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Steve Coll (“The Fall of the Islamic Re-

public,” p. 32), a staff writer, is the dean
of Columbia University’s Graduate
School of Journalism. His latest book
is “Directorate S.”

Melissa Ginsburg (Poem, p. 60) is the
author of “Dear Weather Ghost” and
“The House Uptown.” Her new book
of poems, “Doll Apollo,” will be out

next year.

Hua Hsu (“The Other Side,” p. 24), a
staff writer, will publish the memoir

“Stay True” in the fall.

Jeanie Riess (The Tulk of the Town,
p. 16) is a freelance writer based in
New Orleans.

Frank Viva (Cowver), an illustrator and
a graphic designer, has contributed to
The New Yorker since 2010. His books
for children include “Young Frank,
Architect” and “Sea Change.”

Alexandra Schwartz (The Theatre,
- 70) has been a staff writer since 2016
and is a theatre critic for the magazine.

Lauren Collins ( “Kizchen Confessional,”
p. 46) became a staft writer in 2008
and is the author of “When in French:
Love in a Second Language.” She is at
work on a book about Wilmington,

North Carolina.

Adam Entous (“The Fall of the Islamic
Republic,” p. 32), a staff writer since
2018, was a member of a team at the
Washington Posz that won the 2018
Pulitzer Prize for national reporting.

Julian Lucas (“Focus Mode,” p. 18) joined
the magazine as a staff writer earlier
this year.

Madeleine Thien (Fiction, p. 56) is the
author of, most recently, the novel “Do

Not Say We Have Nothing.” She teaches
at Brooklyn College.

Henri Cole (Poem, p. 39) has published
ten collections of poetry, including
“Blizzard,” which came out in 2020.

Kameron Austin Collins (Puzzles &
Games Dept.) is a film critic for Rolling
Stone.
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2021 IN REVIEW

The New Yorkers staft writers weigh
in on the best books that they read
this year.
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Stephen Witt on Syukuro Manabe,
the man who predicted climate
change.
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ORGANIC MATTER

TIan Parker is to be congratulated on his
extraordinarily clear-eyed look at Randy
Constant’s organic-grain-fraud scheme
(“Inorganic,” November 15th). Parker’s
article conveys the inherent weirdness of
the organic commodity market, in which
certain grain that is essentially indistin-
guishable from other grain becomes worth
twice as much because of a written rec-
ord of how it was produced. I have grown
field crops organically for seven years,
and agree with Parker that “the organic
story has legitimate power.” But, though
my practices may have a relatively benign
impact on my surroundings as compared
with conventional farming, their larger
environmental impact is not so clear. Con-
trolling weeds without herbicides gener-
ally requires more tillage. Turning the soil
more frequently means using more die-
sel fuel per ton of grain, as well as free-
ing more of the carbon stored in the soil.
More important from a climate-change
perspective, organic farmers’ reliance on
manure as the critical nitrogen source for
crops in the grass family (corn, wheat,
oats, barley) makes us utterly dependent
on animal agriculture. If the world were
to feed itself wholly by organic methods,
an increase in cattle, pig, and poultry pro-
duction would be needed to provide the
necessary fertilizer—at least until scien-
tists can genetically modify grasses to
capture their own nitrogen. But, then,
G.M.O:.s aren’t organic.

Dan Conable

Eagle Bay, N.Y.

As a former certified organic farmer of
twelve years, I read Parker’s piece with
great interest. My farm worked hard to
grow corn, soybeans, and some grains
without the use of chemicals. Any or-
ganic farmer could take advantage of the
system as Randy Constant did, but, by
and large, this industry is composed of
honest people. What pushed my farm
back to conventional grain production, in
2015, was the escalating difhiculty of con-
trolling weeds, and the troubles we had
in marketing organic grain to buyers, who
can often be arbitrary and capricious about

quality. My farm’s concern was that our
truckloads of crops would be rejected at
their destinations, sometimes several states
away; any rejected loads would then have
to be sold on the conventional market
for much less money. The bar to organic
farming was simply too high. Now, as a
farmer using conventional methods, I

sleep much better.
Mike Peters
Sharon, Wis.

