19 ok 20 oF
THEM, [N CASE THE
DATA REVERSES ITSELF.

four SNEAKING THESE
AMENITIES (NTo YeuA
CURRENT RESIPENCE, YoU
MICHT WANT To ConNSIDER

ot
MovING — RIGHT f‘.%\';.
BE SVAE To HAVE pLENTY
of meNgEY on HAND,

PROBABLY Won'r SMILE Uper| A

LSae HAVE onvE Fof IN ON
you AT VqRiovs 0b? Keurs
THROUCHOUT Youk BABYS
DEVELOFMENT. THE FRo8LEM
|$: Hew Te FinD A Geod
ONE?2 HiNT: THE BEST

DouLAS SUBSIST moSTLY
oN WECTA&A AnD ARW HewET,

TaAPs sSTAaT AT $999.117

—

o You DoNT MISS ANYTHING IMPoRTANT, BE SVAE T° guy THE 800k ! WE RECommEND THAT You GET AT LEAST Two CoPIES.

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 30, 202I



were unemployed or uninsured, didn't
appear to matter much. What did seem
to help was a higher level of local gov-
ernment expenditures.

The Costa Rica model suggests that
directing those expenditures wisely—in
ways attentive to the greatest opportu-
nities for impact—can be transforma-
tive when it comes to the less connected
and the less advantaged. In an ingenious
study, a group of Stanford economists
compared families that include a doc-
tor or a nurse with those that do not.
The study focussed on Sweden, where,
for many years, medical schools used a
lottery to select among equally quali-
fied applicants, providing the research-
ers with a set of otherwise matched fam-
ilies. The study found that people with
a medically trained relative were ten per
cent more likely to live beyond the age
of eighty. Younger relatives were more
likely to be vaccinated, were less likely
to have drug or alcohol addiction, and
had fewer hospital admissions. Older
relatives had a lower rate of chronic ill-
nesses such as heart disease. The study
even found a “dose response” pattern:
the closer that relatives lived to the fam-
ily health professional, and the closer
on the family tree, the larger the bene-
fit. Relationships with people who can
supply beneficial knowledge, authority,
norms, and encouragement appear to
make a major difference in mortality.
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There’s no public-health initiative
that will add a doctor to your family,
but Costa Rica shows that we can pro-
vide something close: a primary-care
team whom individuals know person-
ally and can call upon in the course of
their lives. The country has reduced
premature mortality at all income lev-
els, but the largest declines have been
at the lower end. In fact, by 2012 Costa
Rica had largely eliminated disparities
in infant mortality based on how much
money families have or where they live.
(In the U.S., babies born in high-poverty
counties are almost twice as likely to
die in their first year of life as those
born in low-poverty counties—and it’s
a similar story for those born in rural
instead of suburban areas.)

Other countries, including Sri Lanka
and Colombia, have taken notice, and
begun adopting key elements of the
Costa Rica model. There’s no reason a
U.S. city or state couldn’t do so, too. As
the pandemic ebbs, countries will be as-
sessing what went wrong with their
public-health systems. A fundamental
tailure has been the separation of pub-
lic health from health-care delivery. Get-
ting that right, across the globe, could
present our greatest opportunity to se-
cure longer and better lives.

What would this model look like
in the United States? Consider the ex-
ample of one common illness, viral

hepatitis. Infection with either the
hepatitis-B or the hepatitis-C virus
can lead to severe liver damage and to
chronic liver disease—a top-five cause
of death for Americans between the
ages of forty-five and sixty-four. It can
also lead to liver cancer. More than
four million people in the U.S. have a
chronic hepatitis-B or hepatitis-C in-
tection. Hepatitis C alone is the most
common reason that American pa-
tients require liver transplants. We
spend billions of dollars a year on treat-
ment for these two viruses.

I know the damage that viral hepa-
titis can do. My aunt, a former family
physician in the Washington, D.C., area,
slowly died from liver failure after con-
tracting hepatitis B through an acci-
dental needle stick in the nineteen-
eighties. Today, we have an effective
vaccine against hepatitis B, and hepa-
titis C has become curable with oral
medications. If we had a system that
let us expand screening, treatment, and
vaccination, we could eliminate these
diseases. Indeed, in 2017 the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services
set that as a goal.

But here again our system is de-
signed for the great breakthrough, not
the great follow-through. In Costa
Rica, nearly ninety per cent of babies
are vaccinated against hepatitis B at
birth. (Mother-to-child transmission
during childbirth is a significant path-
way for infection.) In the U.S., only
two-thirds are. Just twenty-five per
cent of American adults are vaccinated
against the virus. Our chronic-liver-dis-
ease rates have barely budged. In the
meantime, new hepatitis-C infections
have increased by almost thirty per
cent since 2017. If every community
had a primary-care team able to pro-
vide visits to all residents, we'd have a
way to see that everyone had been of-
tered vaccination and other preventive
measures, screening for viral hepatitis,
and prompt treatment for those found
to have it. Viral hepatitis is markedly
higher among immigrant Asian resi-
dents, African Americans, the poor,
and intravenous drug users—precisely
the people who have had the greatest
difficulty in gaining access to medical
care and advice.

We know what needs to be done;
we just don't have the mechanisms to



do it. Yet we've had glimpses of what
we can accomplish with the right sys-
tem in place. In the nineteen-nineties,
the U.S. government launched a na-
tional effort to offer hepatitis-B vacci-
nations to all hospital workers, and, by
the middle of the decade, two-thirds
of them had got the jab; infections in
this population were reduced by a re-
markable ninety-eight per cent, from
seventeen thousand cases in 1983 to just
four hundred in 1995. How? Our hos-
pital systems have dedicated personnel
who get in touch with each of their
employees at least once a year and offer
them essential preventive care, includ-
ing vaccinations, without charge. Yet
those systems aren't equipped to do the
same for the people in the communi-
ties they serve. Costa Rica shows how

they could be.

€/ ou have to come to this place with
me,” Salas said on my last day in
Costa Rica. I'd been hoping to spend
more time in the clinic with the primary-
care doctors, and wasn't pleased that
he'd decided on a visit to another cof-
fee town—Palmares, a half hour’s drive
from Atenas through the mountains.

“What’s there?” I asked.

“A dental program,” he said. Re-
sponding to my skeptical look, he went
on, “I've heard such good things about
it. We will go.” He was still, decades
on, a persuasive man.

We arrived at the parking lot of a
coffee-processing plant, and found a
powder-blue bus with a big cartoon
molar and a fat loop of cartoon floss
on the door. On the side, in big block
letters, it said, “;JUNTOS CONSTRUI-
MOS SONRISAS!"—“Together we build
smiles!” was greeted by Alejandra Ro-
driguez, a white-coated dentist, who
told me that the bus was donated by
Chick-fil-A, which gets coffee beans
from the Palmares plant. Inside, the
bus was outfitted with three dental
chairs, an X-ray machine, and enough
supplies to provide dental cleanings
and treatment for all the schoolchil-
dren in the community.

Dental care was not a significant
part of the EBAIS structure that Salas
helped design. But its systemic approach
took root more widely. As Rodriguez
explained to me, members of her pro-
tession helped lead an effort, starting

in the nineteen-eighties, to institute
after-lunch toothbrushing in elemen-
tary schools. Toothbrushes were pro-
vided for every student; rows of sinks
were installed at schools, so that groups
of children could brush at the same
time. The program insured that all
schoolchildren brushed their teeth at
least once a day. The effort began in
and around Palmares, and soon the idea
was implemented across the country.
Meanwhile, the Ministry of Health re-
quired that table salt be fluoridated—
an easier way to introduce fluoride on
a national scale than fluoridating every
town’s water supply.

The results of such measures have
been dramatic. In 1980, Costa Ricans
averaged more than nine teeth decayed,
missing, or filled by the age of twelve.
By 2002, the number was below two.
Today, it is below one—results as good
as America’s or better, at a fraction of
our costs.

Rodriguez wanted to show us the
new program she’s leading. Through-
out the school year, the blue bus visits
all nine elementary schools in Palmares,
providing cleanings and treatment for
every child whose parents permit it. On
board, Salas and I saw a skinny sixth-
grade boy have his teeth cleaned and
get a sealant applied to his molars.

Costa Ricans, it now struck me, had
some of the best teeth I'd seen anywhere
in my travels. Rodriguez and her part-
ners were showing how dental care could

be improved even further. They were
integrating public health and individ-
ualized care—creating an actual health
system—even in dentistry.

“Itis possible to change the picture,”
Salas said to me afterward, reflecting
on our visits inside the system he'd
helped create so long ago. “It is possi-
ble to call upon a group of people, a
group of Quixotes—do you know Qui-
xote>—who think and can see twenty
years, thirty years ahead. It is possible

to raise an idea and see it supported by
a younger generation to become real.”

Public health can be a bulwark
against the cynicism that public insti-
tutions sometimes inspire. Yet accep-
tance, Salas knew, always has to be
earned. He recalled how anxious his
grandmother was when the govern-
ment first instituted a social-security
contribution. “Because for the first time
she had to pay something for the work-
ers,” he said. “I remember she said to
us, “The coffee harvest is good but not
so good as to have money to pay work-
ers now for social security.”” Every step
is hard-fought.

When Salas and I had walked through
the cemetery, shortly after my arrival
in Atenas, we'd stopped at his family
plot,among the oldest there. His great-
grandfather Guillermo, who died at
forty-five, in 1894, and his great-grand-
mother Avelina, who died at sixty-five,
in 1925, were buried there. In the next
generation, his grandfather Emilio also
died young, at forty-six, in 1931. Death
seemed to take family members at ran-
dom. His grandmother Guillerma lived
to ninety-seven, but two of her children
had died in infancy—one at sixteen
months, from a respiratory illness that
Salas suspected was whooping cough,
and the other at twenty-four months,
from diarrhea. In 1986, Salas buried his
father, Emilio Salas Villalobos, in the
plot, after his death, from colon cancer,
at the age of seventy-four. In 2001, he
buried his mother, Sara Chaves Vil-
lalobos, who also died at seventy-four,
from a heart attack.

I noticed that his mother’s name
wasn't on the family grave marker, and
I asked him why.

“I am responsible for not including
my mother’s name and date,” he told
me. “Possibly, I am waiting for the op-
portunity for writing our names and
dates together, and forever.” Alvaro Salas
Chaves is seventy years old now, and he
imagines he might be joining her soon.

But, owing to a health system he
helped build, the average Costa Rican
his age will live at least another sixteen
years. Salas is sturdy, with no serious
illnesses. Still, when the time comes, he
intends to be buried in the same plot.

“Because all of my family are here,”
he explained. “They are all around. We

will have a big meeting here.” ¢
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PROFILES

THE C.E.O. OF “SUCCESSION”

The writer who keeps the billionaire Roys trapped in their gilded cage.

hen Jesse Armstrong, the
writer and creator of the
HBO series “Succession,”

arrived on set at Amerigo Vespucci Air-
port,in Florence, one morning in June,
he was faced with an extravagant de-
cision. The scene to be shot was from
the first episode of Season 3, in which
various members of the Roy family—
the dysfunctional media dynasty whose
power struggles the show acidly chron-
icles—have just disembarked from the
yacht on which, in the Season 2 finale,
they bobbed in gilded captivity. Two
planes had been positioned together
on the tarmac: a Boeing 737, rented at
a price of more than a hundred thou-
sand dollars, and a smaller Falcon busi-
ness jet. Tracks had been laid for a dolly
shot. The temperature was already
climbing into the eighties, and a crew
of more than two hundred people bus-
tled about the runway, perspiring in
high-visibility vests.

The scene hinged on a surprise. In
the final moments of the previous ep-
isode, Logan Roy, the volatile patri-
arch, was aboard the yacht, watching
a live stream of Kendall Roy, one of his
four ambitious oftspring, at a press con-
ference in New York, where he had
been sent to publicly shoulder the con-
sequences of a scandal in the cruise-
ship division of Waystar Royco, the
family conglomerate. Instead of offer-
ing himself up as a sacrifice, however,
Kendall had stuck the knife into his
father. The new season, which begins
airing in October, picks up the story
moments later, with Logan, the rest of
the family, and Logan’s most loyal ex-
ecutives still in Europe, calculating how
to counter Kendall’s move.

“It’s a moment of indecision,” Arm-
strong said of the tarmac scene, above
the drone of idling jet engines. Though
the previous season ended with a closeup
of an inscrutable smile on Logan’s face,
“this is the moment at which you get
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BY REBECCA MEAD

the sense that Logan is worried.” In the
new script, Logan chooses to divide his
forces into two camps: one party will
return to America while he and others
fly elsewhere. Armstrong’s decision that
morning involved the placement of the
two rented planes, which airport staff
had parked close together. As he put it
to me, his concern was that having two
planes visible at the outset of the scene
would preémpt the story: “I think a
viewer’s sense would be: “They can all
travel together on the big plane. So why
is there a second plane?”

An embarrassment of airplanes: a
very “Succession” problem. The show, a
word-of-mouth hit, is known for its
taithful depiction of the bountiful re-
sources and anesthetized habits of the
very wealthy. On an excursion from the
yacht in Croatia, Logan’s son-in-law,
Tom Wambsgans, instructs the pilot of
a small boat, “Next cove, please, Julius,”
so that he and his wife, Shiv, can be fer-
ried to a sublime coastal spot for the
unhappiest picnic ever. Armstrong—
whose display of personal indulgence,
in spite of his professional success, so
far extends only to showing up to the
Season 3 writers room in an extremely
nice blue cashmere sweater—is a good-
natured stickler for verisimilitude. The
playwright Lucy Prebble, who is one of
the show’s writers, recalls “someone com-
ing in and saying, ‘We can’t have two
helicopters, and noting how many tens
of thousands of dollars they cost, and
Jesse just saying, in a really relaxed way,
I think we probably need two.”” “Suc-
cession” documents wealth but it does
not fetishize it, with the possible excep-
tion of a backless wool turtleneck dress
worn by Shiv in an episode of Season 2;
the garment was so delectably imprac-
tical that it inspired a flurry of online
shopping. In general, the show makes
affluence look vaguely diseased, and em-
phasizes the ways in which even the
very rich cannot be entirely insulated

from the drudgery of inconvenience.
Mark Mylod, who has directed close to
half the episodes of “Succession,” and
is also an executive producer, told me,
“We try to find situations where the
characters cannot control the world,
whether the weather’s bad or they are
stuck in traffic.” For last season’s finale,
Mylod filmed scenes on the yacht in
the middle of the day, beneath harsh,
overhead sunlight, in order to make the
characters seem uncomfortably exposed,
physically and emotionally. When, in
the same episode, Logan is obliged to
conduct a humbling video call with one
of his corporation’s major shareholders,
itis not from the comfort of his Audi but,
rather, from the grim patio of a service
station on a busy highway.

At the Florence terminal, the draw-
backs of private plane travel—being
terried in cramped vans to wait on a
scorching, gritty, noisy airport apron,
as opposed to sharing a large, air-con-
ditioned terminal with commercial pas-
sengers—were identical to the draw-
backs of shooting high-end television
in an inhospitable location. The actors
clutched their scripts while members
of the hair-and-makeup team attended
to them, attempting to keep sweat and
grime in abeyance. Will Tracy and Tony
Roche, two of the show’s writers, hid
under a small awning, using their phones
to read Armstrong’s script for a forth-
coming episode. Given the prevailing
discomfort, Armstrong had to weigh
how much of a disruption it was going
to be creatively, physically, and emo-
tionally to preserve the revelation of
a second plane. In consultation with
Mylod, who was directing the episode,
a decision was reached not to compro-
mise narrative integrity: the Falcon
would be towed out of sight. To Arm-
strong’s relief, a driver on a small white
tug had removed the offending plane
within fifteen minutes. “I thought it
was going to be a huge deal to move a



Armstrong says of the Roys, “10 be excluded from the flame of money and power, I think, would feel a bit like death.”
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“Its my husband. Hes on jury duty and he’s not allowed to talk
about the case. But here’s the thing—I really want to know.”

plane,” Armstrong told me, once the Fal-
con had been shunted aside. He sounded
amused, even a little wondering. “But,
luckily, it took just one little man.”

he table read of the pilot episode of

“Succession” took place in Man-
hattan on November 8, 2016: Election
Day. That evening, the cast and the rest
of the team gathered at the home of
Adam McKay—an executive producer
of the show, and the director of the
pilot—for a party that was expected to
celebrate the victory of Hillary Clin-
ton. Matthew Macfadyen, the British
actor who plays Tom Wambsgans, told
me, “We watched the results come in,
and everyone wandered off into the
night—good for storytelling, bad for
humanity.” Armstrong’s most signifi-
cant memory of the occasion was how
quickly attendees accommodated to
what initially seemed to be earth-shat-
tering news. “It was such a shock—
then five, ten minutes later, everyone’s
living in a new reality,” he said. Even
in calamity, he observed, many people
are “quite oriented towards how it af-
tects them, and what they will do next.”

44 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 30, 202l

The first episodes of “Succession,”
which aired in the summer of 2018, es-
tablished an elliptical relationship to
contemporary reality: there would be
no specific references to Trump. But,
with the U.S. government turned over
to a leader with a transparently cha-
otic, transactional, and rapacious na-
ture, the show met the national mood.
“Succession” would have been equally
entertaining had Hillary Clinton be-
come President, but it wouldn’t have
telt so timely if it hadn't appeared after
the election of Trump—a candidacy
championed by Fox News, whose core
strategy of chasing ratings by spread-
ing fear is not dissimilar to that of ATN,
the news organization owned by Way-
star Royco. The opening credit sequence
of “Succession” includes a cheeky shot
of an ATN news ticker; in Season 2, it
reads, “GENDER FLUID ILLEGALS MAY
BE ENTERING THE COUNTRY ‘TWICE.”

For some viewers, Armstrong’s thor-
oughgoing commitment to a curdled
view of humanity—as the Roys jockey
for position, they trade such endear-
ments as “the cunt of Monte Cristo’—
made the show at once intolerable and

irresistible. “l HATE EVERYONE ON ‘SUC-
CESSION’ AND I CAN'T STOP WATCH-
ING,” a typical headline read. The show
is so unsettling, in part, because it of-
fers no vantage points exterior to its
scrupulously rendered universe—there
is no outsider figure who is easier to
identify with than the amoral protago-
nists. The Roy family’s outsider, Cousin
Greg, is as calculating as any member
of the clan with whom he seeks to in-
gratiate himself. Culture critics have
popularized the term “wealth porn” to
characterize shows, such as “Billions” or
“Gossip Girl,” that lavish attention on
the consumption habits of the absurdly
wealthy. But, if the shiny surface of “Suc-
cession” bears a relation to pornography,
it is less because it titillates than be-
cause it partakes of pornography’s dead-
ening relentlessness.

“Succession” also withholds cheap
catharsis. Kendall’s backsliding with
drugs is only the most overt example
of the show’s gothic sensibility: all the
Roys have been poisoned by the toxic
nature of the family fortune,and Arm-
strong refuses to impose on them the
kind of artificial personal growth that
fosters an easy bond with the audience.
The closest that “Succession” has come
to giving its characters a respite from
their crabbed emotional confinement
is when Kendall, at a particularly low
ebb, begs Shiv for a hug. She awkwardly
complies, but only after saying in as-
tonishment, “Give you a Aug?”

Given the care that Armstrong puts
into making “Succession” a complex
viewing experience, he is reluctant to
explicate the show too much, as if it
were reducible to a tidy set of themes
and intentions. Nevertheless, his am-
bitions in “Succession” are driven not
by a voyeuristic fascination with the
rich—or by a righteous desire to ex-
pose the perfidies of inequity—but by
a wish to tell, through the specific me-
dium of a contemporary media dynasty,
a more universal story about power and
tamily relations, and to show how those
forces can torque an individual’s hu-
manity. It’s not so much “Billions” as
“Buddenbrooks,”with more money and
less grain. In one of a series of conver-
sations during the making of Season 3,
Armstrong told me, “One of the things
that strikes me when I've read about
these families—whether it be the Max-



wells or the Redstones or the Julio-
Claudians—is that, when you get that
combination of money, power, and fam-
ily relations, things get so complicated
that you can justify actions to yourself
that are pretty unhealthy to your well-
being as a human being. Or you don't
even need to justify them, because the
actions are baked into your being.” The
infighting can become so darkly satis-
fying that it consumes one’s life: “For
people who come from powerful fam-
ilies, there is nothing in life quite as in-
teresting as being at court.” Indeed, al-
most nobody in a rich family steps away
from the drama. “For these people to
be excluded from the flame of money
and power, I think, would feel a bit like
death,” Armstrong said.

Armstrong’s interest in how human
beings work—in what they say, and
what they leave unsaid—is combined
with a gift for comic dialogue that
bounces from the demotic to the lewd
to the baroque. Upon arriving at the
family’s Hamptons estate, Logan de-
mands that the doors be opened, not-
ing, “It smells like the cheesemonger
died and left his dick in the Brie.” When
Cousin Greg is grilled at a congressio-
nal hearing, he responds to one ques-
tion by saying, “Uh, if it is to be said, so
it be, so it is"—a tortured circumven-
tion of “Yes.” The uneasy simultaneity
of comedy and drama that “Succession”
depends on is a consequence of Arm-
strong’s unwillingness to save his char-
acters from themselves. The writer and
director Chris Morris, on whose recent
movie “The Day Shall Come” Arm-
strong worked as a writer, told me, “Each
of the characters in ‘Succession’ gives
you the capacity to hope that they might
snap out of the trap of their own exis-
tence. Jesse is the perfect sadist, because
he is horrible to each one in turn, and
yet he offers the audience just enough
to hope that the characters might this
time not disgrace themselves in the way
that we kind of know they will. It is ba-
sically like a cat playing with a mouse
and not killing it.”

A certain pitilessness, Armstrong
told me, is not a bad thing for a work
of fiction to have. “How can you be true
about human beings?” he said. “That is
a preoccupation.” He went on, “With-
out getting too highfalutin, there’s that
quote from Marx, in “The Eighteenth

Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,” where
he says men and women make their
own history, but not the circumstances
of their own making.” (The original text
is less taut: “Men make their own his-
tory, but they do not make it as they
please; they do not make it under self-
selected circumstances, but under cir-
cumstances existing already, given and
transmitted from the past.”) Armstrong
continued, “For me, a lot of the art and
the work of the show is in that territory
between what’s history in the broadest
sense, what’s family history, what’s tra-
dition, and what’s the room for one’s own
choices, and your own making of your
life and your world. And there’s a gap
there, which that mysterious thing about
human personality fills.”

hether Armstrong is on set at

one of the foreign locales that
give “Succession” its glossy atmosphere
of sterile, moneyed internationalism or
at Silvercup Studios in Queens—where
the set of Logan Roy’s Fifth Avenue
apartment, modelled on the mansion
owned by the Council on Foreign Re-
lations, is maintained—he is “like the
mayor of a small town,” Jon Brown, a
writer for the show, told me. Brown re-
called, “I was in his office one day, and
he was trying to write an episode, and
someone came in and said, ‘Jesse, the
caterers have made an ice sculpture,and
they would like you to come and look
at it,’ and Jesse had to put his episode

down to go and look at it. He has these
civic duties to keep everyone happy.”