LEAVING A PAPER TRAIL

I enjoyed Benjamin Anastas’s fine piece
on Claude Fredericks and his lifelong
journal, as I myself have been a diarist
for nearly five decades (“The Paper Tomb,”
November 8th). I placed an asterisk next
to Fredericks’s assertion that “a diaristic
account should be proudly unsanitized,
including the prejudices and delusions
that may reveal us to be monsters in our
hearts.” This past summer, I began to sort
through some of my old journals—in-
cluding my first one, which I began in
1973, as a fifth grader. They were, as Lang-
don Hammer described Fredericks’s work,
“text at its moment of creation.” And yet
I recognize that there are some experi-
ences that are best left obscured. Having
had my journals perused in the past by
uninvited readers, I have learned to qui-
etly edit my own dregs, so as not to be
misunderstood by or to hurt anyone who
might encounter, accidentally or other-
wise, my writings in the future.
Whatever one’s reason for putting
pen to paper, what we reveal and what
we conceal is always a personal decision.
Perhaps Fredericks opened himself up
in the hope that someone would see his
authentically flawed self—something
that most of us also seek. He just did so
with more adjectives.
Elisabeth Cantor
Amberst, Mass.

Letters should be sent with the writer’s name,
addpress, 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.

A LA VIEILLE RUSSIE

Established 1851
Antique Jewels and Fabergé

Come in to take
a closer look!

Mon-Fri
llam-3pm
and
December
Saturdays
Ilam-4pm

745 Fifth Avenue
(Between 57™ & 58" Streets, 4™ Floor)
ALVR.com e 212.752.1727

THE

NEW YORRER

Wear our new
official hat to show
your love.

100% cotton twill.
Available in white, navy, and black.

newyorkerstore.com/hats

THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 20, 202|

3



As New York City venues reopen, it’s advisable to confirm in advance the requirements for in-person attendance.
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GOINGS ONABOUT TOWN

Barbara Cook originated the role of Marian the librarian, the headstrong, love-starved heroine of Mere-
dith Willson’s “The Music Man,” in 1957. In a splashy new Broadway revival, the role is played by Sutton
Foster (above), who, like Cook, has a soprano tone as clear as a bell on a hill and an uncanny ability to
make her work look easy. In Jerry Zaks’s production (starting previews on Dec. 20, at the Winter Garden),
she’s joined by Hugh Jackman, as the smooth-talking con artist Harold Hill, and a bunch of plucky kids.

PHOTOGRAPH BY EBRU YILDIZ
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ART
Ruth Asawa

The daughter of Japanese immigrants,
Asawa, who died in 2013, was detained
in internment camps during the Second
World War and later thrived artistically in
the avant-garde milieu of Black Mountain
College, before settling in San Francisco.
The breadth of her work is little known—
surprising, perhaps, given that the U.S.
Postal Service issued stamps honoring her
intricate woven-wire sculptures in 2020.
“All Is Possible,” a wonderful show curated
by Helen Molesworth, at the David Zwirner
gallery, situates these magical hanging ob-
jects within Asawa’s expansive sensibility,
unconstrained by medium or style. A ca-
reer-spanning selection of drawings (the
earliest made in the nineteen-fifties) reveals
that a figurative impulse accompanied her
abiding interest in patterns. Gracefully
abbreviated portraits of the artist’s hus-
band and children are nested in fields of
gridded tracery. The natural world, always
a palpable inspiration for her undulating
abstractions, is represented more directly
here, in delicate renderings of chrysanthe-
mums, leaves, and watermelons. But it’s
the dozens of ceramic masks, made from
casts of Asawa’s friends’ faces, which most
poignantly convey her desire to capture
the life all around her.—Johanna Fateman
(davidzwirner.com)