When Armstrong is not issuing the
equivalent of mayoral proclamations,
he works in a rented room in a con-
verted department store in Brixton, a
neighborhood in South London. The
office is spacious and airy but modestly
equipped, with a wall of bookshelves
and a teakettle on a side table. He keeps
a carton of milk on the window ledge
outside, like a student. “It feels a bit prof-

ligate having a whole fridge just for one
pint of milk,” he said when I visited.
His desk faces a window that overlooks
a commuter railway. When I remarked
that the clatter of passing trains must
distract him, Armstrong looked sur-
prised, as if he'd never noticed it before.
“If youd asked me if I could hear the
trains from my office, I would have told
you, ‘T don't think so,”” he said. “I'd be
a terrible—or brilliant—estate agent.”

Armstrong, who is fifty, has a scruft
of salt-and-pepper beard that comes
and goes, intelligent brown eyes that
he often closes in concentration when
speaking, and a measured voice that
is lightly inflected with the accent
of Shropshire, in the West Midlands,
where he grew up. He is as affable as
the characters on “Succession” are dis-
agreeable. Prestige TV is prime terri-
tory for assholery, and the writers’
rooms of some of the best shows of
recent decades have been arenas for
conflict. Matthew Weiner, the creator
of “Mad Men,” was called “an emo-
tional terrorist” by a former writer on
the show. (“I was a very demanding
boss,”he later told the New York 7%mzes.)
When Aaron Sorkin, the creator of
“The West Wing,”was accused of yell-
ing at a female writer on his HBO se-
ries “T’he Newsroom,” he responded
that writers’-room arguments are “not
only common, they are encouraged.”

This is not Armstrong’s style: he
prefers to engender creativity with sta-
bility. “I've never seen him lose his tem-
per,” Jon Brown told me. The show
employs ten staff writers, half of them
British and half American, and, un-
usually for a comedy, there is a roughly
equal proportion of men to women.
Even when the show has been in pro-
duction and Armstrong, in addition to
his other duties, has been writing the
final two episodes of the season, he has
remained equanimous. Brown recalled,
“When we were in Scotland filming last
season, there was a time when he asked
me and Tony Roche to stop talking, so
he could concentrate. Me and Tony were,
like, ‘Fucking hell, someone’s grumpy.’
And then, in an hour, Jesse was, like,
“You can talk again.””

Francesca Gardiner, one of the writ-
ers of Season 3, said of her boss, “He’s
sort of cool-dorky.” Armstrong bakes.
He’s been a vegetarian—with occasional
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excursions into fish—since his youth.
He met his wife, who works for the Na-
tional Health Service, when they were
in college, at the University of Man-
chester. They have two children and
have lived in the same unflashy part of
South London for almost three decades.
When I asked if he had plans to up-
grade his domestic space, he said, “We
might do a new kitchen. So that will
be corrupting.”Jeremy Strong, who plays
Kendall Roy, told me, “I think it was
Flaubert who said, ‘I want to live the
quiet, ordered life of the bourgeoisie so
that I can be violent and original in my
work. That’s Jesse.”

Meticulous research goes into mak-
ing “Succession’feel true to the rarefied
world it portrays. What kind of over-
coat would Logan Roy wear? A trick
question: a mogul being perpetually
shuttled from corner suite to climate-
controlled limousine to luxury apart-
ment doesn’'t need an overcoat, no mat-
ter how cold it gets. Each of the staft
writers is tasked with exploring a dif-
ferent dimension of the “Succession”
world—which is, Armstrong acknowl-
edges, overwhelmingly white and priv-
ileged. “We are working to reflect the

world as it is, and not as we would wish
it to be,” he said. “There’s another sort
of show in which edging the world a
bit towards what one would want it to
be doesn’t hurt the show at all, whereas
our show is critical-satirical—we need
to portray that very particular and very
powerful bit of the world it is concerned
with quite precisely.” Last season, it fell
to Susan Soon He Stanton to conduct
an inquiry into the ministrations pro-
vided by the staff of a luxury yacht. She
reported back that attendants wipe
specks of powder from the rim of a
guest’s makeup compact and print out
copies of the daily newspapers every
morning, as if they had been freshly
fetched from a terrestrial newsstand.
Jon Brown took a deep, if not hands-on,
dive into the kind of élite sex club that
serves as the setting for Tom Wambsgans's
bachelor party in Season 1. In an early
draft of the scene, Brown incorporated
an incident that he’'d learned about
during his investigations, in which an
orgy room’s music speakers failed, mak-
ing the slapping sound of flesh on flesh
wetly audible. “After about one second,
someone shouted, ‘Put the fucking
music on, because even they didn’t want

“‘Surrender, Catwoman—your nefarious plan
¥l
to flood the secret worldwide web of computers with
pictures af cats will never work.”

to hear how disgusting it was,” he told
me. Armstrong decided to spare Tom
that particular degradation, perhaps
because he would soon put him through
a humiliation that deliberately echoes
the kind of sadistic jokes Josef Stalin
used to play on party guests. At a din-
ner at a corporate retreat in Hungary,
Logan, determined to stop leaks to the
press, invents Boar on the Floor,a game
in which executives suspected of be-
trayal are forced to crawl and chase sau-
sages on the parquetry. “No half-hearted
oink!” he demands.

As background for “Succession,”
Armstrong and his writers loyally read
the Financial Times, and they have
plowed through a library’s worth of
media biographies. They took a close
look at “Crime and Punishment,” in
order to deepen their depiction of Ken-
dall’s inner turmoil, and consulted his-
tories of ancient Rome in the hope
that understanding the relationship
between Nero and his freedman Spo-
rus—whom the Emperor commanded
be castrated, before undergoing a sham
marriage ceremony with him—might
illuminate the dynamic between Tom
and Cousin Greg. The show has also
hired such literary consultants as Gary
Shteyngart, the novelist whose 2018
book, “Lake Success,” also depicts the
lives of the super-rich in New York;
among other things, Shteyngart dis-
cussed with the “Succession” team the
delusionary psychology of hedge
funders who are convinced that their
wealth will protect them from the con-
sequences of climate change. Tom Hol-
land, the author of wide-lens books
about ancient and medieval history,
spoke about Caligula and other disso-
lute Roman leaders.

Last year, Brown told me, Arm-
strong came into the writers’room with
a big notion about the Epic of Gil-
gamesh. “I am fucked if I have any idea
what the Epic of Gilgamesh is,” Brown
said. “But if it makes you feel like you
deserve your Emmy a little more, knock
yourself out.” Armstrong assured me,
“I have not read the Epic of Gilgamesh.
I have probably listened to an ‘In Our
Time’ podcast about it.” This lapse not-
withstanding, Armstrong is a serious
reader. Once, when I asked him which
books hed read recently, he mentioned
the memoirs of Jack Straw, the Labour



Party politician who served as a Mem-
ber of Parliament and as Lord Chan-
cellor; Robert Draper’s book about the
run-up to the Iraq War; “A Little His-
tory of Poetry,” by John Carey; and the
short stories of Jean Stafford.

Armstrong is disciplined not only
in his reading. At the outset of writing
Season 3, he started taking early-morning
swims at Brockwell Lido, an unheated
outdoor pool in London; as winter closed
in, he updated his collaborators with
slightly smug daily reports about the in-
creasingly frigid water temperatures.
Certain aspects of Armstrong’s work
habits suggest a need to exert control.
In the fall of 2019, the writers’ room for
Season 3 was set up in a modern office
building in Victoria. Dismayed to dis-
cover that he could not personally ad-
just the thermostat, Armstrong drew
a picture of one set to 21.5°C—about
70 F—and put it on the wall. “You are
meant to have a slightly cooler room for
comedy,” he told me. “Standups always
like the room cold, and if youre shoot-
ing a sitcom live you want it a little bit
chilly for the audience. I don’t know
why—youd have to ask a combination
of an evolutionary psychologist and a
building-maintenance man.” The room
in Victoria also lacked a clock, and so,
on a whiteboard featuring charts denot-
ing each character’s development epi-
sode by episode, Armstrong drew a clock
set to 2:25 P.M. It’s a hopeful time of day
for a TV writer, he told me, since the
room officially wraps up at 3:30 P.M.:
“It’s almost there—not painful, watch-
checking time, but nice to be toward
the end of the day.”

When the show is in development,
Armstrong’s preferred practice is to
begin the day with each writer, in turn,
giving an account of what she or he
did the previous night, a process that
can last as long as an hour. Will Tracy
told me, “We go round the room clock-
wise, and everyone says what they ate
for dinner, what bad movie they watched
on TV, how much sleep they got—the
more mundane, the funnier and bet-
ter. At first, I thought this was very
odd, but I immediately noticed that it
bonded the writers—we developed a
kind of group rapport very quickly.”
Tracy went on, “And then all kinds of
stuft from those evening recaps wea-
seled their way into the show. Some-

one will mention something about a
friend who lived on Staten Island and
had to commute into New York, and
all of a sudden there’s a little line in
the script about how Greg is living on
Staten Island, and he’s coming in on
the ferry every day and it’s a nightmare.”
(A sneer from Tom: “Dude, why stop at
the ferry? Just come in from Cleveland
on the Greyhound.”)

Personal preoccupations, or nuggets
of family history, find their way into the
scripts, along with the writers research.
The unfolding disaster of “Sands”—
the dreadful play written by Willa Fer-
reyra, the girlfriend of Logan’s eldest
son, Connor Roy—is informed by Arm-
strong’s impatience with the experience
of theatregoing. “I am almost phobic
about fearing that I am going to be
bored, and in the theatre it’s a bit rude
to leave, so I find that increases my
anxiety about being bored to high lev-
els,” he told me. The story line is en-
hanced by the presence in the writers’
room of some acclaimed playwrights,
including Lucy Prebble and Susan Soon
He Stanton. When, in an episode par-
tially written by Stanton, Shiv meets
Logan for a post-theatre supper and
asks him how he enjoyed the play, his
weary reply is “You know—people pre-
tending to be people.”

When I visited the writers’ room
after hours one afternoon in late 2019,
I peeked at the whiteboards, along with
other visual evidence of the group’s
creative discussions, such as photo-
copied images of paintings, by Goya
and Rubens, of Saturn devouring his
son. There was a chart documenting a
group competition to predict the re-
sults of the recent U.K. general elec-
tion, which had secured Boris John-
son’s position as the country’s Prime
Minister (to the dismay of the liberal
intelligentsia of London, among other
constituencies). The clear winner was
Armstrong, who had predicted a Con-
servative margin of victory far greater
than even the most pessimistic of his
collaborators thought possible. “One
of the privileges of doing a show like
this is that you are able to think about
the world with some other smart peo-
ple,” he told me. “Do you know that
W. H. Auden quote—Poetry makes
nothing happen® To some extent, po-
etry can stand in for this kind of work

as well. I don’t suppose it is going to
have any direct influence on the world.
But it is still a way of being in it, and
teeling like you are part of it, instead
of entirely being acted upon.”

M ore than a decade before Arm-
strong wrote the pilot of “Suc-
cession,” he was commissioned to write
a documentary-style teleplay set at a
family dinner party celebrating Rupert
Murdoch’s eightieth birthday. That
project didn’t get far off the ground,
but it did come to the attention of Frank
Rich, the former New York Times col-
umnist who is now an HBO producer.
That and other Armstrong scripts im-
pressed the network enough to green-
light “Succession,” which takes inspi-
ration not only from the Murdoch dy-
nasty but also from other media fam-
ilies, including the Maxwells and the
Redstones. Among Armstrong’s un-
made but most admired projects is a
bio-pic of Lee Atwater, the scabrous
Republican strategist who helped elect
George H. W. Bush to be Ronald Rea-
gan’s successor as President. “It’s morn-
ing in America . ..and I tell you what,
I have morning fucking wood,” Arm-
strong’s Atwater announces on page 1.
Rich described the script to me as “a
history of right-wing politics up to that
time, with a comic touch,” adding, “I
couldn’t believe this British writer could
write such a compelling piece about
American politics.”

At first glance, it might seem sur-
prising that “Succession”—a show sat-
urated in knowing detail about Man-
hattan, even if it is concerned with a
global corporate business—was con-
ceived by a British showrunner and is
the product of a writers’room in Lon-
don. The Roys, though, have British
roots: Logan is from a working-class
Scottish background, and the mother
of the younger Roy children, Caroline,
is a frosty English aristocrat. Arm-
strong told me that in considering Car-
oline’s class background he had in mind
someone like Lady Caroline Black-
wood, the author and the daughter of
the Marquess of Dufferin and Ava,
who was married to both Robert Low-
ell and Lucian Freud. The barb-trading
discourse of the family, and also its
aversion to the expression of emotion,
are recognizable as culturally inherited
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traits. When Kendall visits his mother
and tries to confide in her late one night,
she recommends that they wait until
morning, so they can talk “over an egg,”
then scarpers before he rises. Brian Cox,
who plays Logan—and who, like his
character, was born in Dundee, Scot-
land—has an apartment in London,
and when I met him at a café in Prim-
rose Hill he told me, “The show has a
kind of Swiftian satire. It’s in the vibe
of this country.”

The “Succession” scripts are pep-
pered with the type of memorably
lurid cursing that another British
writer, Armando Iannucci, helped
make a hallmark of HBO, with “Veep.”
Armstrong has a rule: an insult “should
be at least as expressive of who the
character uttering it is as it is eloquent,
or ineloquent, about its target.” At one
point, Kendall warns Stewy, a onetime
school friend turned business rival, “I
will come to you at night with a razor
blade, and I will cut your fucking dick
oft”; Stewy airily replies, “And then
push it up your cunt until poo-poo
pops out of my nose hole.” But the
show’s linguistic ingenuity extends
well beyond scatology. The characters
in “Succession” often employ weirdly
original turns of phrase, as if they were
generating on the spot the inventive
speech of an individual caught be-
tween two cultures. When Tom learns
that Cousin Greg is driving his grandpa
from Canada to New York, he taunts,
“Canada? With the health care and
the ennui?” When the mischievous
Roman Roy returns from a brief cor-
porate posting in the sticks, he gives
Logan’s butler an almost Falstaffian
greeting: “Hail, my fellow toiler man,
I have returned from real America,
bearing the gift of sight.”

Will Tracy told me, “Jesse has a very
particular kind of phraseology for the
way people speak—even particular ob-
scenities or analogies. The characters
will use a kind of dialogue that makes
me think, I've never really heard some-
body speak that way. But it feels real,
and not like a TV writer writing a line
of what feels like dialogue.” Tracy, who
is American, recalled that, when he
first heard certain phrases in the writ-
ers’ room, he assumed that they were
Britishisms. “But it turns out they are
just Jesse-isms,” he said. “Like, he’ll say,
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“Tom is completely freaking out—he’s
completely shit his whack.”I said, ‘Is
that a British thing?’ Jesse said yeah,
but Tony and Georgia and Jon said 7o.
Jesse thought that it was a thing.” The
phrase will be introduced to the lexi-
con in an upcoming episode.

Armstrong has been interested in
America since he was a teen-ager grow-
ing up in Oswestry, a market town on
the border with Wales. His father, David,
was a high-school English teacher who
later turned to writing crime fiction;
his mother, Julia, worked at nursery
schools. Armstrong told me, “Oswestry’s
a bit in the middle of nowhere—quite
tough, and quite English, in the way
border towns are.” In 2013, he made a
short film, “No Kaddish in Carmarthen,”
centered on Gwyn, a fifteen-year-old
Welsh high schooler with a fascination
tor Woody Allen, who adopts black-
rimmed non-prescription glasses and
claims to be Jewish. “Mam’s a Meth-
odist,” Gwyn says. “It’s the same thing—
it’s similar.” Armstrong calls the film
a “short-story version of an element of
my youth.” His parents were gently
countercultural, in a health-food-and-
alternative-energy kind of way; they
were also eager to expose Armstrong
and his younger sister, who is now a
graphic designer, to the world beyond
their provincial town, with family trips
to Greece and Tunisia.

In the spring of 1990, Armstrong
and a friend took a budget trip to New
York City, where they crashed on the

couch of some Cooper Union students

é&u

whom Armstrong had met while back-
packing in Europe. “We walked around
and had the tops of our heads blown
off, just seeing what the city was like,”
Armstrong told me. Upon returning
home, he matriculated at the Univer-
sity of Manchester, ninety minutes
northeast of Oswestry. He chose the
university partly because it had an ex-
cellent American Studies department,

and partly because the city had a vi-
brant cultural scene, with the celebrated
Hagienda night club having hosted
such bands as the Smiths and New
Order. “When I was choosing where
to go to university, we used to try to
go to the Hagienda, and we were al-
ways turned away,” Armstrong said. “I
telt like if I went to the university I
could try more frequently, at least.”
As part of his degree, Armstrong
spent a year at the University of Mas-
sachusetts Amherst. Student life there
was bracingly political in a way that
Manchester at the time was not, and
Armstrong contributed to the school’s
daily newspaper. But rural Massachu-
setts felt much less sophisticated. “I'd
never before seen people carrying around
four cans of beer, like they'd captured
some amazing trophy,” he recalled.
He drew on the experience of his year
abroad for an unrealized dramatic-
comedy script in which two friends—a
nerdy white guy from UMass and an
affluent Black graduate of Amherst
College—pool their resources to buy
a cocoa plantation in a fictional Afri-
can country, planning to make bespoke
chocolate for American hipsters.
After college, Armstrong worked for
two years in Westminster, London’s po-
litical district, as an assistant to Doug
Henderson, a Member of Parliament
and the shadow minister of home af-
tairs for the opposition Labour Party.
“We had a weirdly broad brief—every-
thing from the Channel Islands to dan-
gerous dogs to asylum and immigra-
tion,” Armstrong recalled. He did not
take to the corridors of power; at the
1996 Labour Party conference, held in
Blackpool, he so dreaded the prospect
of schmoozing at parties that he spent
his evenings feeding coins into video
games at the amusement arcades on
the pier. He was less interested in ex-
ercising influence and more interested
in noting the quirks of those who held
it, such as Ann Widdecombe, a right-
wing politician whose office had two
posters on display: an anti-abortion
image of a fetus, and an image of Gar-
field, the cartoon cat, bearing the leg-
end “If you want to look thinner, hang
out with people fatter than you.” Arm-
strong told me, “She didn’t mean them
to relate to each other, but to see them
together was intriguing.” Though he



THE GATE OF HORN & THE GATE OF IVORY

Somewhere I read that music was invented to confirm human loneliness.
But from the same source I learned that truth disappears in the telling of it,
and this, spurious as it seemed, since it unwrites what it teaches,

cast doubt on everything else—the same way a mad raving

might come in the same door of the mind as a profound equilibrium,
causing that mathematical proof, though luminous, though true,

to be discarded. And perhaps this is why progress is taking so long.

Too much weight placed on the doors of things, on their beginnings.
How they entered. Why they came. Nothing allowed to

just arrive and sit down, even into the blue district of dreams

nothing immune to this pathological sourcing.

I confess I often used you this way: as a front gate

to the elaborate memory palace I was building,

asking you to stand still as I tried to carve it around us

out of the black granite night of our childhood. This way

every theory, every mood, every image would have to be paraded

through your wide archway first, to see if it was false, before I let it be filed
as something that happened. The shimmers on Boon Lake in the morning
when cartoons were playing. The peanut-butter cups we used to steal
before breakfast. That birch we used to climb, that could not hold us.

You thought I was taking your hand as we fell

but really I needed a coordinate to touch in midair,

to confirm where the ground was.

disliked Westminster, the experience
helped him as a writer on “The Thick
of It,” a profane satire of British poli-
tics created by Armando Iannucci.

At the University of Manchester,
Armstrong had become close friends
with Sam Bain, a classmate from a
creative-writing course. Bain, a pri-
vately educated Londoner, told me
that he was interested by Armstrong’s
quite different background. “He wrote
one short story that had a character
working on a building site,” Bain said.
“It took me a while to realize that it

was based on his own experience.”

After Armstrong abandoned politics,
he and Bain began regularly collabo-
rating on comedy scripts. Armstrong
discovered that having a writing part-
ner was an amenable way to live.
“There’s this third entity, Bain & Arm-
strong Industries, so, when you stop
work and go home, you feel more like
you've gone home from work than you
do when you are working solo,” Arm-
strong said. “And you have got some-
body who is exactly as interested as
you are in your career.”

—Bessie Golding

Their first big show, a British re-
boot of the U.S. sitcom “That 70s
Show,”was a flop. But in 2003 they had
a breakout success as the co-creators
and principal writers of “Peep Show,”
a sitcom about sad-sack flatmates:
Mark, a bank-loan officer, and Jeremy,
a failed musician. The scripts, instead
of featuring snappy dialogue, were an-
chored by the interior monologues of
the two protagonists, from whose per-
spective scenes were often shot. The
show, which ran for nine seasons, is
widely considered to be a British com-
edy classic; Chris Morris told me that
Armstrong and Bain became known
as “the ultimate word in flawed male
psychology.” One celebrated episode
is predicated on Armstrong’s aversion
to theatre: Mark is drafted to join Jer-
emy on a double date to a low-budget
play, and they endure the experience
as if undergoing a dreadful medical ex-
periment. “When do we get to go out?”
Jeremy whispers to Mark as they sit
between their dates. Mark, looking cru-
cified, replies, “As far as I can make
out, we get to go out for a bit in an

hour, and then we have to come back
for two hours.”

Armstrong’s background in half-
hour comedies can be detected in the
economy of the “Succession” scripts,
and in the premium the show places
on keeping things lively. “I still think
a half hour of comedy is the most in-
tensive form of writing you can do,”he
said. Kieran Culkin, who plays Roman,
told me that Armstrong is allergic to
shtick: “If it’s just a little bit—half an
inch—too far-leaning into something,
he’s going to catch it. On any other
show, people would be, like, ‘Oh, that’s
funny, let’s do that.” And he’ll always
be the voice of reason: ‘Yes, it’s funny,
yes, it’s great, but it doesn’t work.””

Armstrong rejects the privileging of
drama over comedy, and happily calls
“Succession” a satire. But the charac-
ters are far more complicated individ-
uals than are likely to be found in a sit-
com; their stunted interiority is explored
with a combination of empathy and
dispassion. Such nuance is possible,
in no small part, because of the actors
playing these roles. Brian Cox is a
Shakespeare veteran, as is Sarah Snook,
who told me that playing Shiv had
helped her understand the role of Cor-
delia, in “King Lear,” rather than the
other way around. “I felt like I under-
stood the weight of familial respon-
sibility, and the love and compassion
a daughter can have for a father and
leader, though he may be difficult,”
Snook said. Jeremy Strong approaches
Kendall with an immersive rigor, not
with the audience-pleasing instincts of
a standup. Strong told me that, during
the filming of the pilot, he asked Arm-
strong at one point whether they could
spend some extra time exploring Ken-
dall’s history. “Jesse said, ‘Let me sit
with this for a minute,’and I went and
got some lunch, and then twenty min-
utes later I got an e-mail entitled “Win-
dow Rumination.” It was a fully real-
ized monologue—a memory he’d
created of Kendall visiting the office
when he was six years old. He was like
this little prince in the office, and ev-
eryone was adoring of him and smil-
ing, and he kind of wandered oft a lit-
tle too far,and there was this huge guy,
a security guard, who didn’t know who
he was, and it sort of escalated, and
this six-year-old Kendall was powerless
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and tongue-tied, until his father came
and found him. It was a poignant and
beautiful piece of writing, and, to me,
central to this character’s struggle and
experience—being lost in this oceanic
moment and being saved by his father’s
embrace.” The scene didn't make it into
the pilot, “but it’s all embedded,” Strong
told me. “It was an amazing experience
of finding this character together.”

Armstrong told me that his ability
to empathize with the Roys’ flaws is
likely connected to his having reached
an age at which “you’re more aware of
the tragic things that can happen to
yourself, and other people.” He went
on, “So-called dark or serious things can
still be funny, but, as you get older, more
terrible things happen to more people
you know. The things you laughed at as
a young person—youd better be care-
tul, because they could happen to you
tomorrow. With jokes about old peo-
ple wearing nappies, or infirmity—
what are you laughing at? It’s going to
be you, or your mum and dad, tomor-
row. There’s nothing funny about that,
and, if you think there is, you had bet-
ter wonder about who is the subject of
that joke.”

In early 2020, when it became clear
that the filming of Season 3 would
not begin that April, as planned, Arm-
strong hunkered down in South Lon-
don. Around that time, he wrote me an
e-mail that captured the tenor of the
city: “Panic buying is still at the em-
barrassed, English, ‘what, I always buy
this many lentils’ stage.” He told me
that it remained to be seen whether
current events would make it into the
show “as a whiff or a stench.” By the
spring, the crisis had come into darker
focus: Mark Blum, the actor who played
the cruise-division executive Bill Loock-
hart in Seasons 1 and 2, had died from
coviD-19 in New York City.

Weeks of delays turned into months.
HBO executives were telling him to
wait, Armstrong reported, “rather than
have Logan do a series of Webinars
we can put out on HBO Max.” During
the course of the next few months, the
show’s executive producer, Scott Fer-
guson, figured out the logistics of lay-
ering a COVID-19 safety unit on top of
the regular production crew, at a cost
of millions of extra dollars. Production
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finally resumed, in New York City, in
November. In the end, Armstrong de-
cided not to incorporate the pandemic
into the plot. This time, the characters’
habitual jetting around may seem even
more exorbitant than usual.

The sequence at the Florence air-
port was filmed late in the shoot—an
aberration. Armstrong prefers to film
“Succession”in order. Although he be-
gins the first day of production with a
firm idea of where his characters will
end up, their precise route is adjusted
and refined along the way. In Florence,
some dialogue was written on the spot,
under the awning.

The dates of the airport shoot were
dictated by location choices for the
concluding episodes, which were to
be set in the Tuscan countryside and
around the Northern Italian lakes—
landscapes of such loveliness that even
the pitiless eye of Mark Mylod would
have a hard time remaining jaundiced.
At the Florence airport, Ferguson told
me, “Quite honestly, I think every sea-
son Jesse has wanted to go to Italy. He
also wanted a yacht the first season. So
last season we got the yacht, and Italy
is the second white whale.”

In Italy, Armstrong was showing a
tentative degree of confidence that the
season would achieve what he had
hoped for it. At the airport, we went
into a hangar and retired to what he
referred to as his “office”: a solitary
chair set up by a wall. “With any proj-
ect, you go through waves of anxiety,”
he told me. “I had moments of ‘Fuck,
did we ever say that thing that we in-
tended to say?”” He went on, “They say
sometimes tennis players can see the
ball quite big, and they feel like every-
thing feels full of opportunity, and
sometimes it will feel small, and noth-
ing’s coming together. Sometimes you
teel, ‘Oh, yes, I can do #his, and now I
can go there, and this sets up #his.” That
sense of ‘I think I know what every-
one’s thinking—I can see this room is
full of all these people, and they all
have their own perspectives, and I can
feel them all.” Then it feels full of pos-
sibility. I'm just wandering around the
party, hearing what Gerri’s saying to
Karl. That’s a fun feeling.”

For the scenes shot in Tuscany, Arm-
strong wanted to play with the E. M.

Forster version of the region—or, at

least, with the visual fantasies promul-
gated by the popular Merchant Ivory
film adaptation of “A Room with a
View.” He said, “I just felt it was a fun
thing that British people do—that re-
lationship to Tuscany, and those British
vibrations of quite complicated snob-
bery about an area that has a certain
resonance of cultural value for the Brit-
ish.” Even if American viewers didn’t
pick up on all the ways in which “Suc-
cession” smuggles observations about
British class into the narrative, he said,
they would respond to the depiction if
it rang true.

Armstrong hadn’t had much time
to himself since arriving in Florence,
he said, though he had taken a walk
from his hotel to visit the Palazzo Vec-
chio, which in the sixteenth century
was the seat of Duke Cosimo I de’ Me-
dici. With international tourism all but
halted, the exquisite city, marked by
monuments to the dynastic powers that
held sway five hundred years ago, was
quieter and emptier than it had been
in decades. Armstrong joked, “It’s a lit-
tle bit Logan Roy—Close Florence,
I'm coming through.””

After two days at the airport, the
production moved south, to the Val
d’Orcia. Hundreds of crew members
were scattered around villas and in ho-
tels in various small towns. Armstrong
landed in Pienza, a hilltop settlement
built according to Renaissance princi-
ples of town planning at the order of
Pope Pius 11, a scion of Sienese nobil-
ity. Pienza’s narrow pedestrian streets
were scented with jasmine and pecorino,
and its museums, former palazzi over-
looking the valley, were empty. In the
evening, the piping voices of a hand-
tul of Italian children playing in the
town square echoed against the trav-
ertine fagade of the cathedral. Then,
when the clock struck eleven, a nation-
wide curfew began, and the town fell
as silent as it would have been in the
dark of a fifteenth-century night.

The first day in the Tuscan country-
side, a scene from the penultimate ep-
isode was being shot, featuring Sarah
Snook and Matthew Macfadyen as
Shiv and Tom. The setting was Bagno
Vignoni, an ancient spa settlement,
and showed the couple seated at a
café, then walking together around a
sixteenth-century bathing pool in the



center of the village. It was a succes-
sor scene, Armstrong told me, to their
brutal picnic in the final episode of
Season 2, in which Tom confesses to
Shiv, “I wonder if the sad I'd be with-
out you would be less than the sad I
get from being with you.” Armstrong
said, “I saw this as “‘What’s the next
accommodation they will come to?’
It’s an intimate scene in which they
either are frank with each other or ap-
pear to be trying to be frank with each
other.” The scene also harked back
to the Season 1 finale, set on the cou-
ple’s wedding night, in which Shiv
belatedly tells Tom that she wants an
open marriage, and ventures as close
as she ever has to emotional honesty:
“Love is, like, twenty-eight different
things, and they all get lumped in to-
gether in this one sack, and there’s a
lot of things in that sack—it needs to
get emptied out. There’s fear, and jeal-
ousy, and revenge and control, and they
all get wrapped up in really nice fuck-
ing wrapping paper.”

As the crew arranged the scene,
readying extras and setting tables, Arm-
strong, leaning against a honey-colored
wall, said, “That’s what’s interesting
about the people in the show—hope-
tully, they are not incapable of honesty.”
He went on, “Shiv is a passionate, driven,
smart person, who I think occasionally
gets glimpses of the way that her life
could be integrated and whole and
truthful. But they're really hard to keep
hold of, especially when they brush up
against other people. And, like the other
characters in the show, she hasn't got
very good facilities for compromise, or
for taking into account other people’s
feelings.” This was a moment, he said,
in which his preferred Marxist lens—
men and women make their own his-
tories, but not the terms of their own
making—proved useful as a way of sit-
uating the personal within the socio-
logical. He observed, “We are all indi-
viduals with our own psychological
makeup and impulses, and yet we find
ourselves in vises of social and economic
situations, which means that we are
bent in and out of shape—and we're
bent out of shape by the psychologies
of our families. So navigating the space
between those—that you can act outside
of your material interests, but will your—
that is a good area for where the con-
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flict between human beings happens.”

As part of his background research
for shooting in the area, Armstrong had
been reading “War in Val d’Orcia,” the
1947 memoir of Iris Origo, the daugh-
ter of an American diplomat and Anglo-
Irish aristocrat. Born in 1902, Origo, who
became a biographer, was reared by her
mother in a Medici palace in Florence,
and married a member of the Italian
nobility. In the twenties, the couple
moved to La Foce, an estate in the Val
d’Orcia. Origo’s memoir chronicles, in
diary form, the eftects on the region of
the advent of the Second World War,
during which Origo and her husband
took in children who had been evacu-
ated from the cities and also housed
fifty British prisoners of war.

In reading the book, Armstrong had
been struck—just as he had been after
the table read of the “Succession” pilot,
in November, 2016—by how quickly
people adapt to altered conditions: a
change in political circumstance; the
onset of a pandemic; even the encroach-
ing horrors of war. “There’s a moment
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when Mussolini is deposed, in 1943,
and there’s a sense of hope—the Allies
are coming, and it feels like it might
be the day after tomorrow. But there’s
still two more years of the war to go,
and Iris Origo doesn't know it,” he said.
He had momentarily pulled down the
face mask that covered his nose and
mouth, in order to speak more clearly.
“It’s just very human, that thing of ad-
justing yourself to a new position,” he
went on. “Within seconds, the new
world feels completely real and vivid,
and you're very quickly accommodated
to it.” Then Armstrong raised his mask
as he was called back to a video mon-
itor, to watch another take. Snook and
Macfadyen artfully interacted, with
subtle variations in tone: more or less
playful callousness on the part of Shiv,
more or less submerged hurt and anger
on the part of Tom. The characters
moved and adjusted to their opulent
constraints, in an evolving struggle
whose conclusion—arriving in a future
season—Armstrong had imagined but
had yet to write. ¢
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gain she found herself spend-
ing her precious morning writ-

ing time pacing her lovable sty
of a kitchen making no progress az a/l.
Why was she holding a can opener?

Hmm.

That could be something.

“The Trusty Little Opener.” Gerard
the Can Opener was a dreamer. He
wanted to open BIG things. BIGGER
things. The BIGGEST things! But all
he ever got to open was, uh, beans?
Corn? Tuna?

You had to give him something es-
sential to open, to save the day. Medi-
cine? Heart medicine? You did not open
heart medicine with a can opener. To-
mato paste? Some beloved person in
the household really longed for spa-
ghetti? Old Italian gal. Friend to all. On
her last legs. The spaghetti brought her
back to Florence or whatever? But the
modern, high-tech opener, Clift, was
out partying with a wicked colander and
a cynical head of lettuce. Gerard saw
his chance. Even though he dated back
to the nineteen-sixties and didn’t have
a fancy rubber handle like Clift, he could
still open stuft. This was it! His chance
to help dear sweet Mama Tinti get her
final, pre-death bowl of—

Ugh.

Honestly.

Why was Mr. Potts going nuts be-
hind the gate in the mudroom? She'd
just given him three of those peanut-
butter thingies.

“The Discontented Dog.” The Dis-
contented Dog was never happy. No
matter how many peanut-butter thin-
gies he was given. When he was in, he
wanted out. When out—

She grabbed another peanut-butter
thingie from the box.

“The Peanut-Butter Thingie Who
Sacrificed Himself So the Other Pea-
nut-Butter Thingies in the Box Could
Live.” Jim the Peanut-Butter Thingie
pushed his peanut-shaped body higher
and higher, toward the questing human
hand. Jake and Polly watched, amazed.
Wias Jim #rying to get eaten? “Go on,
live your dreams, you two!” Jim shouted,
as a thumb and a finger grasped him
around his, uh, slender place. The place
that, for Peanut-Butter Thingies, served
as a waist.

She moved the gate, gave Mr. Potts
the peanut-butter thingie, leaned out

the door, called for Derek to come put
M. Potts on the lead.

No reply.

“The Son Who Failed to Reply.” Once
upon a time, there was a son who, when
called, failed to reply. Was he deliber-
ately ignoring her? Because pre-adoles-
cent? Was he masturbating yet? Was
that her business? The mother faithfully
checked underwear/sheets for signs of
masturbation, so that, as needed, she
could let him know, in her quiet way, that
everyone, even famous people, even our
great, historical—

“A Time for Oneself.” George Wash-
ington, twelve years of age, lay in his
bed. A fourposter, which had been made,
as all beds were back then, by hand. Was
it weird? What he'd been imagining?
Their neighbor, Mrs. Betsy Alcott, in
that formfitting bodice, reaching over
to take off his tricorn hat? No: if a per-
son felt something, it was, by definition,
“normal.” If he found himself touching
himself while imagining the slender
Mrs. Alcott bringing her quill pen ab-
sent-mindedly to her full lips, no doubt
other little boys in other times and places
had felt inclined to touch themselves
while imagining similar things. There-
fore, it was fine, what he was doing! He
suddenly felt so free and, feeling free,
began to dream of a new land, a land
where all could feel as free as—

Lord. Nearly noon.

Time to sit down and actually write
something.

Where was Derek, though? Seri-
ously? She worried. As a baby, he'd had
a collapsed lung.

You good? shed called out last night,
from bed.

You're turning him into a nervous
wreck, Keith had said.

I'm fine, Derek called from his room.
Also not deaf.

Lungs still going? Keith said.

Far as I can tell, Derek said.

We just worry, she said. We love you
so much.

Right back atcha, Derek said.

Then there'd been this sweet silence.

She adored it. Having a family. TV
tamilies were always fricked up, but
hers was something else entirely. They
liked one another. Had so much fun.
Trusted one another and confided in
one another and accepted one another
just as they were, no matter what.

Not out front, not out back.

What the hell, seriously? Hed prom-
ised to stay in the yard. And this was a
kid who never broke a promise.

“The Boy Whose Bad Lung Conked
Out in the Woods.”

“T’he Boy Who Lay Feebly Calling
Out for His Mom.”

“The Boy Who Died Utterly Alone
and Became One with the Spirits of
the Forest.”

And evermore the mother wandered

the woods, seeking her lost boy.
Eek.

“The Mom Who Rushed Into
the Woods but Once There Forgot
How to Do CPR but Then Suddenly
Remembered.”

Oh God, oh God. Her cheeks were
so hot.

Derek was hurt somewhere. She just
knew it. A mother knew these things.

She grabbed her cell phone and the
first-aid kit and—

Wiait, whoa, hold on.

This right here was what Keith was
always talking about. She was freaking
out. She had a tendency to get worked
up. Sometimes a mother did 7o just
know these things. Last month, she'd
just known that he'd been abducted
from the bus stop. She'd raced down
there in her bathrobe and house slip-
pers. He'd seen her coming. Started
shaking his head, like, Ma, no, no, no.
But too late. The older boys were al-
ready imitating her shuffling run.

Once she'd dreamed hed started
smoking. In the dream, he'd been smok-
ing a cigar. At Cub Scouts. Sort of flaunt-
ing it. He had a man’s voice and, in that
voice, asked Mr. Belden if there was a
Smoking Merit Badge. Next morning,
in real life, he'd busted her sniffing his
clothes and started bawling the way he
did when he was totally telling the truth
but not being heard.

“Why would I smoke?” he'd said. “Ma,
that’s disgusting.”

What you had to do was overrule
your irrational fears. By learning the
tacts. Shed read about this in Best Life.
One gal scared of flying had spent the
month before her trip to China mem-
orizing air-fatality statistics. A man
afraid of snakes had come up with a
mantra about the majority of snakes
being nonpoisonous. In another article,
parents, intending the best, had gone
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too far. One mom, super-focussed on
eating right, had turned her daughter
anorexic. A dad had been too strict about
violin practice and now his son hated
music. Also, had panic attacks when-
ever near polished brown wood.

All over the world right now, thou-
sands of boys were out farting around,
having broken a promise they'd made
to stay in the yard.

Most woods were not dangerous.

Generally, lungs did not just fail.

The world was not a scary or hos-
tile place, and Derek was a smart little
guy with a good head on his shoulders.

He was fine. What she was going to
do was sit down and write something.

What she was not going to do was
hover by the window.

Much.

“The Tree Who Longed to Come
Inside.” Once there was a tree who longed
to come inside and sit by the woodstove.
He knew this was weird. He knew that
his fellow-trees were being cruelly burned
in there. But, gosh, the kitchen looked
so inviting. Because of all the hard work
the mother had done. Painting and what-
not. When she should have been writ-
ing. The smoke pouring out of the chim-
ney smelled so nice. The flesh of his
tellow-trees, burning, smelled amazing.

Yikes.

Re-start.

Once there was a tree who longed to
come inside. Tim the Tree felt so drawn
to people. Even as a sapling, hed just
loved hearing them talk. Gosh, what was
a “transmission leak”» What did the daddy
mean by “You obsess too much”> What
did the mommy mean by saying that “ob-
sessing”was her “superpower,” which she
“used every day, in her work” There were
so many words to learn! What was “apol-
ogy,” what was “perturbed,” what was
“darling”? If the wind was blowing from
the east, bending him slightly to the left,
he could peer into the kitchen through
the dirty little window over the sink,
which hadn't been washed in ever so long,
through which the mommy was now
gazing out at him, worried look on her—

Re-start.

Tim the Tree loved his spot near the
path into the woods, from which he
could watch the comings and goings
of the various forest denizens, large and
small, such as bears, foxes, hikers, hunt-
ers, and, today—
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A strange tableau.
That phrase just popped into her

head. Derek walked into the yard. Stum-
bled. Blood on his face. Holy crap.
Weaving like a little drunk.

She burst out of the house, followed
by Mr. Potts, who, barking insanely,
plowed right through the garden. She
plowed through the garden herself,
picked Derek up, plowed back through
the garden, dropped onto the porch
steps with him in her arms.

What happened, baby? she said.
Baby, what happened?

Old guy, he said.

Old guy? she said. What old guy?

He came up behind me, he said.
Pushed me down.

Where? she said.

Derek didn't want to say.

Sweetie, where were you? she said.

Church Street, he said.

That was—oh, my God, that was
nearly downtown. Way disallowed.

Now was not the time.

She got him inside. Nose not broken.
No teeth chipped. She called Keith at
work. Called the police. Cleaned up Der-
ek’s face. It looked like he'd been clawed.

Hejust ... pushed you down? she said.

Into a bush, he said.

Must have been a rose or blackberry.

Jesus.

Ten minutes later, Keith walked in.

What’s all this? he said.

Her phone rang.

The police had a guy. Already. Old
guy. Kind of out of it. Theyd found
him wandering back and forth between

Church and Bellefree. Would she come
down, have a look? Bring the kid, if he
was up for it?

Oh, he’s up for it, she said.

G uy was old, all right.

Long hair, missing teeth, gross
sandals, eyes roaming anxiously all over
the place.

Of course he denied it. Why would

he push a kid down? He was just going
through a rough patch right now. But
that didn’t mean he'd push a kid down.
This false accusation was parz of it. Had
Glenda started this? Glenda had a net-
work, of which it seemed the police were
part. Also Jimmy Carter was part of it.

She and Keith and Derek and the
cop watched on the cop’s laptop as the
guy was questioned.

I can’t be sure, Derek said.

The cop gave her and Keith a look,
like, He’s going to need to be sure.

Oh, come on, what were the odds?
An old guy pushes a kid down, and half
an hour later an old guy’s found a block
away, off his rocker?

WEell, now was the time for some
parenting.

Some subtle guidance.

If this guy walks out of here, sweetie,
she said, don’t you think it’s possible
that he’ll push some other kid down?
And that kid might end up with more
than just a few scratches?

Someone whod do something like
that needs help, pal, Keith said. And
the only way he’s going to get it is for
us to start that process here and now.

How will it help him to be in jail?
Derek said.

The look on the cop’s face said, Well,
good point.

Maybe he’ll get some counselling in
there, she said.

A grown man pushes a kid down
for no reason, there’s something wrong,
Keith said.

Kind of irresponsible to just let that
go, she said.

Derek asked for a couple of minutes
to think it over.

Dear little guy.

A landline rang in a suboffice and
the cop went in there to answer it.

“The Tough Decision.” The boy sat
in a silver desk chair, nervously swivel-
ling, tracing one of the scratches on his
face with his little finger. His mother,
pretending to read a bulletin board so
she wouldn't seem to be pressuring the
lad, felt bad that he'd been put in this
position by—that fucking bastard.
Toothless hippie bastard. She should
have bolted into the interrogation room
and pushed his old ass down. Seen how
he liked it. Although he was big. And
you could tell from his face he had a

mean streak.



The cop stepped out of the suboffice
faster than . .. well, faster than youd ex-
pect a cop to step out of a suboffice. He
came out fast, went right past them,
backed up. Like in a cartoon. You expected
his rubbery tie to come zinging out of
the suboffice a few seconds later.

Well, this takes the cake, he said.

What does? she said.

There’s another, he said.

Another what? she said.

Old guy, he said. Over on Church.
Wandering around. They're bringing

him in.

he second old guy was nearly iden-

tical to the first. They could have
been brothers. Old hippie, long hair,
sandals, missing a tooth.

Different tooth.

But still.

She and Keith exchanged a look,
like, Huh.

Second guy also claimed innocence.
Seemed maybe slightly more lucid than
the first. He had this wad of duct tape
he was manhandling. Why didn’t the
cop take it away? Maybe it was con-
sidered a “possession’? Maybe he was
“within his rights” to be tossing it dis-
tractedly from hand to hand?

Jesus.

This country.

They brought the first guy back and
the two old hippies sat side by side,
seemingly wary of each other. She felt
that each, in his mind, was making the
case for being the more intelligent, au-
thentic washed-up former hippie.

Derek was about to cry. She could
tell. It was too much pressure.

I'honestly don't know, he whispered.

So she shut it down. And that was
that. The two old freaks were free to go.
She watched them from the window.
They hit the lawn and darted off in dif-
ferent directions, fast, like minnows
when you put your hand in the water.

Atleast we didn't put the wrong per-
son in jail, Derek said in the car on the
way home.

Long silence.

Well, yes and no, she felt. One of them
had done it. Pushed Derek down. Had
actually done it. Stepped up, pushed him
down. Then sandal-flapped away, all
pleased with himself. That had, for sure,
happened in this world. Put both in the
slammer, youd be fifty per cent right.

“He sent me a handwritten breakup letter that was
completely illegible, and here we are!”

Now? One hundred per cent wrong.
And who was suffering? Her little guy.
Who was not suffering? Whichever one
of them had done it. He was out there
right now, bopping around town, crazy
thoughts ramped up by this little victory,
proof (to him) that his world view was,
like, visionary or some such shit.

Unbelievable.

Damn.

“The Mom of Bold Action.” It was
surprisingly easy to get the gun. She wore
the yellow dress, hair in a ponytail. She
looked pretty but regular. The guy at the
store applauded her intention to take les-
sons. He handed the [insert name of type
of gun] right over. Could he please show
her how to load it? He could. He did.
Now she was driving slowly up Church.
Here was the guy. The old hippie. Which-
ever one had done it. Seeing the gun, he
confessed. No. She drove up behind him.

There he was, about to shove down an-

other kid. A little girl. In her Commu-
nion dress. It was just his thing, pushing
kids down. Who knew why? Maybe he'd
been pushed down himself as a—

No, nope.

He was just a sicko.

She hopped out of the car, dropped
to one knee, took aim. B/am. Direct hit.
In the leg. Which, being compassion-
ate, shed intended. Amazing how good
a shot she was. Never having shot be-
fore. Well, she'd always been athletic.
Down he went. Wounded, he confessed.
Begged for mercy. But didn't really seem
all that sorry. Was he messing with her?
Was there a trace of mockery in his eyes
as he fake-apologized? She pressed the
gun against his sweaty forehead.

Geez, Jesus, what was she—

They were driving along the river.
A kayaker was paddling against the
current, shouting, either nuts or on his

phone. Derek was in the back, slumped
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against the door, looking pensive and
deflated, feeling bad, she could tell, for
not being sure which guy it had been,
for causing this weird silent tension in
the car.

Which, she suddenly realized, had
been going on all this time.

I think you did perfect, she said.
‘That was not easy, and you handled it
beautifully.

Amen, Keith said.

I'just wish I could remember, he said.
I keep going over it in my mind.

And? Keith said.

Well, he was definitely wearing jeans,
Derek said.

he car pulled up to their same old

house. Which now seemed sad.
The House of the Victims. In the past
year, they'd re-roofed it, put on a new
porch. For what? What was the big thing
they were striving to be part of? Was it
good? Did it make any sense? Theyd
done all that for what? So their kid could
get pushed down by some freak? This
was, so far, the biggest thing that had
ever happened to them as a family.

The other houses in the neighbor-
hood blinked the eyes that were their
windows.

Better you than us, they thought.

“The House That Found Itself Sud-
denly Ostracized.”

“The House Made Lonely Through
No Fault of Its ...”

Crap. Blah. Stupid.

The three of them sat there a bit in
the ticking car.

I'know I wasn't supposed to be down-
town, Derek said. I just wanted to try it.

Fair enough, Keith said.

Such a good dad. Reasonable man.
Dear heart. Always fine with—well, ev-
erything. Even this, apparently. Fine
with Derek breaking his promise. Fine
with some random creep assaulting
their kid and walking away scot-free.

She felt—if she was being totally hon-
est>—that, back at the station, Keith had,
well, not failed them, exactly. She wouldn't
go that far. But hadn't there been a time,
back in the old days, when Keith, the
powerful man of the house, would’ve
pulled aside the other powerful man,
the cop, and, between them, a deal would
have been struck, and the two freaks
would’ve been quietly led outside for a
little “talk” and, oops, while out there,
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MONDAY

I was just beginning

to wonder about my own life

and now I have to return to it

regardless of the weather

or how close I am to love.

Doesn't it bother you sometimes

what living is, what the day has turned into?
So many screens and meetings

and things to be late for.

Everyone truly deserves

a flute of champagne

for having made it this far!
Though it’s such a disaster

to drink on a Monday.

To imagine who you would be
if you hadn't crossed the street
or married, if you hadn’t

agreed to the job or the money
or how time just keeps going—

whoever agreed to that

had the living shit beat out of them?

Both of them?

Just to be sure?

Well, that wasn’t the best.

That wasn't, you know, fair.

Or whatever.

But geez. Neither one of those losers
was exactly hitting the ball out of the
park. For the sake of argument, let’s say
that Keith and the cop, choosing to err
slightly on the side of proactivity, had
(lightly, performatively) roughed up
those two dopes. The one whod done it?
Wouldn't do it again. The one who hadn't
done it—well, if, in the future, he ever
considered doing something out of line,
which he probably would, given the life
he was leading, he'd think twice. Net re-
sult? A safer Church Street. Down which
a nice kid like Derek could walk. Derek,
in her mind, ambling down this old-timey
Church Street, waved to an elderly cou-
ple drinking iced tea on their porch. Go
around back, lad, use the tire swing on
the old apple tree! the husband said. His
wife was up there knitting. You remind
us of our own son, now a successful doc-
tor! she said, then dropped her yarn ball,
which rolled oft the porch, and the old
guy made a joke about his back as he
hobbled down the stairs to fetch it.

Good people.

Salt of the earth.

But Church Street did not belong to
them. Or to Derek. It belonged to those
two freaks, who, because freaky, were
somehow the most powerful players in
the whole idiotic deal. Why were rejects
running the show? Seriously? It was all
backward, because nobody wanted to
hurt anybody’s feelings, nobody was will-
ing to say what they really thought, no-
body cared enough to take a bold stand
for what was right.

And things kept spiralling downward.

They walked to the porch through
a pile of leaves. Which was no fun. Not
today. Today, it was one more thing they
had to do to get to the next not-fun
thing. Which was dinner.

This was real. This had happened.
A guy had attacked her kid and suf-
fered no consequences whatsoever and
was probably oft bragging about it to
some other deadbeats around a camp-
fire or whatnot.

And what was she doing about it?

Going inside to boil pasta.

After dinner, she started writing
some of this down. It was easy. It just
flowed. It came straight from the heart.
An essay. “Justice,”she called it. Good-
bye, can openers with big dreams;
goodbye, talking trees; goodbye, Henry
the Dutiful Ice-Cream-Truck Tire,
that piece of crap she'd worked on for



has clearly not seen

the beginning of summer
or been to a party

or let themselves float

in the middle of a book
where for however briefly
it’s possible to stay longer than
you should. Unfortunately
for me and you, we have
the rest of it to get to.

We must pretend

there’s a blue painting

at the end of this

pocm.

And every time we look at it
we forget about ourselves.
And every time it looks at us
it forgives us for pain.

—Alex Dimitrov

most of last year; goodbye, forced op-
timism; goodbye, political correctness.
This was the real shit. Wow. She knew
just what to say. It was like walking
across a creek and rocks kept appear-
ing beneath her feet. It was like speak-
ing out loud. But on paper. It was the
most honest, original thing she'd ever
written. It didn’t sound like her, and
yet it was her, for real.

Bang, yes, perfect.

She wrote late into the night.

n the morning, she came down to

find Keith reading her pages. Her
essay. Like, really reading it. She stood
in the doorway watching. Well, this was
new. This was different. Usually he read
her work with this pained look on his
face and afterward hed say she had “a
wild imagination” and had “clearly re-
ally been into it,” although it was “prob-
ably just over his head,”because he was
“a dunce with no literary training.”

Good? she said today.

Wow, he said.

His face was red and his leg was
bouncing under the table.

Ha. That was nice. That was—flat-
tering. She was totally wiped out this
morning, but so what? She drifted into
the kitchen, tidied up the little writing
desk they'd bought at Target. So it would

be ready. For the next burst. Keith yelled
that he was going for a run. Wow. Keith
hadn’t gone running in years. It was as
if reading her essay had made him want
to be as good at something as she was
at writing. Not to brag. But that was
what good writing did, she realized: you
said what you really thought and it made
a kind of energy, and that sincere en-
ergy flowed into the mind of the reader.
It was amazing. She was an essayist.

All these years she'd just been work-
ing in the wrong genre.

It had taken this terrible thing hap-
pening to Derek to make that clear. She
wouldn't have chosen it. But it had hap-
pened. And now she had to honor it.

She sat down to write.

Her phone rang.

Story of her life.

Theyd caught the second guy, the cop
said, the one with the duct-tape ball,
breaking into a car, and hed confessed
to pushing Derek down. The cop read
her the guy’s statement: “Yeah, I pushed
him down. He seemed like a smug lit-
tle shit. I don't know why I did it, really.
But he lived. And now maybe he’s not
so smug. I bet not. You're welcome.”

It’s actually kind of funny, the cop
said. Theyre cousins.

Who? she said.

The, uh, two suspects, he said. You

know Dimini’s? The furniture store?
Gus Dimini’s their uncle.

Wow, Dimini’s. They'd bought their
TV there. Nice place. Fading place. Their
big thing was, on St. Patrick’s Day, they
gave away green socks. Called themselves
O’Dimini’s for the week. It had been an
Irish neighborhood when she was a kid.
Now it was—who knew what it was?
Everything down there was boarded up.
Youd see a huddle of shopping carts on
alawn. A wading pool full of crankshafts.
The occasional Confederate flag. But
Gus Dimini was a sweetie. Big round
man, full white beard. Roaming benev-
olently around the place like it was a
restaurant. Like he was about to seat you
at one of his outdoor patio suites.

She should march in, identify her-
self as a good customer, who, over the
years, had spent literally thousands of
dollars in there. Demand that he do
something. About his low-life neph-
ews. Well, it hadn't literally been thou-
sands. Just that one TV. On clearance.
So, like, three hundred dollars. Point
was, she was a customer. Maybe she
should organize a boycott. Among
whom, though? Whenever she drove
past, the delivery van was the only ve-
hicle in the lot. And sometimes Gus
would be out there, sitting on a parking
bumper, head in hands.

Anyway, it wasn't his job to control
his stupid nephews.

Nephew.

She thought of Ricky. Her cousin.
Who, on the day he was supposed to
get married, had got wasted and thrown
a tire iron through the window of a
sporting-goods store and gone inside
to sleep it off. They'd found him the
next morning, a catcher’s mitt on each
hand. Ricky had got three girls preg-
nant in the same month and, in a fight
with two of their dads at the same time,
had broken one dad’s nose and had his
ribs broken by the other. Hed stolen a
car—different time of life, many years
later, when he was already the father of
two (grown) kids—and driven to, or at
least toward, California, but in Ohio
had mouthed off to some bikers at a
rest stop and been shipped back in a
full-body cast, and then had assaulted
anurse in the hospital, after which, while
in detention, hed had a stroke and died.

Had they, had she, tried talking to
Ricky? God, yes, over and over, every time
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she saw him. He'd be moved to tears,
promise to change, and then ask to bor-
row some money to start his auto-repair
shop. His big idea was that hed check
the whole car over. How that was a big
idea, she didn’t get. When you declined
to loan him the money, he'd say, So you're
just like everybody else. A week later,
youd hear that hed stolen a go-kart and
driven it into a lake, or said some racist
thing out loud at church, or overdosed,
died, come back from the dead, overdosed
again, raced out of the hospital, and tried
to break into a parking meter.

In time, theyd all given up on him.
Except Aunt Janet, whod had her own
struggles (brandy, night panics) but had
never given up on Ricky, even after he

was dead. Shed funded a little corner of
the library, the Ricky Rodgers Memo-
rial Reading Nook, and stocked it with
books on substance abuse and Christi-
anity and auto repair.

Atleast Ricky had never pushed a kid
down. Well, that she knew of. Although

he had punched an usher after saying
that racist thing at church. And had,
at one point, toward the end of his life,
impregnated a seventeen-year-old. And
burned down the grocery store the gal’s
father owned, after a cashier refused to
let him go into the back room and pick
through the stuff they were about to
throw away. His plan was to take the
stuff home for free, charge the store
twenty bucks for his trouble.

That was Ricky.

Ah, Ricky, she thought. She'd been
crazy about him when they were little.
He was just a few years older than her.
He'd been so fun. Not bad yet, not re-
ally, just energetic, tossing M-80s in the
direction of the henhouse, putting spi-
ders in Aunt Janet’s slippers.

And now he was dead.

A dead, arrogant, loudmouthed,
thoughtless, quasi-pedophilic, racist idiot.

Who, for a while, she'd thought was
the greatest.

All these years, in her mind, she'd

“If you're serious about wanting to hug your family again,
youre going to have to lower the drawbridge.”

been defending Ricky, feeling sympa-
thy for Ricky, or trying to, but you know
what? Fuck Ricky. She thought about
that pregnant seventeen-year-old’s dad,
that gut-punched usher, the owner of
that sporting-goods store. Fuck Ricky.
Someone should have dropped a rock
on that idiot long ago.

I mean, yes, O.K.—some rocks had
definitely been dropped on Ricky. Jail,
foreclosure on that little dump on Web-
ster he’d somehow cobbled together
the money to buy, jail again, the bikers,
that dad who'd broken his ribs, the
group of parishioners at the church
whod knocked out his front teeth in
the narthex, because, it turned out, the
usher he'd punched had cancer and was
the nicest guy in the world and had
given a kidney to the pastor a few years
earlier and they all loved him.

But it hadn’t been enough, none of
it had been enough, to get Ricky to pull
head out of ass.

An image came into her mind: Ricky,
in Hell, in those filthy coveralls he used
to wear (which hed stolen from the one
auto shop where he'd managed to hold
a job for more than a month), on fire,
tears running down his face.

And he was small. So small. She
could fit him in the palm of her hand.

Are you sorry? she said. For all that
you did? Truly sorry?

It’s so hot down here, he said.

But are you sorry? she said.

For what? he said.

Still stupid, still stubborn. Of course,
that’s why he was in Hell.

He'd been born stupid and stubborn
and stayed stubborn and stupid because
he was so stupid and stubborn.

Kind of unfair.

She lifted him out of Hell and put
him in Heaven. Everything was pure
and white. Right away he started an-
grily pacing around, leaving greasy foot-
prints all over the place. The angels
looked at her, like, You want to get this
character out of here?

She closed both hands around Ricky
like he was a little mouse, and really
focussed, and burned all his greasiness
away and was able to see, by reading his
mind, that he was now, because of her
loving focus, a different person. No trace
of the old Ricky remained. No trace of
the real, original Ricky.

She put him back in Heaven and he



stood there, stunned, whoever he was.

She heard Keith galumph up onto
the porch.

So much for writing time.

He burst in, flushed and sweaty, ban-
danna over one shoulder.

Good run? she said.

I didn't go on a run, he said.

True, weird, he was wearing khakis.

Hed found the guy, the first guy, he
said, the one averse to Jimmy Carter, and
given him one in the knee. With Der-
ek’s autographed bat. It hadnt—it hadn't
gone that well. The guy had nearly taken
the bat away from him. He'd managed
to nail him, but just that once. Sort of a,
you know—glancing blow? And the thing
was, during it? His bandanna had slipped
down. And the guy had recognized him.
Hey, you're that dad dude, hed said, in
a tone of wonder, holding his knee. So.
There was that. The plan was, had been,
you know—take down both guys. Like
in her essay? Teach them a lesson. About
rules. About order. About “reverencing
justice.” But after that first hit? The sound
it made? The wind had sort of gone out
of his sails. The bat was in the river. Hed
dropped it off the bridge. They'd have
to get Derek a new one. And get it signed.
By who, though? Did she—did she re-
member whod signed it?

Then he collapsed on the couch, burst
into tears. His face went all shrivelled-
apple and he started soundlessly and in
slow motion pounding his fist into the
arm of the couch.

Like in her essay?

What the hell?

Wiait, she said. Which guy? Did you
hit?

The first one, he said. The one they
brought in first.

She told him about the confession.
That the second one had confessed.
That he'd essentially, uh, kneecapped
the wrong guy.

Oh, great, he said, as if the unfair
thing had been done to him.

Derek came down.

Why is Dad crying? he said.

His aunt died, she said.

Which aunt? Derek said.

One you don't know, she said.

How would I not know an aunt of
Dad’s? he said.

Keith got up, went into the base-
ment. What was he going to do down
there? There was nothing down there

but the washer and the dryer and a bro-
ken treadmill. Was he planning to do
laundry? Probably. Sometimes he did
that. When upset.

Pretty soon, she heard both washer
and dryer going.

God.

Unusual man.

Can I send a note to Dad’s uncle?
Derek said.

She could tell he knew she was lying.

He’s dead, too, she said. He died in
a tragic hot-air-balloon accident.

Oh, that uncle, Derek said.

Look, she said. How about go up to
your room?

Did Dad hit someone with a bat?
Derek said.

Well, she said.

The guy who pushed me down?
he said.

She thought about it a second.

Yes, she said.

He seemed pleased, slid across the
floor in his socks, mimed a baseball swing.

Over on the Target desk was her essay.

Sitting there all proud of itself.

She sat down, started reading. It
was—God. It was so bad. So harsh. It
made no sense. Today. She was good—
she was a good writer and all that, so,
yes, it sort of flowed, but when you re-
ally broke it down, saw what it was ac-
tually saying—

Wow, Jesus.

She tore the pages in half, dropped
them into the garbage, took the bag out
of the can, took the bag to the can around
the side of the house.

No more essays.

No more writing at all.

She could do more good in the world
by, like, baking.

She sat on the porch swing. Imag-
ined the guy Keith had hit, the inno-
cent guy, jogging up the block, drop-
ping down on the porch steps.

Look, she said, it’s not that big a deal,
right? You seem totally fine. It was, uh,
a glancing blow. And wouldn't you have
done the same? If it was your kid?

No, he said. I would not have hit a
totally unrelated guy with a bat just be-
cause he looked like the guy who did it.

Well, yes, she said. Very admirable.
But it’s easy to say that, when you weren't
actually in that—

That’s called character, he said.

I didn’t do it, she said. Keith did it.

The guy raised his eyebrows. Some-
how he knew about that stupid essay.

Words matter, he said.

Oh, shut up, she said.

Now the shit was going to hit the
fan. The system was about to come crash-
ing down on them. On the good people.
Whod always, up until now, done every-
thing right. Or at least had tried to.

From inside, her phone rang.

Perfect.

Same cop.

Little issue, he said. L.eo Dimini came
in here just now. Said he got attacked.
With a bat. By someone he claimed was
your husband. Would you know any-
thing about that?

Attacked? she said. With a bat?

The falseness in her voice hung there,
being mutually considered by the two
of them.

I'm going to take that for a no, the
cop said.

Keith is a good guy, she said.

He seemed like it, the cop said. But
tell him—you know. No more baseball.

No more baseball, she said.

And if T could suggest something?
he said.

O.K,, she said.

Maybe we let it drop, he said. The,
uh, pushing allegation. Might simplify
things. The family’s been talking among
themselves. The idea is, you drop it
about the pushing, they drop it about
the bat attack. And Babe Ruth over
there can, you know, sleep. Easy. Eas-
ier. And you, too.

In that instant, she saw it: God, she
loved her life so much. The family of
ducks that sometimes came waddling
across the yard like they owned the
place. The way Derek had recently
started eating dinner with his winter
hat on, elbows on the table, like a lit-
tle trucker. Last week, Keith had ar-
ranged the plastic mini-animals on the
windowsill (girafte, cow, stork, penguin,
elk) in a circle around a corn kernel
and, in the elk’s antlers, had stuck a
Post-it note: “Worshipping some mys-
terious object.”

How do we do that? she said. Drop it?

You just tell me to drop it, he said.

Now? she said.

Now works, he said.

After she hung up, she went down
to the basement. Keith was sitting in an
old lawn chair. There was a big pile of
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clean laundry on the deck of the treadmill.

So, asshole just walks, he said.

Unless you buy a new bat and find
him and hit him with it, she said.

It was supposed to be funny, but she
could see he wasn't ready.

She reached for his hand. He took
it, gave it a squeeze.

Give me a minute, he said.

Sure, she said.

In a way, they were lucky. DereK’s face
would heal. It would. The scratches were
light. That guy could have taken the bat
away from Keith and nailed him with it.
Keith could have swung at the guy’s head
and killed him. Now, with this one conces-

sion, everything could go back to normal.
And it did.

week passed, another week,a month.

Then, just before Christmas,

she found herself stopped at a light
downtown.

Over on the sidewalk, near the war
monument, was the guy. One of the
guys. She couldn't tell which one.

Those two fuckers really were pretty
much identical.

Then the other one came out from
behind a maintenance shed, yapping
away, dragging, on a leash of Christmas
lights, a plastic reindeer hed likely nabbed
oft somebody’s lawn.

That was—wow. That was quite a
limp. Quite a limp he had.

Quite a limp he had somehow got.

The two of them went off into the
woods, having a good old time, arms
around each other’s shoulders, the two-
person unit itself now seeming to have a
limp, reindeer bouncing along in pursuit.

Someone behind her blasted his horn.
She hit the gas, surged across the bridge.

Her face was suddenly hot. With
shame. Oh God, oh shit. Shed done that.
They had. Crippled an old fellow. Inno-
cent old fellow. She'd made—well, she'd
made an already unfortunate person’s
crappy life that much harder.

She had.

For real.

God, the hours of her life she'd spent
trying to be good. Standing at the sink,
deciding if some plastic tofu tub was re-
cyclable. That time she'd hit a squirrel
and circled back to see if she could rush
it to the vet. No squirrel. But that didn’t

prove anything. It might have crawled
oft to die under a bush. Shed parked the
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car and looked under bush after bush
until a lady came out of a hair salon to
ask if she was O.K.

Walking through the mall, trying to
offer a little positive vibe to everyone
she passed. Refilling the dog’s water
because there were floaters in it. As if
he cared. Maybe, on some level, he did.
Maybe clean water made his life better?
Incrementally? Sometimes shed refold
DereK’s little shirts two or three times,
wondering which way hed find easiest
to unfold. It mattered. Didn'’t it? When
a shirt unfolded nicely and went right
on, didn’t that maybe give a kid an extra
little burst of confidence?

How many shirts did you have to
thoughtfully refold and how many sta-
ples did you have to pick up off the floor
so nobody would get a staple in the foot
and how many hours did you have to
spend in the store trying to decide which
fruit punch had the least high-fructose
corn syrup and how many frazzled young
girls with babies did you have to let cut
in front of you at the post office and how
many rude rejection letters did you have
to decline to respond to just as rudely
and how many nice familial meals did
you have to put together while a great
story idea sat dying in your mind, to off-
set one case of hobbling a hapless old—

The world was harsh. Too harsh. Make
one mistake, pay for it the rest of your
life. She thought of Mary Tillis, whod
rear-ended that minivan and two kids had
died. Of Mr. Somers, whod done some-
thing weird with the heater and gassed his
elderly parents. Of that guy with the eye

patch at Boy Scouts, whod sloppily se-
cured aload of firewood and then a chunk
flew through this lady’s windshield and
shed driven oft the bridge into the river
and drowned while trapped in her car.
What was that guy’s sin, the sin that
had ruined his life, so that now, at Scouts,
he was nearly always drunk, and during
Pinewood Derby he'd gone charging
out the exit door when one of the lit-

tle cars flipped, leaving his kid, Maury,
standing there, like, That’s just my dad,
sorry, he once killed a lady?

One bad knot.

Nine stupid pages.

Fuck.

She hated this feeling. This guilty
teeling. She couldn't live with it.

The parkway was curving west, loop-
ing her away from the river into a re-
gion of failing strip malls and three lav-
ish megachurches in a row.

That time with the squirrel, shed gone
home, confessed to Keith. They had a
habit of mutual confession. Keith always
forgave her, then contextualized her sin.
Squirrels died all the time, hed said. We're
constantly killing thousands of living
things (bugs), every time we drive. But
what are we supposed to do? Not drive?
Once Keith forgave her, it was only a
matter of time before her guilt started
to fade. Even when shed been crushing
so bad on Ed Temley from church, shed
confessed to Keith. Well, Ed’s hot, Keith
had said, even I can see that, and the day
we stop noticing hot people we’re pretty
much corpses, right?

She imagined sitting across from
Keith at the kitchen table.

Oh, hon, by the way? she'd say. Turns
out? We gave that innocent old guy a
limp. Which he’ll take to his grave. So.

Keith would just sit there, stunned.

Maybe we offer to pay his hospital
bill, he'd finally say. Or set him up with,
you know, an orthopedic surgeon? Some-
thing like that?

Well, that opened some doors you
didnt want opened. This was not a hip-
pie with insurance. They’d be paying out
of pocket. For his surgery. And there
would go Derek’s college money. That
they'd worked so hard to save. And which
wasn't going to be enough, anyway. If
they kept saving at the current rate, they'd
be good for freshman year, maybe. If the
school wasn't great. There were limits.
To what one could do. Shed fucked up,
they'd fucked up, but they weren't gods,
they were people, limited, emotional peo-
ple, who sometimes made ill-advised—

That guy was—you know what?

He was not getting their money:.

That was one step too far. That was
unreasonable. Kind of weird.

Neurotic.

Overinvolved.

She pulled up to the house. It looked



crisp. Clean. All the work theyd done
really had made it nicer.

A flock of geese came out of a low
cloud, like miniature flying dinosaurs,
emitting this weird, non-goose sound.
A second group joined from the left and
a third from the right and the greater
flock flew off imperfectly in the direc-
tion of the high school.

She imagined a beam of white light
shooting out of her forehead, an apol-
ogy beam, charged with the notion I am
so sorry, that travelled across town and
crossed the river and roamed through
the woods until it found the two guys
and, having briefly paused above them
because they looked so damned similar,
entered the innocent one. Instantly he
knew her. Knew her pain. Knew about
Derek’s lung thing and how out of step
he was with his classmates, how he some-
times went to school with a stuffed bear
in his shirt pocket, as if he thought that
was a good look, poor dear, and the thing
was, knowing her this completely, it all
made sense to the guy. And there it was:
forgiveness. That’s what forgiveness was.
He was her. Being her, he got it all, saw
just how the whole thing had happened.

How could he be mad at her when
he was her?

A green forgiveness beam shot out
of his forehead, and flew back over the
town, charged with the notion 7o e/l the
truth, I never expected much from life any-
way, and, given all the crap that s happened
to me, most of which I caused, a slight limp
s, believe me, the least of my worries. Plus,
the pain is making me really attentive to
every moment.

The beam entered the car, hung there
near the glove compartment.

Although I do have one request, it said.

Go ahead, she thought kindly.

Forgive my cousin, the beam said. As
1 hawe forgiven you.

Oh, brother. In a pig’s ass.

Like that was happening.

Someday, maybe. Although probably
not. She didn’t have that in her. Just didn'.
She hated that jerk. And always would.

You forgave Ricky, the beam said.

Your guy’s no Ricky, she said.

Ricky was worse, the beam said.

Well, she said. If you knew Ricky.

If you knew my cousin, the beam said.

Anyway, it was all bullshit. There was
no beam. She was just making it up with
her mind.
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You are trapped in you, the beam said.

Yeah, well, who isn't? she thought.

For some reason, the flock of geese
was now passing back overhead, headed
in the opposite direction.

That’s really the problem, though,
isn't it? she thought.

Yes, the beam said.

She could see Keith moving around
in the kitchen.

Good old Keith. Since the incident,
he had—he had not been doing well. At
night sometimes shed hear him crying
in the pantry.

And this week hed been passed over
at work again. People just—they didn’t
respect him. At the Christmas party last
year, everyone kept talking over him.
Thered been some kind of running joke
about everyone funnelling the least de-
sirable projects to Keith and Keith clue-
lessly accepting. He'd just sat there, fin-
gering a poinsettia leaf that had fallen oft
the centerpiece. No one seemed to no-
tice that they were hurting his feelings.

Sweet guy. Weak guy.

Her weak, sweet guy.

This limping info?

Was dying with her, here and now.

BLOPER

She was going to have to be kind of
a sin-eater on this one.

What she had to do was go in there,
say nothing. About the limp. Be cheer-
tul, be happy. Make the Christmas cook-
ies. As planned. At every turn, all eve-
ning, fight the urge to tell him. Tomorrow,
when, again, she felt the urge, remind
herself that she had already decided, here
in the car, for the good of the family, not
to tell him. Ever. Next day, same thing.
With each passing day, the desire to tell
him would diminish. And one day soon
shed get through the whole day with-
out even thinking of telling him.

And that would be that.

She just had to start the process.

In the plastic bag on the passenger
seat were a roll of parchment paper, a
thing of sprinkles, three new cookie cut-
ters. She had to reach over and pick up
the bag and open the car door and drop
one foot into the gray slush.

That, she could do.

That was something good she could
actually do. ¢
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George Saunders on questions of justice.
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THE CRITICS

dra Oh), the title character of the
Netflix series “The Chair,” the job
of the college professor is to offer her
students “refuge from the bullshit.” The
campus often seems our last bastion of
idealism, where the pursuit of knowl-
edge runs free from faddish politics or
market imperatives. This makes it an
easy place to ridicule. As the series be-
gins, Kim is settling into her new role
as the chair of the English department
at Pembroke University, a prestigious
“lower-tier Ivy.” Kim is the first woman
and the first person of color to lead the
department, and when we meet her she
is sitting behind an imposing desk in her
new office—one of the position’s few
perks. She lets out the satisfied breath of
someone looking forward to bold new
work ahead. But she quickly realizes that
she has inherited a “ticking time bomb.”
Kim’s cartoonishly out-of-touch col-
leagues grapple with declining class en-
rollments and blame the philistinism of
kids these days. “You don’t age out” of
the professorate, a stalwart of the Old
Guard explains. “You accumulate more
wisdom.” Naturally, such wisdom is de-
picted as useless in the face of the de-
partmental copy machine, the swift judg-
ment of RateMyProfessors.com, and
the incursion of critical race theory. One
of the department’s pillars is Bill Dob-
son (Jay Duplass), an iconoclastic su-
perstar whose courses remain popular
despite the fact that he shows up un-
prepared. On the first day of class, he
plugs in his laptop and inadvertently
plays an intimate, NSFW video of his
late wife.

If all of this sounds like a cranky think

I n the words of Ji-Yoon Kim (San-
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ON TELEVISION

HONOR ROLE

“The Chair,” on Netflix.

BY HUA HSU

piece come to life, then it conveys the
farcical tone set by “The Chair,” which
was created by Amanda Peet and Annie
Julia Wyman, and executive-produced by
the “Game of Thrones” creators David
Benioff and D. B. Weiss. (The series is
the first offering from Benioff and Weiss’s
deal with Netflix, which is reportedly
worth two hundred million dollars.) There
is still intrigue, but the palace is much
smaller. Workplace dramas tend to exag-
gerate the thrills of the hospital, the po-
lice precinct, or the courtroom—settings
where the stakes are already clear. The
challenge for “The Chair”lies in normal-
izing aspects of a profession that might
seem profoundly unrelatable to viewers:
the obsession with status and prestige as
opposed to getting rich, or the fact that
existential quandaries still bedevil peo-
ple who have been granted lifetime em-
ployment to ponder whatever it is that
interests them. The animating dramas
are set in motion when the university’s
dean (David Morse), who is more banal
than sinister, enlists Kim in an effort to
cull the faculty. The dean is powerless to
fire anyone with tenure, so he encour-
ages Kim to nudge the senior professors
toward early retirement, which, compared
with the plot drivers of most TV shows,
is hardly life-or-death stuft.

But Kim, loath to betray her former
mentors, instead tries to help them boost
their enrollment numbers. This group is
led by Elliot Rentz, a Melville expert
played by Bob Balaban, whose trademark
cold joylessness translates in the campus
setting to a scholarly gravitas. He’s joined
by Joan Hambling (Holland Taylor, who
is phenomenal), a crass, occasionally slap-
stick medievalist whose commitment to

literature verges on the erotic. One of the
darker, more absurdist plotlines involves
Pembroke’s faceless bureaucracy relocat-
ing Hambling’s office to a spare room in
the basement of the gymnasium. She
goes to the Title IX office to file a com-
plaint, and is dismayed to find the coor-
dinator adhering to a more contempo-
rary version of feminism, wearing shorts
rather than a pants suit. There are other,
more familiar, campus controversies: the
well-meaning but inept attempts at di-
versity and inclusion, the improprieties
that cloud a tenure case involving a Black
colleague. One senior professor has a fart-
ing problem. During a lecture on mod-
ernism, Dobson ironically gives a Nazi
salute, which results in a viral scandal,
pitting academic freedom against the
campus P.R. goons, who worry about the
school’s shrinking endowment. Most of
Kim’s time is spent protecting Dobson,
her closest friend in the department, who
is still grieving his wife’s death. Their
friendship is complicated by Kim’s new
authority, as well as by the possibility that
they might become more than friends.

Kim’s professional accomplishments
lend contrast to a precarious personal
life. She is brilliant in the classroom yet
struggles to connect with her rebellious
adopted daughter, Ju Ju. They lean on
Kim’s widowed father, who can't under-
stand why his daughter is so busy, even
after this ostensible promotion. He seems
concerned that her prioritization of work
will ruin her relationships.

In Dobson, we occasionally see the
scrufty allure that established him as an
illustrious professor—his eyes are always
glinting, whether it’s because of his deep
love of poetry or lately, because of pills. Yet

ABOVE: LALALIMOLA
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Sandra Ob plays the newly elected chair of a struggling English department at a fictional élite university.
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he also seems good at deploying that
dishevelled brainiac charm to get out of
trouble, such that he often comes across
as Kim’s other, even more difficult child.
Once he’s ensnared in controversy, he’s
unwilling to back down, and his attempts
to defuse the situation with reason, rigor,
and irony only inflame the students more.
They are largely one-dimensional, like a
synchronized mob, casting about for of-
fense, taking turns speechifying and call-
ing out anyone who disagrees with them.

What makes “The Chair” worth watch-
ing is Oh. Much has been written about
her slow path to stardom, as she navigated
the limitations imposed on Asian per-
formers in American film and television.
She has made a career out of reacting to
others and playing complementary roles.
Without a lane of her own, she mastered
the performance of empathy, working off
the energies of those around her. Were
this real life, these are precisely the qual-
ities that would make her a good chair.
In his upcoming book, “How to Chair a
Department,” the scholar Kevin Dett-
mar outlines an uplifting case for how a
chair can transform the culture of an in-
stitution, as long as she accepts that she
is the “designated grown-up.” This per-
fectly describes Kim, who is adept at the
emotional labor of pacifying hot-shot
egos, patiently making unloved profes-
sors feel useful again. The writers render
her with nuance and a full range of feel-
ing, as when she leaves campus and loses
all semblance of professional authority,
nagged by her father, challenged by a
daughter too young to appreciate what
she is going through.

Kim is clearly accustomed to accom-
modating other people’s misunderstand-
ings of who she is and where she stands
as a person of Asian descent. At one
point, a student warns her that there
will be protests if Yaz McKay (Nana
Mensah), a beloved young Black pro-
fessor, is denied tenure. The student re-
minds Kim of McKay’s vulnerability as
a woman of color at a predominantly
white institution. “I zzow,” Kim replies,
too exhausted to point out that she ex-
periences this as well.

McKay’s tenure case is absorbing
drama, making better use of the campus
setting than Dobson’s brush with cancel
culture. Her white colleagues pine for a
return to Pembroke’s good old days, yet
their skills at textual analysis fail them

when it comes to recognizing how she
quietly seethes. She constantly looks un-
settled, as though she is reacting to slight
changes in the atmosphere. As McKay’s
patience dissolves, her situation draws
out some of Kim’s past obstacles. Kim
explains that she waited her turn, and
encourages McKay to play the game of
“Institutional power.” But McKay points
out that people like Rentz got to rule
the profession for decades. Now he lec-
tures to an empty room. “What are they
without us at this point?”

As an English professor, I am in the
tiny minority of people who ap-
proached “The Chair”invested in its ver-
isimilitude. Academia can seem silly from
the outside, full of very smart Luddites
struggling with dongles. Yet it’s also a
place where people from difterent back-
grounds and generations actually have
to coexist with—if not learn from—one
another. As the series goes on, it seems
to understand this. In one surprisingly
tender scene, Rentz reckons with an aging
body that is failing him. It doesn’t make
him sympathetic, but it does affirm that
he is human, rather than a caricature.

I don’t know anyone who has gone
through the trouble of becoming a pro-
fessor with the express goal of ending
up as a department chair. The role draws
on organizational skills that many aca-
demics have made a career out of avoid-
ing; it also leeches away time that could
be spent researching or teaching. In ac-
ademia’s twentieth-century heyday, chairs
might have felt as if they oversaw a fief-
dom, warring with other departments
for status and resources. Kim is a bit more
like Tony Soprano, coming in at the end
of an era, realizing that “the best is over.”

From “The Wire”to “The Office,” the
powerlessness of middle management
has been one of the great subjects of
modern television. “The Chair” thrives
in scenes where manners and decorum
get stripped away and Kim recognizes
the futility of her situation. Her strange
profession begins to seem relatable. Her
face, usually so attentive and patient,
evinces rage and disappointment. One
complication of institutional diversity is
that diverse faces can now lead institu-
tions that are in free fall. What accrues
in the profession isn't just wisdom but
resentment and frustration. For Kim, this
isn't a refuge. It’s bullshit. ¢
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When the Chinese joined the gold rush, they were welcomed. That changed.

BY MICHAEL LUO
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Unt:il the middle of the nineteenth
century, settlement of America’s
western frontier generally reached no
farther than the Great Plains. The ver-
dant land that Spanish conquistadors
called Alta California had been claimed
by Spain and then by Mexico, after it
secured its independence, in 1821. In
1844, James K. Polk won the Presidency
as a proponent of America’s “manifest
destiny,” the belief that it was God’s will
for the United States to extend from
the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific, and
soon took the country into a war with
Mexico. Under the Treaty of Guada-
lupe Hidalgo, in 1848, Mexico ceded
California to the United States, along

with the vast expanse of land that today
comprises Nevada, parts of Arizona,
and New Mexico.

California was sparsely populated
and almost wholly separate from the
rest of the country. Sailing there from
the Eastern Seaboard, around South
America, could take six months, and
the overland journey was even more ar-
duous. The fledgling town of San Fran-
cisco consisted of a collection of wood-
frame and adobe buildings, connected
by dirt paths, spread out on a series of
slopes. Fewer than a thousand hardy in-
habitants, many of them Mormons flee-
ing religious persecution, occupied the
sandy, windswept settlement.

Tarred as a “coolie race,” the Chinese were cast as a threat to free white labor.

ILLUSTRATION BY MOJO WANG

That changed with remarkable sud-
denness. On the morning of January 24,
1848, James W. Marshall was inspect-
ing progress on the construction of a
sawmill on the banks of the American
River, in the foothills of the Sierra Ne-
vada mountains, about a hundred and
thirty miles northeast of San Francisco.
In his recounting, he spotted some glints
in the water and picked up one or two
metallic fragments. After studying them
closely, he realized that they might be
gold. Several days later, he returned to
New Helvetia, a remote outpost in the
Sacramento Valley, where he asked his
business partner, John Sutter, to meet
with him alone. The two men conducted
a test with nitric acid and satisfied them-
selves that the find was genuine. Sut-
ter implored those working the mill to
keep quiet about the discovery, but, in
May, 1848,a Mormon leader who owned
a general store at the outpost travelled
to San Francisco and heralded stunning
news. “Gold! Gold! Gold from the
American River!” he reportedly shouted
as he strode through the streets, hold-
ing aloft a bottle full of gold dust and
waving his hat. Within a few weeks,
most of San Francisco’s male popula-
tion had decamped for the hills. The
town's harbor was soon filled with aban-
doned ships whose crews had rushed
off in search of wealth.

It is uncertain exactly how word of
the gold rush reached China. According
to one account, a visiting merchant from
Guangdong Province named Chum
Ming was among the many men who
ventured into the Sierra Nevada foot-
hills and struck it rich. As the story goes,
Chum Ming wrote to a friend back home,
and the news began to circulate. Mae
Ngai, a professor of Asian American
studies at Columbia University, begins
her book “The Chinese Question” (Nor-
ton) with a more verifiable fact: the ar-
rival of a ship carrying California gold—
specifically, two and a half cups of gold
dust—in Hong Kong on Christmas Day,
1848. A San Francisco agent of the Hud-
son’s Bay Company, the fur-trading con-
cern, had requested that British experts
in China evaluate it. The ship also
brought copies of the Polynesian,a Ho-
nolulu newspaper, which reported on the
immense quantities of gold being ex-
tracted by prospectors in California.

Soon, word spread through villages
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across the Pearl River Delta, a popu-
lous area in southeastern China. At the
time, it was illegal for Chinese citizens
to leave the country, and Qing-dynasty
officials offered little protection for em-
igrants. Nevertheless, men throughout
the region began booking passage on
ships bound for Gum Shan—Gold
Mountain. Ngai writes that they were
just like other gold seekers from around
the world: farmers, artisans, and mer-
chants, who mostly paid their own way
or borrowed money for the voyage to
America. The trip across the ocean was
frequently a miserable experience. It
generally took ten to twelve weeks to
sail from Hong Kong to San Francisco.
Shipmasters often stufted the men into
overcrowded, poorly ventilated, dis-
ease-ridden holds. One ship arrived in
San Francisco harbor having lost a hun-
dred Chinese en route, a fifth of those
on board. “There can be no excuse be-
fore God or man for the terrible mor-
tality which has occurred on some of
the vessels containing Chinese passen-
gers,” William Speer, a Presbyterian
missionary who treated many Chinese
after they disembarked in San Fran-
cisco, wrote.

In 1849, three hundred and twenty-
five Chinese passed through San Fran-
cisco’s customhouse. The next year, the
number increased to four hundred and
fifty; the year after that, it was twen-
ty-seven hundred. In 1852, the arrivals
jumped to more than twenty thousand.
By the late eighteen-fifties, Chinese im-
migrants made up about ten per cent of
the state’s population, and even more in
mining districts. California, teeming
with white Americans, Native people,
Mexicans, Blacks, Chinese, Irish, Ger-
mans, Frenchmen, Hawaiians, and
others, had become the substrate for a
nettlesome experiment in multiracial de-
mocracy that had little precedent in the
country’s history.

At first, the reception for the Chi-
nese in America was generally pos-
itive. In the summer of 1850, city lead-
ers in San Francisco held a ceremony
to welcome them. A small group of
Chinese immigrants assembled in Ports-
mouth Square and were presented with
Chinese books, Bibles, and religious
tracts. The Reverend Albert Williams,
of the First Presbyterian Church, who
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was among the speakers, later wrote
that they were united in conveying “the
pleasure shared in common by the cit-
izens of San Francisco, at their pres-
ence,”and in the hope that more of their
brethren would join them in America,
where they would enjoy “welcome and
protection.” In January, 1852, in an an-
nual message to the state legislature,
John McDougal, California’s second
governor, called for more Chinese to
come. McDougal,a Democrat, had ad-
vocated at California’s constitutional
convention for excluding from the state
certain classes of Black people. But he
believed the Chinese could be a source
of cheap labor for white Americans. He
suggested that the Chinese, “one of the
most worthy classes of our new adopted
citizens,” could help with the gruelling
work of draining swamplands to make
them arable. Many California business-
men envisaged a golden age of trade
between China and the United States
and embraced Chinese immigration as
part of that interchange.

As the numbers of Chinese climbed,
however, curiosity gave way to hostility
in the mining districts. In the spring of
1852, a gathering of miners in the town
of Columbia, in the Sierra Nevada foot-
hills, approved resolutions that de-
nounced the flooding of the state with
“degraded Asiatics”and barred Chinese
from mining in the area. Around the
same time, along the banks of the north
fork of the American River, several

dozen white miners reportedly drove
off two hundred Chinese miners, and
then, accompanied by a band playing
music, headed to another camp to do
the same to four hundred more.

Ngai explains that McDougal’s suc-
cessor as governor, John Bigler,a Dem-
ocrat facing a difficult re€lection cam-
paign, recognized a political opportunity
in the growing anti-Chinese sentiment.
In April, 1852, he called on the state leg-

islature to limit Chinese immigration.

His speech was filled with racial over-
tones, alluding to a coming inundation
from China and misleadingly depict-
ing Chinese immigrants as coolie la-
borers, bound by oppressive contracts.
Bigler’s tarring of the Chinese as a “coo-
lie race” would prove to be a resilient
epithet, becoming a convenient politi-
cal instrument whenever white Amer-
icans on the West Coast needed a ra-
cial scapegoat, Ngai writes. The label
likened the Chinese to enslaved Black
people and, therefore, cast them as a
threat to free white labor. Bigler explic-
itly differentiated the Chinese from
white European immigrants, arguing
that the Chinese had come to Amer-
ica not to receive the “blessings of a free
government” but only to “acquire a cer-
tain amount of the precious metals”and
then return home. He also doubted that
the “yellow or tawny races of the Asiat-
ics” could become citizens under the
country’s naturalization laws even if
they wanted to. Anti-coolieism, Ngai
writes, became a kind of shape-shift-
ing, racist cause.

he Chinese of the gold-rush era

are mostly anonymous to us today.
The absence of their voices from his-
torical accounts perhaps contributes to
the mistaken impression that they were
passive in the face of abuse. Ngai helps
make clear that this was far from the
case. Shortly after Bigler’s 1852 com-
ments, for instance, two Chinese mer-
chants, Hab Wa and Tong Achick,
issued a confident retort that was re-
published in newspapers across the
country. Growing up in Macau, Tong
had attended a school founded by Prot-
estant missionaries, and he was fluent
in English. He was the head of one of
the biggest Chinese-owned businesses
in San Francisco. He and Hab went to
great lengths to dismantle Bigler’s
claims. “The poor Chinaman does not
come here as a slave,” they wrote. “He
comes because of his desire for inde-
pendence, and he is assisted by the char-
ity of his countrymen, which they be-
stow on him safely, because he is
industrious and honestly repays them.
When he gets to the mines, he sets to
work with patience, industry, temper-
ance, and economy.” They insisted, too,
that Bigler was wrong that the Chinese
were not interested in citizenship: “If



the privileges of your laws are open to
us, some of us will doubtless acquire
your habits, your language, your ideas,
your feelings, your morals, your forms,
and become citizens of your country.”

The citizenship issue underscored
the ways in which the Chinese compli-
cated America’s racial stratification. The
Nationality Act of 1790 stipulated that
you had to be a “free, white person” of
“good character” to qualify for natural-
ization, but Ngai points out that some
Chinese did manage to become citizens
during the nineteenth century. Norman
Assing, a prominent Chinese merchant,
was apparently one of them. In 1849,
Assing (whose Chinese name was Yuan
Sheng), having previously spent time in
New York and Charleston, South Car-
olina, arrived in San Francisco, where
he opened a restaurant, started a trad-
ing company, and became an important
leader in the Chinese community. His
own response to Bigler was published
in a San Francisco newspaper a month
after the comments. Assing, who de-
scribed himself as “a Chinaman, a re-
publican, and a lover of free institutions,”
assailed Bigler for a message that threat-
ened to “prejudice the public mind
against my people, to enable those who
wait the opportunity to hunt them down,
and rob them of the rewards of their
toil.” The Framers of the Constitution,
he maintained, would never have coun-
tenanced “an aristocracy of skin.”

As Chinese immigration increased,
mutual-aid organizations, or huiguan,
representing people from different re-
gions and dialect groups, formed to as-
sist new arrivals. Most immigrants came
from just four counties, in the western
part of the Pearl River Delta, and each
had its own Auiguan. Why this parcel
of China, no bigger in size than Con-
necticut, accounted for so much immi-
gration to America remains the subject
of debate. When the inhabitants of the
Siyi, as the counties are known, began
making their way to America, it was a
time of upheaval in their homeland. The
population had risen, making land in-
creasingly scarce. Political tumult was
also roiling China. The worst unrest
came during the Taiping Rebellion, in
which at least ten million people were
killed. In Guangdong, an insurgency by
members of a secret society, who be-
came known as the “red turbans,” and
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“Don’t worry, Ma'am—its weekend service,
so theres lots of time fo get help.”

a savage conflict between the Punti pop-
ulation and the Hakka,a minority group,
contributed to the turmoil. Yet other
regions of China experienced greater
economic privation, and the timing and
the location of the upheavals don't quite
correspond with the overseas exodus. A
decisive factor seems to be that the in-
habitants of the Pearl River Delta were
unusually familiar with the West. Can-
ton (now Guangzhou), the provincial
capital, had a long history as an impor-
tant trading port and had extensive ties
to California. It was also a frequent des-
tination for American merchants and
missionaries. Hong Kong, another com-
mercial hub, was just a short journey
away by boat.

In early 1853, the heads of the four
huiguan met with members of the state
assembly’s committee on mines and
mining interests. Through Tong Achick,
who served as the group’s interpreter
and represented one of the associations,
the huiguan leaders condemned the mis-
treatment of Chinese immigrants in the
mines and voiced other grievances, in-
cluding the fact that Chinese testimony
was not being allowed in court. The
committee members were, in many re-

spects, sympathetic. In the majority re-
port, they expressed skepticism that
America was in danger of being over-
run by Chinese and pushed for an ex-
pansion of trade between the two coun-
tries. The huiguan leaders, for their part,
promised to do their utmost to discour-
age more of their countrymen from
coming. “We have no authority there,
but very confidently believe we could
exert much influence,” Tong said, sug-
gesting that immigration would soon
taper off. The promise of Gold Moun-
tain riches, however, proved irresistible.
Despite rising hostilities, the Chinese
continued to come.

H uie Kin was born in 1854 and grew
up in Wing Ning, a tiny rice-farm-
ing village of about seventy people tucked
away in the hills of Xinning (known
today as Taishan), an impoverished,
mountainous county in Guangdong
Province. At one end of the village was
a bamboo grove; at the other was a fish-
pond. Huie shared a room with his fa-
ther, along with the family cow; the
kitchen stove occupied one corner. His
mother slept in the only other room. Be-
cause the space was so cramped, Huie’s
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“SCENE: Two writers, one a hipster and the other
nondescript, realize real life is crazier than fiction, and just
give up and start to transcribe stuff. Cue busboy . . .”

two brothers slept at the village shrine;
his two sisters spent their nights at a
home for unmarried girls.

One day, as he later recalled in a
memoir, a member of his clan returned
from America with stories of gold found
in riverbeds. Huie became obsessed with
travelling to Gold Mountain, and three
cousins joined him in his resolve. To
Huie’s surprise, his father supported his
decision, and borrowed money from a
wealthy neighbor, using their family
farm as security on the loan, to pay for
his passage. On a spring day in 1868,
the fourteen-year-old Huie and his three
cousins left their village before day-
break, each with just a bedroll and a
bamboo basket carrying their belong-
ings, and caught a small boat to Hong
Kong. While waiting for their ship to
depart for America, Huie spent his days
on the waterfront; he saw his first Eu-
ropeans, “strange people, with fiery hair
and blue-grey eyes.” Finally, they set
sail on a large ship with three heavy
masts and billowing sails. Midway
through the two-month voyage, Huie’s
eldest cousin, the leader of their group,
suddenly became feverish and died; his

body was wrapped in a sheet and low-
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ered into the ocean. Huie and his other
cousins stood for hours staring out into
the inky blackness, overwhelmed by
grief. When the fog lifted on a cool
September morning and they finally
glimpsed land, the feeling was inde-
scribable, as he later wrote: “To be ac-
tually at the ‘Golden Gate’ of the land
of our dreams!”

By the time Huie and his cousins
arrived in California, the gold rush there
was over. Most of the easily worked
claims were depleted. Individual pros-
pecting in creeks and streams—wash-
ing and sifting dirt, looking for gold
nuggets—had given way to larger-scale
industrial mining operations that em-
ployed legions of Chinese. Some Chi-
nese miners moved on to other territo-
ries, such as Oregon and Idaho, where
gold had been discovered as well. Huie’s
tirst job was as a household servant,
making a dollar-fifty a week. Thousands
of other Chinese earned wages build-
ing the transcontinental railroad which
were far more lucrative than they could
garner in China. Still more were em-
ployed in factories making cigars, slip-
pers, and woollen garments; some even
began running their own factories. Oth-

ers capitalized on their success in the
goldfields to open stores or restaurants.

Gold Mountain prosperity set in
motion a cycle of migration. Fathers
sent for sons; brothers wrote to broth-
ers and cousins; returning villagers in-
spired others to venture across the ocean.
Lee Chew was a sixteen-year-old in
Guangdong when a man came back
from America and constructed a pala-
tial estate in their village, taking up four
city blocks. “The man had gone away
from our village a poor boy,” Lee later
wrote. “Now he returned with unlim-
ited wealth, which he had obtained in
the country of the American wizards.”
Lee said he became fixated on the idea
that he, too, could become a wealthy
man in America. His father gave him
the equivalent of a hundred dollars, and
Lee travelled to Hong Kong with five
other boys from his village. They each
paid fifty dollars for steerage passage
on a steamship to America. He worked
for two years as a household servant
and then started a laundry, before even-
tually opening a store in New York’s
Chinatown.

In the mid-eighteen-seventies, the
United States entered into a prolonged
economic depression. By 1877, nearly a
quarter of the workforce in San Fran-
cisco was reportedly unemployed. The
result was a cauldron of fifteen thousand
idle white workmen. Anti-coolie clubs
spread, calling for boycotts against goods
that did not have a label that said “Made
by White Labor.” Violence against the
Chinese became increasingly frequent.
“The Chinese were in a pitiable condi-
tion in those days,” Huie Kin recalled.
“We were simply terrified; we kept in-
doors after dark for fear of being shot in
the back. Children spit upon us as we
passed by and called us rats.”

Even though several million Irish
and German immigrants had streamed
into American cities, it was whites’ re-
sentment toward the Chinese that be-
came a virulent nationwide movement.
In 1876, the national platforms of both
the Republicans and the Democrats
singled out “Mongolian” immigration
as a problem. (As Ngai observed, for
the party of Lincoln, in particular, the
stand marked a shocking retreat from
the principles of equal rights.) On May
6,1882, President Chester Arthur signed

into law a ban on the immigration of



Chinese laborers, which became known
as the Chinese Exclusion Act. The law
also prohibited Chinese from becom-
ing naturalized citizens. For the first
time in its history, America closed its
gates to a class of people on the basis
of race.

But the violence against the Chinese

did not stop. “The Chinese Must Go”
(Harvard), by Beth Lew-Williams, a
history professor at Princeton, includes
a list of almost two hundred commu-
nities that between 1885 and 1887 ex-
pelled, or attempted to expel, Chinese.
In Tacoma, a group of white vigilantes
forced about two hundred Chinese to
leave, in November, 1885, and the Chi-
nese sent anguished telegrams to the
authorities, begging for help: “People
driving Chinamen from Tacoma. Why
sheriff no protect. Answer.”

Handwritten letters in neat cursive
from officials in the Chinese legation
to Thomas Bayard, the Secretary of
State, read like a diary of violence.
American-style pogroms raged in Squak
Valley, Coal Creek, Tacoma, Seattle,
and on and on. In September, 1885, two
Chinese officials and an interpreter
travelled to Rock Springs, in the Wy-
oming Territory, to investigate a brutal
episode in which white coal miners
massacred at least twenty-eight Chi-
nese and drove out several hundred oth-
ers, torching their homes and firing on
them as they fled. A report from Huang
Sih Chuen, the Chinese consul in New
York, identified each Chinese victim:
“Tom He Yew was 34 years. He had a
mother, wife and daughter at home.
Mar Tse Choy was 34 years. He had
parents, wife and daughter at home.
Leo Lung Siang was 36 years. He had
a wife at home.” Husbands, brothers,
fathers, sons, killed in a faraway land
where they would never cease to be re-
garded as strangers.

he ordeal of the Chinese in Amer-

ica is only a portion of the history
of persecution documented in “The
Chinese Question.” Ngai’s principal in-
sight is that the story of Chinese ex-
clusion is a global one. Soon after the
American gold rush began, hundreds
of thousands of fortune hunters from
around the world began converging on
British colonies in Australia, after gold
was discovered there. Just as in Amer-

ica, violence and efforts to halt the in-
flux followed, culminating in a series of
initiatives that came to be known as the
“White Australia” policy. Early in the
twentieth century, the British colony
known as Transvaal, in southern Africa,
became the setting for another harrow-
ing episode for Chinese migrants, after
mining magnates began importing tens
of thousands of indentured laborers
from China. Deep antagonism devel-
oped between Chinese miners and their
white bosses, triggering violence, strikes,
and other disturbances. In 1907, a newly
elected colonial government in Trans-
vaal,led by two Afrikaners who favored
white supremacy and racial segregation,
ended the Chinese-labor program. At
the same time, the government moved
to restrict Asian immigration and the
rights of Indians and Chinese living in
the colony. Ngai points out the simi-
larity to the anti-coolieism rhetoric on
the other side of the world: “Americans
and British alike opposed the ‘slavery’
of the Chinese—but did not support
their freedom.”

In the United States, the Chinese-
exclusion laws were not repealed until
1943, and the impetus was not an over-
due reckoning with the country’s egal-
itarian values but a shift in the geopo-
litical order. China had become an ally
of the United States in its war against
Japan. Still, the number of Chinese im-
migrants allowed into the country was
negligible. The national-origins quota
system that favored immigration from
northern and western Europe was not
set aside until 1965. Australia and South
Africa did not begin to lift their restric-
tions on Chinese immigration until the
nineteen-seventies. The grandchildren
of Chinese immigrants who survived
the bigotry and violence of the late nine-
teenth century in America are the grand-
parents of fifth-generation Chinese
Americans today.

More than a century later, the global
struggle over the Chinese Question has
receded, but the complicated racial dy-
namics resulting from Asian immigra-
tion to the Western world have not. The
years from the California gold rush to
the end of the Chinese-labor program
in South Africa coincided with a hum-
bling period for China, as it contended
with foreign incursions, internal rebel-
lions, and financial crises. Today, by con-

trast, China is an economic, political,
and military juggernaut, vying with the
United States for global influence. Both
Democrats and Republicans have sought
to amplify the threat posed by China’s
authoritarian regime. This approach has
raised anew the bugbear of the unas-
similable Other in our midst. When
President Trump spoke about the “China
virus” and the “kung flu,” it was possi-
ble to hear echoes of John Bigler in-
voking Chinese coolies, and British set-
tlers warning about the Asian hordes.
“The Chinese Question never really
went away,” Ngai writes. “T'he idea that
China poses a threat to Euro-Ameri-
can civilizations remained just beneath
the surface.”

And yet the status of Asian immi-
grants in America today is, indisput-
ably, different. The United States is un-
dergoing a demographic transformation.
Asian Americans are the fastest-grow-
ing racial or ethnic group in the coun-
try; their numbers have grown twen-
tyfold since 1965. Much of the modern
wave of immigration has been linked
to skill-based allocations, and the Asian
immigrant has often come to be seen
as a success story, the “model minority.”
It’s a misleading characterization; in-
come inequality among Asian Ameri-
cans is the highest of any racial or ethnic
group. Nevertheless, Asian immigrants
are no longer viewed as definitively
nonwhite, as they were in the nine-
teenth century; in some circles, they’re
considered “white-adjacent.” The his-
torian Ellen D.Wu has traced the emer-
gence of the model-minority story to
Cold War imperatives, as American
policymakers sought to renovate the
country’s image, amid the tumult over
the civil rights of Black Americans. In
a contest of moral suasion, a narrative
of Asian American ascent was a pow-
erful way to burnish the credentials of
the United States as a beacon of free-
dom and opportunity for all. But the
surge in anti-Asian attacks during the
coronavirus pandemic is merely the lat-
est evidence of the brittleness of this
narrative. Overt discrimination against
Chinese or other Asian immigrants
may no longer be legally sanctioned,
and violent expulsions of Chinese may
be a matter of history, but for many
Asian Americans a sense of belonging
remains elusive. ¢
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SENTIMENTAL EDUCATION

Simone de Beauvoir’s lost novel 0f ear[y love.

BY MERVE EMRE

he legend of Simone de Beauvoir—

of how an obedient Catholic
schoolgirl cast oft her rigid, patriarchal
upbringing to become the high priest-
ess of existential feminism—is often
narrated as a love story. Her biographers
trace her escape from the bourgeois Pa-
risian milieu into which she was born,
in 1908, first to the Sorbonne and then
to the Ecole Normale Supérieure. There,
among the “graceless faces” of the agré-
gation candidates 0f 1929, she spied Jean-
Paul Sartre, twenty-four years old and—
as she rhapsodized in “Memoirs of a
Dutiful Daughter” (1958), the first of
four autobiographical volumes—“still
young enough to feel emotional about

his future whenever he heard a saxo-
phone playing after his third martini.”
Together, she and her “Playboy,” her
“Leprechaun,”as she called him, chased
life’s pleasures up the steps of Boule-
vard du Montparnasse, down the Av-
enue d’Orléans, and all around the
woodland parks of Paris, where her par-
ents had forbidden her and her sister
to speak with children outside their so-
cial class. Beauvoir’s mother was de-
voted to the Church and its rigid mor-
alism; her father detested intellectuals
and wanted his oldest daughter to
“marry a country cousin.” By the time
she met Sartre, Beauvoir had different
aspirations. “Never have I so loved to

Beauwvoirs lz'ﬁz with Sartre was shadowed by the memory of a dead classmate.
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read and think, never have I been so
alive and happy or envisioned a future
so rich. Oh! Jean-Paul, dear Jean-Paul,
thank you,” she wrote in her diary.

For all the romance of the city
blooming before her eyes, Beauvoir al-
ways played the love story itself—her
dawning attraction to this garrulous,
cross-eyed, funny little man—remark-
ably cool. She liked Sartre’s face and
company but disliked his “false eye.”
She was more painfully and earnestly
attracted to her friend the philosopher
René Maheu, and even to her rakish
cousin Jacques. But she exulted in Sar-
tre’s attention to her; it was an oppor-
tunity to define herself and the force
she longed to be in the world. “We used
to talk about all kinds of things, but es-
pecially about a subject which inter-
ested me above all others: myself,” she
wrote. “Whenever other people made
attempts to analyse me, they did so from
the standpoint of their own little worlds,
and this used to exasperate me. But Sar-
tre always tried to see me as part of my
own scheme of things, to understand
me in light of my own set of values and
attitudes.” With him, she was not “the
Other,” the subordinate female position
that she described in her 1949 feminist
classic, “The Second Sex”: a timid and
imaginatively impoverished creature for
whom love was simply something pro-
vided to a husband as a matter of course.
Beauvoir’s relationship with Sartre, as
she recounts it in her autobiographical
writings, led her from a state of alien-
ation, in which she was only a bit player
in other people’s “little worlds,” to the
assurance that she was a singular and
irreducible “Self.” She could define and
interpret the meaning of her life through
the energetic exercise of her “sovereign
consciousness.”

Beauvoir’s autobiography, in a sense,
accorded perfectly with the principles
of French existentialism—its insistence
on the freedom of every person’s con-
sciousness and its Sartrean slogan that
“existence precedes essence.” Perhaps
the correspondence is a little too neat.
True, intellectuals often pride them-
selves on living and loving by their the-
ories—“There is no divorce between
philosophy and life,” Beauvoir famously
avowed—but it is hard to believe the
story of their early days quite as she
tells it. Not a hair is out of place, not
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a moment of shock or doubt ripples
the surface of her triumphant self-
determination. “Every woman in love
recognizes herself in Hans Andersen’s
little mermaid who exchanged her fish-
tail for a woman’s legs for love, and
then found herself walking on needles
and burning coals,” she claims in “The
Second Sex.” How to reconcile such
self-abnegating masochism with her
joyous recollection of discovering her-
self with Sartre?

As careful readers of Beauvoir’s mem-
oirs and diaries have noted, the strate-
gically plotted romance between post-
war France’s greatest male and female
philosophers is haunted by the presence
of a shadowy third—a friend. The most
extreme feelings of agitation and rap-
ture are reserved not for Sartre but for
Elisabeth Lacoin, a brilliant and mer-
curial classmate whom Beauvoir called
Zaza, and whose name Beauvoir un-
derlined in black or brown ink through-
out her diaries, casting a pall over all
that surrounded it.

They met when they were around
ten, under the uncharitable eyes of the
nuns at the Cours Désirs school and
the contemptuous gaze of Zaza’s “odi-
ous mother,” as Beauvoir described her.
Whereas the Beauvoirs lived in gen-
teel poverty, Zaza was a member of the
haute bourgeoisie, the third of nine
children, and “very high-strung, like a
sleek and elegant racehorse ready to
bolt out of control,” as Beauvoir’s sis-
ter sniffed to the biographer Deirdre
Bair. Zaza had been bred to marry, and
to marry well. Nothing could convince
Madame Lacoin otherwise: not Zaza’s
nimble, mischievous mind, which won
her a place at the Sorbonne; not her
enthusiasm for literature or her talent
for music; not her love for Beauvoir’s
classmate the philosopher Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, called Jean Pradelle in
Beauvoir’s memoirs. Zaza, torn between
her fealty to her mother and her thirst
for freedom, grew wretched, frantic,
and frighteningly thin, until one day,
in the autumn of 1929, while Beauvoir
and Sartre were embarking on their at-
fair, she came down with a fever and
an agonizing headache—a case of viral
encephalitis, the doctors suspected. She
died in a clinic at Saint-Cloud, where
she kept calling out for her “violin,
Pradelle, Simone, champagne.”

“I loved Zaza with an intensity
which could not be accounted for by
any established set of rules and con-
ventions,” Beauvoir recalled in her
memoirs, almost thirty years after her
friend’s death. “The least praise from
Zaza overwhelmed me with joy; the
sarcastic smiles she so frequently gave
me were a terrible torment.” She de-
scribes her “subjugation”to her beloved
as plunging her “into the black depths
of humility.” It was in these depths that
Beauvoir’s abject “little mermaid” swam:
her idea of love as a state of sacrifice
and suffering was provoked not by
a man but by what the literary critic
Lisa Appignanesi describes, with del-
icacy, as one of Beauvoir’s “amorous
friendships”with a woman. Others have
been bolder about calling a spade a
spade. “Simone was in the throes of
her first great love affair,” her adopted
daughter and literary executor, Sylvie
Le Bon de Beauvoir, writes in an af-
terword to “Les Inséparables,” a novel
about Zaza’s radiant life and swift death,
which Beauvoir wrote in the winter of
1954 and then abandoned. It finally ap-
peared in France last year, and now, as
if to make up for lost time, appears in
not one but two English translations—
in the U.K. as “The Inseparables” (Vin-
tage), translated by Lauren Elkin, and
in the United States as “Inseparable”
(Ecco), translated by Sandra Smith.
The story, described in France as “a
tragic lesbian love story,”has been billed
as “too intimate” to be published during
Beauvoir’s lifetime.

« he Inseparables” begins as most

love stories do, with the meeting
of two young people, each alien to the
other. One day, at the College Adelaide,
a nine-year-old girl with startlingly
dark, fervent eyes and a hollow little
face sits next to Sylvie Lepage. The
girl’s name is Andrée Gallard, and it is
her first time at school. Immediately,
she offers Sylvie a glimpse of the pain
and the pleasure of the flesh inflamed.
When she was younger, she reveals, her
skirt caught fire as she stood too close
to some potatoes roasting on a camp-
fire. She burned her thigh right down
to the bone, and the wound still bulged
under her skirt. This incident estab-
lishes the asymmetry that defines their
relationship. “Nothing so interesting

had ever happened to me,” Sylvie thinks.
“It suddenly seemed as if nothing had
ever happened to me at all.”

About Sylvie, our first-person nar-
rator, we learn very little; on the sur-
face, she is a conventional child of the
Parisian middle class. Underneath, her
tremendous powers of observation are
fixed on Andrée, who appears to her a
splendid and uncanny creature. Andrée
addresses their teachers as equals, in a
voice that is polite but insouciant. She
plays the piano and the violin with easy
mastery, speaks of “Don Quixote and
Cyrano de Bergerac as if they had ex-
isted in flesh and blood,” and turns som-
ersaults and cartwheels with unexpected
vigor. Her every word is cause for Syl-
vie’s turmoil; the idea of her absence is,
quite simply, unbearable. “Life without
her would be death,” Sylvie reflects when
they are reunited after a summer apart.
“It was in those moments that I was
most troublingly aware of the gift she
had received from heaven, which I found
so enthralling: her personality.”

Sylvie’s feeling for Andrée as they
grow up is not just love; it is a tran-
scendent love, the love by which all
other loves must be defined and judged.
“I could only conceive of one kind of
love: the love I had for her,” Sylvie
thinks. “The kind of love where you
kiss”—by which she means kiss men—
“had no truth for me.” Yet Sylvie’s love
is not reciprocated, because Andrée’s
“love for her mother made her other
attachments pale by comparison.” In
turn, Andrée’s filial love is not recip-
rocated, either, because Madame Gal-
lard sees her daughter not as dazzlingly
and inimitably alive but as a performer
of “social duties,” a girl of marriage-
able age whose piety and obedience to
her family must be preserved if she is
to become a respectable woman. “No
doubt she loved Andrée in her way, but
what way was that?” Sylvie wonders.
“That was the question. We all loved
her, only differently.”

The drama of “The Inseparables”lies
in the tension between these compet-
ing and imperfectly requited loves for
Andrée: first the loves of Sylvie and Ma-
dame Gallard, then the love of Pascal,
ajoyful Catholic philosopher (the Mer-
leau-Ponty figure) who allows Andrée
to imagine that she might reconcile duty
and happiness—at least until he begins
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to delay proposing marriage to her. The
problem that preoccupies the novel is
not who loves Andrée best but what
kind of love would grant her the free-
dom she craves. As the girls grow, Syl-
vie finds herself repulsed by the religi-
osity of the Gallard family and Pascal,
and her faith in God is replaced by her
quasi-spiritual devotion to Andrée. The
novel leaps from one glorious tableau
to another of Andrée in divine solitude,
praying or playing her violin in a park.
Alongside Sylvie, we, as readers, stop,
stay, and bear witness to an outpouring
of reverence:

When I sometimes went to pray in the
chapel, often I would find she had arrived
there first, on her knees before the altar, her
head in her hands, or reaching her arms to-
wards a station of the cross. Was she contem-
plating one day taking her vows? And yet she
so loved her freedom, and the joys of this
world. Her eyes shone when she told me about
her holidays, how she spent hours galloping
on horseback through the forests of pine trees,
getting scratched by their branches as she went,
how she swam through still waters in ponds,
or in the freshwater of the Adour river. Was
she dreaming about that paradise when she
sat motionless before her notebooks, with a
lost look in her eye?

The unpretending beauty of passages
like this, of which there are many, de-
rives from an aesthetic of distance: the
pleasure of coming upon Andrée with
her head hidden in her hands, reaching
away from Sylvie toward an ineffable
dream; the wide-open spaces of woods
and water. Here is an attentive and un-
intimate love, one that relishes the idea
of imagining, but never knowing and

never delimiting, the infinite expanses
of another person’s mind. This love has
nothing to do with the masterful asser-
tion of selthood that Beauvoir attributes
to her relationship with Sartre. Rather,
it recalls the theory of love advanced by
a classmate at the Sorbonne, the phi-
losopher and mystic Simone Weil. “To
love purely is to consent to distance, it
is to adore the distance between our-
selves and that which we love,” Weil
wrote. “To empty ourselves of our false
divinity, to deny ourselves, to give up
being the centre of the world in imag-
ination. . .. Such consent is love.” Iron-
ically, perhaps, “The Inseparables” pos-
its separateness as love’s aesthetic and
ethical essence.

Compare Sylvie’s quiet, luminous
imagination with the loud pileup of
possessions that she sees crowding An-
drée in the Gallards’ pantry, where An-
drée’s mother keeps her busy to accli-
mate her to the duties of marriage:

Everything was made of cast iron, earth-
enware, stoneware, porcelain, tin, aluminium;
there were cooking pots, frying pans, sauce-
pans, skillets, cauldrons, casseroles, soup bowls,
serving platters, tureens, tumblers, colanders,
mincers, mills, moulds, and mortars. An end-
less variety of bowls, cups, glasses, champagne
flutes and coupes, plates, saucers, sauce boats,
jars, jugs, pitchers, carafes. Does each kind of
spoon, ladle, fork and knife really have its own
particular purpose? Do we really have so many
different needs to satisfy? This clandestine sub-
terranean world must turn up on the surface
of the earth for enormous and discerning din-
ner parties that I knew nothing about.

There is something mesmerizing
about these absurdly specialized uten-
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“‘Howards stuck in transit—>he’ll be Facelimin 9 1n. ”

sils; one can almost hear them clatter-
ing their way into the girls’hands. Yet
the pleasure of abundance quickly
yields to the claustrophobic hell of do-
mesticity, the spiritual death of the girl
in the process of becoming the good
wife. For all Madame Gallard’s talk of
God, there is no room for divinity amid
such clutter. When, at the novel’s end,
Pascal refuses to propose to Andrée,
and she falls into a defeated, feverish
oblivion and dies, her grave is piled
with white flowers, symbols of her un-
trammelled virtue. Their excess recalls
the excess of kitchenware heaped upon
the woman-to-be, who has, in dying,
simply exchanged one tomb for an-
other. “A dark insight occurred to me:
Andrée had suffocated in all this white-
ness,” Sylvie thinks. “Atop that im-
maculate abundance, I lay down three
red roses.”

ne wonders if Beauvoir would
have approved of the novel’s pub-
lication nearly seventy years after she
drafted it. “When I showed it to Sar-
tre after two or three months, he held
his nose,” she recalled in “Force of Cir-
cumstance,” the third volume of her
memoirs. ‘I couldn’t have agreed more:
the story seemed to have no inner ne-
cessity and failed to hold the reader’s
interest.” Whether her concurrence with
Sartre is feigned is impossible to de-
termine; certainly it seems overeager. I
suspect that Beauvoir, picking up her
pen, was pricked by two conflicting
compulsions—the desire to summon
her ghost and the desire to exorcise
her forever. And perhaps, too, Sartre
found it inconvenient that another had
preémpted him as Beauvoir’s first love.
Much of her fiction up to that point,
such as “She Came to Stay” and “The
Mandarins,” had concerned him and
her, and had done much to enshrine
the myth of their “essential love” with
all its “contingent love affairs.”
Notwithstanding the salaciousness
surrounding the novel’s release today,
it reveals nothing new about the facts
of Beauvoir’s life. Nearly all the events
related in “The Inseparables™ —Sylvie’s
thwarted love, Pascal’s refusal to propose,
Andrée’s death—were repurposed, four
years later, in “Memoirs of a Dutiful
Daughter,” often nearly word for word.
And neither book marked Lacoin’s first



appearance in Beauvoir’s writing. In
“When Things of the Spirit Come First,”
a collection of stories she began in 1935,
Lacoin was disguised as Anne, a young
woman who dies after her Catholic
mother manipulates her into giving up
the man she loves. When it came to tell-
ing the story of Zaza, the distinction be-
tween fiction and nonfiction was, for
Beauvoir, largely ornamental, a matter
of swapping names and places.

The true “inseparables” are not An-
drée and Sylvie, or Zaza and Simone,
but the discarded novel and the wildly
successful memoir. The novel restores
Zaza to her rightful place as a subject,
presenting her as a singular being, in-
comparable and ultimately unknowable
to the narrator herself. It is propelled
by the jealous, curious, melancholy,and
blissful contractions of eros without
any expectation of reciprocity. The An-
drée/Zaza figure is permitted to live
and die on her own terms, her story un-
tethered from the future fame or phil-
osophical rationalizations of the narra-
tor, who is, in these pages, nobody of
note at all.

“Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter,”
by contrast, treats the story of Zaza as
a single thread in the large, compli-
cated, and busy tapestry of Beauvoir’s
early life. As if to agitate against the
asymmetry of feeling between her and
Zaza in life, Beauvoir framed her jour-
ney to selfhood in her memoir through
Zaza’s loss of it. The writer, by surviv-
ing the friend who had outshone her,
became “both mind and memory, the
essential Subject.” The idea that their
fates were entangled in a zero-sum
struggle between female freedom and
bondage, Self and Other, repeats in the
memoir’s final sentences: “She has often
appeared to me at night, her face all
yellow under a pink sun-bonnet, and
seeming to gaze reproachfully at me.
We had fought together against the
revolting fate that had lain ahead of
us, and for a long time, I believed that
I had paid for my own freedom with
her death.”

Why the reproachful gaze? If there
is something touching about Beauvoir’s
persistent elegiac impulse, then there
is also a strain of cruelty in her con-
signment of Zaza to the role of the
Other in the memoirs. Her submission
to Simone is consistent with Beauvoir’s
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The Minister Primarily, &y John Oliver Killens (Amistad). Un-
published for more than thirty years after its author’s death,
in 1987, this madcap novel is set in the imagined African nation
of Guanaya, where the discovery of mineral deposits has drawn
international interest. Our hero, an African American musi-
cian from Mississippi, has come for a different reason—to “get
to the heart of being African and all at once and in a hurry.”
But he bears an uncanny resemblance to the Guanayan Prime
Minister, and, following a series of bureaucratic mishaps, he
is recruited to return to America posing as the PM. The ab-
surd situation gives Killens a perfect vantage from which to
satirize international race relations.

| Couldn’t Love You More, by Esther Freud (Ecco). Across three
generations, the Irish women in this novel endure the self-cen-
teredness of their menfolk. The story of Aoife, the matriarch,
emerges as she talks to her husband, unresponsive on his death-
bed. We learn about her daughter Rosaleen’s love affair with
an artist in the nineteen-sixties, and of her detention, as an
unwed mother, in one of Ireland’s Magdalene Laundries. The
daughter she was forced to give up for adoption, Kate, nar-
rates her struggle to care for her unfaithful, alcoholic husband
and their daughter. Each woman is as trapped as the father of
her child is free; each seeks a mother-daughter connection;
and each learns that “as her heart opened, it would also break.”

In the Forest of No Joy, &y J. P Daughton (Norton). This un-
sparing history delves into French colonial archives detailing
the deadly construction of the Congo-Océan Railroad. From
1921 to 1934, at least twenty thousand Africans working on
the project, which was championed as key to local develop-
ment, perished of starvation, disease, or physical abuse. Mostly
forced laborers, they toiled without machinery, clearing for-
ests by hand and turning rocks into gravel with hammers.
One man, identified simply as “No. 8846, lost a third of his
body weight within weeks. By highlighting individual sto-
ries, Daughton upends the Eurocentric narrative of the doc-
uments he studies, in which “white triumph would always
discount African trauma.”

Pure Flame, &y Michelle Orange (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). For
much of her life, the author of this memoir found her mother,
who shed maternal responsibilities in order to climb the cor-
porate ladder, a prickly conundrum. But, when her mother
became terminally ill, Orange started trying to understand
the impact that decision had on her life. The book chronicles
the pair’s conversations—QOrange’s mother, though clear-eyed
about workplace sexism, refused to identify as a feminist—
and places their personal story within a larger framework of
feminist thinking about mothers and daughters, drawing on
the works of Simone de Beauvoir, Susan Sontag, and Adri-
enne Rich. What Orange writes about the death of Beau-
voir's mother may also be true for her: “The loss freed her
to see the connection as well as the severance, the mutuality
and interdependence.”
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understanding of youthful lesbianism
in “The Second Sex.”In the chapter ti-
tled “The Girl,” Beauvoir explained with
cool conviction that “nearly all girls
have lesbian tendencies; these tendencies
are barely distinguishable from nar-
cissistic delights.” Lesbianism among
girls was the handmaid to heterosex-
ual self-determination, and no one was
a more dutiful handmaid than a best
girlfriend. The argument destigma-
tizes lesbianism while also minimizing
its erotic and social power, its central-
ity to both pleasure and politics. But
the book undercuts its own position,
through the sheer descriptive delight
with which Beauvoir writes of the
sweetness of a woman’s skin and the
curves of her body—not to mention
the repeated disgust with which she
details heterosexual intercourse. “It
is as if the very subject of lesbianism
makes Beauvoir incapable of organis-
ing her thought,” the critic Toril Moi
has observed. Desire, when improperly
acknowledged, gives birth to a theory
that tells on its author.

To read “The Inseparables”is to learn
what could have been, and to judge what
was a little more harshly. It is to see in
the memoirs a lingering refusal to give
Zaza the autonomy that everyone in
life seems to have denied her at the
greatest possible cost. And it is to see
in “The Second Sex”an inability, or per-
haps an unwillingness, to make as af-
firmative a case as possible for lesbian
identity. Was it “because she did not
trust her own fragmentary experience
or her understanding of it?” the literary
critic Meryl Altman has asked. “Be-
cause she did not feel she could, or
should, speak for others?” Or, we might
wonder, was it because she wanted to
enfold it calmly and quietly into a gen-
eral theory of love?

Love is often defined through op-
position and negation: love versus
friendship, love versus hate, love ver-
sus indifference, love versus money. Yet
the most moving part of “The Insep-
arables” is a dedication addressed di-
rectly to Zaza, which suggests a differ-
ent axis along which love comes into
focus: death. “If there are tears in my
eyes tonight, is it because you are no
longer alive, or because I am?” Beau-
voir wonders. “I should dedicate this
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story to you, but I know that you no
longer exist anywhere, and my writing
to you like this is pure literary artifice.
In any case, this isn't really your story,
only one inspired by us. You were not
Andrée; nor was I Sylvie, who speaks
in my name.” What is the purpose of
an utterance destined to remain un-
read by its designated addressee? Why
speak when the one you speak to will
never answer?

In “The Inseparables,” the distinc-
tion between friends and lovers, straight
love and queer love, pales before the dif-
ference between loving a friend who is
alive and one who is dead. As Jacques
Derrida shows in “Politics of Friend-
ship,”many great meditations on friend-
ship—by Cicero, by Montaigne, by
Bataille, by Blanchot—are also medi-
tations on mourning. These mourners
“entrust and refuse” the death of the
friend by committing his essence to
words, his spirit to memory. The figure
of the dead friend is not a test of love’s
endurance but, rather, an act of ritual
purification. The author’s address to “the
unique one” is converted into a univer-
sal language, an utterance directed not
to one but to many. The project of griev-
ing a friend is one of flinging pleas and
promises and imprecations into the
abyss, hoping against all hope to hear
something other than the echo of your
own voice.

For Derrida, death lays bare the es-
sential separateness of the friend not
only in death but also in life—the be-
lief in alterity that has structured all
theories of modern friendship since
Montaigne described a friend as one
who “surpassed me by an infinite dis-
tance.” In death’s shadow, this separate-
ness reaches its unbearable limit. It was
this limit that Beauvoir spent much
of her life pushing against, not just
by stirring the memory of Zaza again
and again in her writing but also by at-
tempting to find another such relation-
ship—that is, to reincarnate Zaza. Beau-
voir’s long relationship with Sylvie Le
Bon, whom she adopted and made her
executor before she died, was the last
of these endeavors. “You can explain
my feeling for Sylvie by comparing it
to my friendship for Zaza. I have kept
my nostalgia for that my whole life.
Since she died, I have often desired to
have an intense, daily, and total rela-

tionship with a woman,” she claimed.
Yet a surrogate is usually a poor imita-
tion of the original. Only now that Zaza
and Beauvoir are both dead can a kind
of reciprocity be restored. Neither can
speak; neither can listen. Neither can
be known to anyone anymore, let alone
to each other.

“Doubtless it was my friendship with
Z.aza which made me attach so much
weight to the perfect union of two hu-
man beings; discovering the world to-
gether and as it were making a gift of
their discoveries to one another, they
would, I felt, take possession of it in
a specially privileged way,” Beauvoir
wrote in her memoirs. The description
evokes other idealized relationships
that haunt her writing. The first is the
love between adult women described
in the chapter of “The Second Sex” ti-
tled “The Lesbian.” This love tran-
scends the narcissistic closeness of love
between girls, in a beautiful balanc-
ing of selves. “Between women, love
is contemplation,” Beauvoir wrote.
“Separation is eliminated, there is nei-
ther fight nor victory nor defeat; each
one is both subject and object, sover-
eign and slave in exact reciprocity.” She
knew, of course, that there was no ac-
tual human relationship that this de-
scribed. It was a utopia on par with the
idea of the living communing with the
dead. But it was a utopia she claimed
for women, the women that she and
Zaza had never been together.

The other idealized relationship is
the impersonal intimacy between reader
and writer. As Beauvoir must have known
from her great love of Proust, reading
and writing were, for him, the truest
forms of “sincere” friendship, for they
were the purest attempts to converse with
a person who was absent or dead. Friend-
ship with the living offered merely the
cool veneer of “friendliness,” Proust wrote,
for immediately it trapped us in conven-
tions of “deference, gratitude, and devo-
tion” that led nowhere but back into the
hollows of our own anxious minds. What
Beauvoir in “The Inseparables” calls the
“pure literary artifice” of speaking to a
mute, inglorious reader points to the sin-
cere friendship and queer love tangled
deep in the heart of her writing. It is a
friendship that we are now invited to
partake of as her reader, the two insep-
arables’ shadowy third. ¢
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DOOM STROLLING

Are we losing our abilz'z‘y to wander?

BY ALEJANDRO CHACOFF

n the essay “Street Haunting,” pub-

lished in 1927, Virginia Woolf describes
nighttime walks through London as a
kind of escape from the self. A city
dweller, drawn to the “irresponsibility
which darkness and lamplight bestow,”
takes to the street to join the “vast re-
publican army of anonymous trampers.”
Woolf goes on, “The shell-like covering
which our souls have excreted to house
themselves, to make for themselves a
shape distinct from others, is broken,
and there is left of all these wrinkles and
roughness a central oyster of perceptive-
ness, an enormous eye.” For Woolf, this
is a matter not merely of voyeurism but
of empathy: the street-haunter cherishes

the “illusion,” nourished by rambling,
“that one is not tethered to a single mind,
but can put on briefly for a few minutes
the bodies and minds of others.”

The rambler Woolf describes is es-
tranged enough to observe from a dis-
tance and compassionate enough to
imaginatively experience other people’s
histories, if only for a while. The idea
of the urban rambler—the flineur—as
a half-belonging creature took hold in
the latter half of the nineteenth century,
and adopted a variety of forms in the
twentieth. “The flaneur is still on the
threshold, of the city as of the bourgeois
class,” Walter Benjamin wrote, a few

years after Woolf’s essay appeared. “Nei-

Antonio Murioz Molinas latest novel reads like a cautionary tale.

ILLUSTRATION BY YANN KEBBI

ther has yet engulfed him; in neither is
he at home. He seeks refuge in the
crowd.” Not being at home, not being
penned in, is the essential thing: the
writers who turned flanerie into a lit-
erary tradition traverse the borders of
genre as well as of neighborhoods, from
Charles Baudelaire, with his essay-po-
ems, to W. G. Sebald, with his novel-es-
says. In “The Practice of Everyday Life,”
published in 1980, the French historian
Michel de Certeau makes the analogy
explicit. “T'he art of ‘turning’ phrases
finds an equivalent in an art of compos-
ing a path,” he writes. Rambling is akin
to the “drifting of ‘figurative’language.”

In the past few decades, the British
audio producer Duncan Minshull has
collected examples of this drifting, in-
definite genre in a series of anthologies.
The two most recent, “Beneath My Feet:
Wiriters on Walking”and its companion
volume, “Sauntering: Writers Walk Eu-
rope” (Notting Hill), include excerpts
and fragments from works by eighty au-
thors, presenting a beguiling panorama
of wanderers from different eras and ge-
ographies. The oldest entry in either book
is by Petrarch, and dates to 1336; the new-
est comes from Robert Macfarlane’s “Un-
derlands,” which was published in 2019.
“Beneath My Feet” includes a portion
of Woolf’s “Street Haunting,” though
the collection otherwise revolves mostly
around the pastoral ramble; it has a sort
of patron saint in Henry David Thoreau,
who is quoted by multiple contributors
and is the author of one of the book’s
longest entries, a reverie on the muted
exhilaration of walking through snowy
fields. “Sauntering” is a more general as-
semblage, with no principal setting or
guiding figure. Like his subjects, Min-
shull wanders, lifting contributions from
people all over the literary map: philos-
ophers, novelists, essayists, critics, chil-
dren’s authors—even a composer, Bee-
thoven, who appears in “Sauntering” with
a series of short letters and notes from
the woods of Vienna.

The books’ contributors tend toward
the illustrious: Michel de Montaigne
and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Mark Twain
and Katherine Mansfield, Edith Whar-
ton and Richard Wright. But the gran-
deur of these bylines is offset by a cu-
ratorial playfulness—the selections are
often radically concise, at times almost
to the point of absurdity. (Benjamin and
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Baudelaire get about a sentence each.)
Minshull, who also edited “The Burn-
ing Leg: Walking Scenes from Classic
Fiction” and “While Wandering: A
Wialking Companion,” appears to have
become more confident in his selective
whims over time. “Sauntering”includes
a passage from D. H. Lawrence’s travel
book “Sea and Sardinia,”in which Law-
rence, largely standing still at a window,
observes the Venetian carnival; the im-
plication seems to be that a perceptive
eye is more fundamental to rambling
than putting one foot in front of the
other. Minshull’s goal, one gathers, is
less to trace a historiography of the ram-
bler than to expand the genre of flanerie,
with an open-endedness true to its spirit.

Amid such variety, what holds the
two volumes together is a remarkable
consistency of mood. The odd mixture
of detachment and warmth that Woolf
identifies in “Street Haunting” seems to
kindle, in writer after writer, a penchant
for speculation and description rather
than for the more settled elements of
character and narrative. “I want to see
my vague notions float like the down of
the thistle before the breeze,” William
Hazlitt writes in the essay “On Going a
Journey,” reprinted in full in “Beneath
My Feet.” This relationship between
physical and mental wandering is resil-
ient across epochs, appearing amid wars
and during general peace, in periods of
boom and of bust. From Petrarch to Mac-
farlane, minds roam as much as feet do.

he joys of Minshull’s anthologies

have been particularly keen during
the past months’intermittent periods of
confinement. The temporary disappear-
ance of crowds caused by the coronavi-
rus pandemic sharpened my desire to be
among them, and it was impossible not
to envy the carefree mood of these wan-
derers as they made their way through
taraway villages and cities, jostling with
strangers. I was filled with longing but
also with a sense of remoteness: even the
more recent entries, from just a few years
ago, seemed to belong to a different era,
when smartphones didn't short-circuit
every meandering thought and the news
cycle didn't feel so relentless.

Our own era is what the Spanish
writer Antonio Mufoz Molina captures
in his newest novel, “To Walk Alone in
the Crowd” (Farrar, Straus & Giroux),
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now published in a deft translation by
Guillermo Bleichmar. Billed as a kind
of homage to flanerie, the book reads
more like a cautionary tale about the
endangerment of the art of idle walk-
ing. Feeling anxious, and spending too
much time on his phone, the novel’s un-
named, very Mufioz Molina-like pro-
tagonist sets out on a stroll and is struck
by the torrent of language all around
him. “How can I have walked down this
street so many times without noticing
the river of spoken and printed words
I was traversing, the racket, the crowds,
the clothes in the window of a dingy
store,” he wonders. He decides to start
rambling, in the hope of becoming “all
eyes and ears.” He walks around major
metropolises: Madrid, New York, Paris,
Lisbon. Seeking a “music of words” that
belongs “simultaneously to poetry and
to everyday speech,” the narrator accepts
each leaflet handed to him and regis-
ters every ad he sees. Stopping at cafés
to take notes, he records surrounding
voices and ambient sounds with his
iPhone. All this activity he cryptically
refers to as “the task.”

Mufioz Molina, who has lived in Ma-
drid and New York, is greatly celebrated
in his native country. His previous novel,
“Like a Fading Shadow,”was short-listed
for the Man Booker International Prize
in 2018. That book mixed fiction, history,
and autobiography in an account that
lingers on the ten days James Earl Ray
spent in Lisbon in 1968, after assassinat-
ing Martin Luther King, Jr. “To Walk
Alone in the Crowd” draws on history
in a very different mode: in between
walks, its narrator considers the lives of
past literary wanderers, focussing mainly
on Baudelaire, Benjamin, Thomas De
Quincey, and Edgar Allan Poe. He ru-
minates on the connections among the
group: Baudelaire learned how to see his
city by translating De Quincey on Lon-
don, and Poe on “an imagined Paris”;
Benjamin translated Baudelaire.

These excursions into literary history
lend the proceedings a certain gravitas,
but they also highlight the relative mo-
notony of the narrator’s own wander-
ings—the world that he finds on the
street is dishearteningly similar to the
one on his phone. Advertisements no
longer restrict themselves to billboards
and storefronts but take up an ever-larger
portion of what used to be public space.

They flicker on screens that tower over
city streets and plazas; their coaxing im-
peratives evoke the dull urgency of click-
bait, and employ a blank universalism.
“Old people in advertisements smile
with a certain optimism,” the narrator
notes. “Young people laugh and laugh,
opening their mouths wide and show-
ing their gums and tongues.” The actual
people whom he observes frequently dis-
appoint and disgust him. They eat
chicken from Popeyes while ignoring a
man who lies on a sidewalk, his chest
heaving; they avoid so much as a twitch
of acknowledgment when sharing an el-
evator with a stranger. New York, the
narrator says, is “a city of zombies glued
to cell phone screens.” In the age of Goo-
gle Maps, it is difficult to follow Benja-
min’s exhortation to get lost.

“The city is an organism that pros-
pers and persists in harsh conditions and
that all of a sudden may collapse with-
out anyone having realized the approach-
ing disaster or the speed of degradation,”
Muiioz Molina wrote in an op-ed for
the Spanish newspaper E/ Pais, in 2014.
The coronavirus pandemic has caused
many small cafés and shops to close,and
has emptied apartments of laid-off work-
ers, who can no longer afford them. It
has intensified the retreat into digital
life. The form of Mufioz Molina’s novel
mirrors the transformation of the city
into a monotonous set of disconnected
spaces. It is composed of single-para-
graph fragments, each of which begins
with a bolded sentence that seems to be
taken from the verbal scraps that the
narrator collects: advertisements, head-
lines, public-service announcements.
(“Take a bit of our taste with you.”
“Creepy clowns terrorize Great Britain.”
“If you see something, say something.”)
The protagonist walks and reflects in a
seemingly improvisational manner, oc-
casionally flipping from the first person
to the third person. He doesn't take in
the landscape so much as itemize it.
Apart from him, the closest thing in the
book to a recurring character is a mys-
terious figure, possibly a double, whom
he glimpses on the street and in cafés.

The use of fragments is not uncom-
mon among flaneurs, but Mufoz Mo-
lina’s set pieces read as mere compila-
tions of visual and sonic data, with no
thread looping through them, no enigma
being circled. Bleichmar, the translator,



is meticulous in his attention to the
rhythms of the author’s Spanish. The
voice of the narrator does not call to
mind any of the book’s literary heroes,
nor does it evoke more recent literary
flaneurs, such as Amit Chaudhuri, Re-
becca Solnit, and Teju Cole. Rather, he
sounds like a character in a novel by
Don DeLillo: “I hear the clicking of
bats finding their way through the air
by echolocation. Many more vibrations
than my crude human ears can detect
are rippling simultaneously through the
air at this very moment, a thick web
of radio signals spreading everywhere,
carrying all the cell phone conversa-
tions taking place right now.” It is less
the voice of urban wandering than of
twenty-first-century paranoia; the anx-
iety that the narrator sought to conquer
seems to linger, despite his claims to
the contrary. The autumnal melancholy
one expects in a solitary rambler is in-
stead a wintry misanthropy, leading not
to observational insight but to sneers.

I n “Beneath My Feet” and “Saunter-
ing,”wanderers find, again and again,
ways of venturing into the past. Edith
Wharton, writing about a stroll through
Italy, notes the exuberant growth of the
foliage in certain ravines, and remarks
that the same quarries once hosted tor-
ture and killing. “Time has perhaps never
done a more poetic thing than in turn-
ing these bare unshaded pits of death,
where the Greek captives of Salamis
died under the lash of the Sicilian slave-
driver and the arrows of the Sicilian
sun, into deep cool wells of shade and
verdure,” she writes. (The passage, ex-
cerpted in “Sauntering,” is from “Ital-
ian Backgrounds,” a little-read collec-
tion of Wharton’s travel writing.) Such
backward glances are sometimes inter-
woven with more intimate memories.
In a passage from “Poland Revisited,”
included in “Sauntering,” Joseph Con-
rad shows his oldest son around Krakéw,
the city of his childhood, and marvels
alternately at the “unchangeableness”
and the “extreme mutability” of things.
He follows his memories back to his
father’s last days, recalling the nights he
spent crying himself to sleep after tip-
toeing into his father’s room and kiss-
ing him good night. Later, images come
to him from his father’s funeral—“the
clumsy swaying” of the hearse, “the

flames of tapers passing under the low
archway” of the cemetery gate. If a dis-
tinctive trait of the flaneur is the inter-
est she takes in the lives of others, that
interest includes not only lives glimpsed
through shop windows or in doorways
but also those partly hidden behind the
veil of the past.

The most captivating moments in
“To Walk Alone in the Crowd” come
when the narrator lets memories seep
through the barrage of pushy adver-
tisements and pleading headlines. In
the book’s aftecting final pages, he re-
members his transformation as a young
writer, in the small city of Granada,
after first reading De Quincey and
Baudelaire. He experienced “a sudden
awakening into the world’s immediate
reality,” seeing the city for the first time,
despite having lived there for seven
years. But such personal passages are
brief; they never last long enough to
give a more textured sense of the nar-
rator’s life. Similarly, there is a frustrat-
ing terseness to his historical musings,
and a lot of tour-guide trivia: Brassai
went through that door to visit Picasso;
Balzac lived around here; Oscar Wilde
once checked into that hotel. This feels
like a more cultured version of his con-
stant data collection.

Rather than gaining the depth of
perspective that the past provides, “To
Walk Alone in the Crowd” seems to
cave in to the present, mimicking its su-
perficiality and self-importance, chan-
nelling its short attention
span and its addiction to
topicality. (Trump is a re-
curring fixation.) The booK’s
title comes to suggest not
the half belonging that
Woolf attributes to the
street rambler but a more
common, and more con-
temporary, form of limbo:
staring at a phone pinging
with news alerts, ads per-
petually popping up, stuck between sol-
itude and collectivity and never reach-
ing a true sense of either. “The trivial
and the apocalyptic appeared in such
close proximity that they sometimes
seemed to turn into each other,” the nar-
rator observes. The novel replicates this
condition rather than resisting it.

One morning in New York City,

when the sun has come out and the

snow has started to melt, the narrator
scans the terrain:

A stark air of extinction clings especially
to things that have only partially emerged: a
woolen glove like a hand coming out of the
earth, a Dunkin’ Donuts plastic coffee cup with
a straw still sticking through the lid, the corner
of a flip-top box of Marlboros, a ghastly toilet
scrubber, the broken skeleton of an umbrella, a
bird cage, fortunately empty, a bucket of KFC
with a few leftover pieces nibbled by rats, a
whole rat, still frozen, emerging from the snow,
a pile of dog shit, a woolen cap, a plastic fork,
a crushed pigeon, a baby diaper, a sponge cov-
ered in hair, a microwave, the black suction cup
of a toilet plunger, thousands of cigarette butts.

Perhaps climate change is on the nar-
rator’s mind; many of the headlines he
records concern that all-consuming threat.
Whatever the source of his malaise, the
flaneur’s classic gesture of unearthing
leads, here, not to imagined human sto-
ries or a contemplation of the city’s
haunted past but to a catalogue of used-up
products, a few marked by multinational
brand names, none pointing to anything
beyond itself. Throughout the book, it is
difficult to tell which city the wandering
narrator is in unless he explicitly names
it. There may be a tacit critique in this
approach: have big cities across the globe
become products, too, soulless and inter-
changeable? Still, there is something
self-defeating in an homage to flinerie
that offers little sense of place.

What is really missing, though, is hu-
manity—or specific, ordinary instances
of it. Mlufioz Molina’s narrator embod-
ies the detachment of the
flaneur but not his capacity
for empathy. He tries to be
“all eyes and ears.” This is a
different goal than,as Woolf
has it, briefly inhabiting “the
bodies and minds of others.”
Such imaginative habitation
is why Woolf went walking,
and how she escaped the self.
It is also much of the rea-
son for reading fiction. As
Woolf writes, near the end of “Street
Haunting,” after noting the many alter-
native lives one can envision in a city like
London, “What greater delight and won-
der can there be than to leave the straight
lines of personality and deviate into those
footpaths that lead beneath brambles
and thick tree trunks into the heart of
the forest where live those wild beasts,
our fellow men?” ¢
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MUSICAL EVENTS

A DELICATE BALANCE

Herbert Blomstedt'’s readings of Beethoven deftly combine vigor and lyricism.

BY ALEX ROSS

he ninety-four-year-old Swedish

conductor Herbert Blomstedt has
achieved a longevity that is almost un-
precedented in his profession. Various
conductors have remained active past
the age of ninety—Leopold Stokow-
ski made it to ninety-five—but no no-
nagenarian has sustained a schedule
anything like Blomstedt’s. Earlier this
month, he spent nearly two weeks at
Tanglewood, working with the Boston
Symphony and with students from the
Tanglewood Music Center. At the end
of the summer, he will take the Vienna
Philharmonic on an eight-city Euro-
pean tour. In the fall, he goes to Dres-
den, Berlin, Tokyo, Leipzig, Munich,

Bamberg, Oslo, and Paris. More Amer-
ican dates are slated for next year, in-
cluding a return to the San Francisco
Symphony, which he led from 1985 to
1995. With the recent retirement of Ber-
nard Haitink, who is ninety-two, Blom-
stedt is effectively ensconced as the elder
sage of the podium.

The assumption that conductors of
great age radiate incalculable wisdom is
a dubious one, smacking of musty per-
sonality worship. Then again, the clas-
sical-music world makes an equally du-
bious cult of fresh-faced youth. The
esteem in which orchestras and audi-
ences now hold Blomstedt is a belated
reward for a resolutely unshowy musi-

At ninety-four, the Swedish conductor has become the elder sage of the podium.
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cian who has gone about his business
decade after decade. What he offers,
above all, is a kind of preternatural right-
ness: no gesture feels out of place, no
gesture feels routine.

So it was with Beethoven’s Seventh
Symphony, which the Boston Symphony
played under Blomstedt’s direction at
Tanglewood. Like most conductors of
any stature, he has recorded the com-
plete Beethoven symphonies; indeed,
he has traversed them twice, first with
the Dresden Staatskapelle and then with
the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra.
The Dresden version, dating from 1975
to 1980, is as sure-footed a Beethoven
cycle as can be found. It rivals the au-
thority of contemporaneous efforts by
Leonard Bernstein and Herbert von
Karajan while avoiding their intrusive
mannerisms. The Leipzig set, recorded
between 2014 and 2017, documents
Blomstedt’s latter-day preference for
cleaner textures and quicker tempos.
Improbably, it is just as absorbing as the
beloved earlier version. Very few con-
ductors have produced #wo Beethoven
cycles that can serve as benchmarks for
future interpretations.

At Tanglewood, Blomstedt main-
tained his crisp Leipzig tempos, though
he may have slowed the pace just a lit-
tle in the Allegretto. Superficially, his
approach matched the prevailing fash-
ion in Beethoven: with the days of late-
Romantic expansiveness long gone, con-
ductors these days vie with one another
to see who can drive ahead most impetu-
ously and jab at accents most aggres-
sively. Brisk, brusque Beethoven has, in
fact, become the norm, as predictable
as the old Wagnerian wallow. Blom-
stedt is aware of the pitfalls. At the dress
rehearsal, he stopped several times to
hum passages to the orchestra, seeking
more varied, songful phrasing.

The result was a performance that
surged with vitality without boxing the
ears. Balances were handled with par-
ticular care, so that solo voices, espe-
cially in the winds, held their own against
swirling strings and crunching brass. In
the opening bars, the first big A-major
chord landed with a grand thump, but
the tuttis in the third, fifth, and seventh
bars were a shade more recessed, ced-
ing space to the intervening oboe, clar-
inet, horn, and flute solos. For compar-
ison, I turned to a recent recording by

ILLUSTRATION BY LU ZHANG



the gifted but erratic young conductor
Teodor Currentzis and his musicAeterna
ensemble. There, all the tuttis are ham-
mered in bizarrely brutal fashion.

Throughout the symphony, Blom-
stedt found an equilibrium between
headlong force and melancholy lyri-
cism. In the Allegretto, few conductors
can resist unleashing a juggernaut of
sound when the processional main
theme rises to its climactic fortissimo,
but here again Blomstedt held back,
making sure that the countermelody in
the first violins came through clearly,
with its legato all aglow. The strategy
of restraint achieved a glorious payoft
in the last pages of the finale, when the
orchestra let loose with a frothing en-
ergy that bordered on animal joy.

fter the performance, I went back-

stage for what I assumed would be
a brief chat with Blomstedt. He had the
mien of a bookish village pastor, his face
free of sweat. I had resolved not to ask
the obvious, dumb question: How can
he still be so vigorous at his age? Some
have credited his pious, abstemious hab-
its: raised in the Seventh-day Adventist
Church, he has never had a drink or
eaten meat. But, as he told Michael Coo-
per, of the ZTimes, in 2017, “That’s not
the reason. It’s a gift.” Blomstedt added
wryly, “Churchill drank lots of whiskey
and smoked enormous big cigars, and
he lived to be ninety or so.”

Perhaps one factor behind Blom-
stedt’s longevity is his restless, inquisi-
tive relationship with even the most fa-
miliar scores. When I asked about the
evolution of his Beethoven, he said, “It
changes with every new performance, a

little bit. But it especially changed when

the new edition, the Barenreiter, came
out, around 2000.” In that edition, Bee-
thoven’s metronome markings appear
at the top of the page, not in a footnote.
“They’re not sort of optional,” Blomstedt
said. “They’re binding—perhaps not to
the letter but to the spirit.” Like many
musicians, he once considered those tem-
pos impossibly fast, but original-instru-
ment performances led by John Eliot
Gardiner and by Roger Norrington
helped convince him otherwise. Indeed,
in the case of the “Eroica” Symphony,
the markings produce a formal balance
that is lacking in the monumental read-
ings of Wilhelm Furtwingler, whom
Blomstedt admired in his youth. “I felt
as a young musician that the finale was
weaker,” he told me. “Now, in tempo, it
is the crown.” He sang themes from the
first and last movements, demonstrat-
ing the continuities.

What guidance does Blomstedt give
to the Boston players? “Well, they are
used to the faster tempos,” he replied.
“You in America are lucky that you
got Toscanini—he was very modern in
that way.” Other issues occupied Blom-
stedt’s attention. He sang the rising-
and-falling second theme from Bee-
thoven’s Violin Concerto, which was
also on the program, with Joshua Bell
as the soloist. The falling fourth at the
end of the first phrase, he explained,
should be “DEE daw”—stressed, un-
stressed. “But they play it DEE DAW.
Like BAW-STON. If they would speak
the way they play, everyone would laugh.
I try to work as much as possible on
that.I try to show it with my hand. The
return I get is when I notice that the
musicians are happy, and they do it even
more beautifully than I could imagine.

It is a two-way thing—I give some-
thing to them, and they give me even
more back.”

During a break in the dress rehearsal,
Blomstedt had remained on the po-
dium for several minutes, conversing
with Haldan Martinson and Julianne
Lee, two principals from the second-
violin section. They brought up a passage
in the recapitulation of the Seventh’s
first movement, in which the winds
jump prematurely into D major while
the strings stay in A. Can this be right?
“It’s an interesting question,” Blomstedt
told me afterward. “Of course it’s right.
It is like the ‘Eroica,’ where in the first
movement the horn comes in in E-flat
while everyone else is still on the dom-
inant. There are a few other examples
like this in Beethoven, where some parts
of the orchestra pull the whole thing
along. So here the woodwinds are say-
ing, ‘Come here, we want to come in
this direction.””

We went on talking for nearly an
hour: about the upcoming Bruckner
bicentennial, in 2024 (Blomstedt is
booked up through that year); about
his notoriously acid-tongued Swedish
colleague Sixten Ehrling, who died in
20035; about his favorite Swedish com-
posers, from the innovative Romantic
symphonist Franz Berwald to the eclec-
tic modernist Ingvar Lidholm. But I
telt that I should wrap up the conver-
sation, mainly because I was ready for
bed. Blomstedt stepped out of his dress-
ing room to greet a young conductor,
Felix Mildenberger, who was serving
as his travel assistant, and who was also
looking a bit sleepy. The sage strode
down the hall, as agelessly robust as the
symphony he had just conducted. ¢
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CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose
three finalists, and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this weeks cartoon, by Kaamran Hafeez,
must be received by Sunday, August 29th. The finalists in the August 16th contest appear below. We will
announce the winner, and the finalists in this weeks contest, in the September 13th issue. Anyone age thirteen
or older can enter or vote. 10 do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

THIS WEEK'S CONTEST
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“Now, if you'll just yank away the tablecloth.”

Jason Ankele, Alexandria, Va.

“I think I got the waiters attention.”

Elliot Silberberg, Steamboat Springs, Colo.

“My last boyfriend died in a tragic dining accident.”

David Steffenson, Roseville, Calif.

THE WINNING CAPTION

I know how you feel. This used to be Florida.”
Michael Migliaccio, Croton-on-Hudson, N.Y.



Something Really Unique

We are Under Lucky Stars. We make beautiful star maps showing the
unigue alignment of the stars in a place and time chosen by you.
Birthday, engagement, wedding, when you first kissed...

Design a star map for yourself or someone you love.
Scan this code now or go to underluckystars.com/ny
for a special readers discount.

Scan this code




PUZZLES & GAMES DEPT.

THE
CROSSWORD

A lightly challenging puzzle.

BY ROBYN WEINTRAUB

ACROSS
1 More than a trend
6 Howard, Spelman, or Morehouse: Abbr.

10 BMW subsidiary that’s bigger than its
name suggests

14 One going downbhill fast

15 Nation south of the Caspian Sea
16 Actress Mireille of “The Killing”
17 Skylit lobbies

18 Gives a bad review

19 “Give this to,” on a memo

20 “Weird, isn’t it?”

23 Mount

24 Buddy of “The Beverly Hillbillies”
25 Apt anagram of “enraged”

28 Pixar short featuring an
anthropomorphic steamed bun

29 Strong cleaner

31 Garr of “Young Frankenstein”
32 Short piece for a clarinettist?
34 Recaps, with “up”

35 Is in the red

36 __ -turvy

37 Casual pace for Secretariat

38 “No way, Sergey!”

39 Leave out

40 Hundred __ Wood (home of Piglet and
Pooh)

41 Ages and ages

42 Busy one in a garden

43 Move like a mamba

46 Helicopter topper

48 Sierra

49 “Told you so!”

54 First female Prime Minister of Israel

55 Simon with an eponymous Broadway
theatre

56 River that runs through Rome

57 Event for a teen-age king and queen
58 Strong wind

59 Join

60 Employee I.D.s

61 Sirius or Bellatrix

62 Early American seamstress Ross

54 56
57 59
60 62
DOWN 42 Yo-Yo Ma might take one or use one

1 Lobster or crab part

2 The “R” of R.B.G.

3 Taj Mahal city

4 Loanword meaning “the spirit of the time”
5 Aid for many crossword solvers

6 Chariot-racing arena of ancient Greece

7 Muscles
8 “Mommy, ___ keep him?”

9 Not sure-footed

10 Skewered offerings at a churrascaria
11 High and dry

12 “That ends today!”

13 “___ She Lovely” (Stevie Wonder
classic)

21 Indigenous people of the Beehive State
22 “Euphoria” network
25 Advice to a sinner

26 Constituents of Chuck Schumer and
Kirsten Gillibrand

27 Scallion by another name

28 Lofty goal for an aspiring novelist

30 Fragrant organic compound

33 Commercial lead-in to Pen

34 Spot for a “Welcome to . . .” sign

36 Jewelry typically not worn in cold
weather

44 Response to a humorous text

45 Where to find the butcher, the baker,
and the candlestick maker, per the
nursery rhyme

47 Semesters

48 Former boxing champ Ali

49 Little rascals

50 Suckling site

51 Passing remarks?

52 Safety equipment for trapeze artists

53 Jennifer of “Dirty Dancing”

Solution to the previous puzzle:
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Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at
newyorker.com/crossword
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Introducing Name Drop,
a daily trivia game.

Six clues, a hundred seconds, and one

S

chance to guess a notable pcrson’s idcntity.

Play it now at newyorker.com/namedrop a




Mitchell Johnson

Digital catalog by email request / mitchell.catalog@gmail.com
Follow on Instagram / @mitchell_johnson_artist

Top: North Truro (Green Sun), 2016-2020, oil on canvas, 20 x 28 inches. © 2021 Mitchell Johnson.
Above: Race Point Bench Six, 2021, 20 x 30 inches, oil on linen. © 2021 Mitchell Johnson.

Truro Center for the Arts at Castle Hill presents Mitchell Johnson: Sixteen Years in Truro, Selected Paintings 2005-2021, September 7-17,
2021. Johnson's paintings are known for their unique approach to color and shape and have been exhibited in New York (Tatistcheff),
San Francisco (Campbell-Thiebaud), and Los Angeles (Terrence Rogers Fine Art), as well as in group shows at Ogunquit Museum of Art,
Jundt Museum of Art at Gonzaga, Tucson Museum of Art, Bakersfield Museum of Art, and New Mexico Museum of Art. The most recent
museum acquisitions were by Museo Morandi in Bologna, Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna in Rome, Tampa Museum of Art, and the
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. Johnson moved to the Bay Area in 1990 after finishing his MFA at Parsons in New York where he studied
with many former students of Hans Hofmann: Jane Freilicher, Paul Resika, Larry Rivers, Nell Blaine, Wolf Kahn, and Leland Bell. Castle
Hill gallery hours are available at www.mitchelljohnson.com, and a printed exhibit catalog is for sale at Amazon.com.