Jasper Johns

In 1954, having had a dream of painting the
American flag, Jasper Johns did so, employ-
ing a technique that was unusual at the time:
brushstrokes in pigmented, lumpy encaustic
wax that sensitize the deadpan image. The
abrupt gesture—sign painting, essentially,
of profound sophistication—ended modern
art. It torpedoed the macho existentialism
of Abstract Expressionism and anticipated
Pop art’s demotic sources and Minimalism’s
self-evidence. Politically, the flag paint-
ing was an icon of the Cold War, symbol-
izing both liberty and coercion. Patriotic
or anti-patriotic? Your call. The content
is smack on the surface, demanding care-
ful description rather than analytical fuss.
Shut up and look. Johns’s styles are legion,
and “Mind/Mirror,” a huge retrospective
split between the Whitney Museum, in New
York, and the Philadelphia Museum of Art,
organizes them well, with contrasts and
echoes that forestall a possibility of feel-
ing overwhelmed. In his tenth decade, the
painter remains, with disarming modesty,
contemporary art’s philosopher king—the
works are simply his responses to this or
that type, aspect, or instance of reality. You
can perceive his effects on later magnificent
painters of occult subjectivity (Gerhard
Richter, Vija Celmins), but none can rival
his utter originality and inexhaustible range.
You keep coming home to him if you care
at all about art’s relevance to lived experi-
ence. The present show obliterates contexts.
It is Jasper Johns from top to bottom of
what art can do for us, and from wall to wall
of needs that we wouldn’t have suspected
without the startling satisfactions that he
provides.—Peter Schjeldahl (whitney.org)

Kara Walker

A new twelve-minute film—a stop-motion
animation of epic sweep—relays a frag-
mented narrative in the horrific, dream-logic
mode of Walker’s ever-evolving vision. Ti-
tled “Prince McVeigh and the Turner Blas-
phemies,” it’s a partial history of American
white nationalism; each impeccably com-
posed frame deploys the artist’s familiar
visual lexicon, using silhouetted and loosely
rendered figures culled from the annals of
folklore, mass media, and racist caricature.
Weaving together details of the Oklahoma
City bombing and the 1998 lynching of
James Byrd, Jr., by three white men, Walker
performs a deceptively simple method of
cutout puppetry to bitterly remythologize
these acts of terrorism. (Timothy McVeigh’s
crime was inspired, in part, by the neo-Nazi
text “The Turner Diaries,” hence the film’s
title.) A brilliant score by Lady Midnight
is the sonic corollary to Walker’s shifting
registers and dizzying, time-travelling jump
cuts.—/J.F. (sikkemajenkinsco.com)

MUSIC

Art Blakey and the Jazz
Messengers: “First Flight to Tokyo”

Jazz In 1961, the drummer Art Blakey was
leading what was perhaps the mightiest edi-
tion of the Jazz Messengers in the ensemble’s
long history. With the saxophonist Wayne
Shorter, the trumpeter Lee Morgan, the pi-
anist Bobby Timmons, and the bassist Jymie
Merritt onboard, Blakey had a powerhouse
unit that specialized in soulful hard bop
soaked in high-energy excitement. Much
of this previously unreleased live music
finds the Messengers doing what they did
best—hear their muscular version of “A Night
in Tunisia” and two renditions of “Now’s
the Time” —but many of the performances
are surprisingly subdued, with Blakey, the
Mack-truck-powered force behind the band,
seemingly saving his mojo for his bang-up
marathon solos. Restraint also suited this

IN THE MUSEUMS

In her superb portraits and paintings of flowers, Jennifer Packer is
assured with her line, fearless in her use of color, and unusually gifted
at grounding emotion in the sort of precise visual details (snake-eyed
dice, a whirring fan, a manicured fingernail) that put viewers on
intimate terms with the present moment. But, as skillful as the thirty-
seven-year-old American artist is at describing the visible world,
Packer is also always conjuring absence: thinning pigment until it’s
as sheer as a veil, using negative space to delineate form, or employing
chiaroscuro to submerge her subjects in shadow. One revelation in
the Whitney’s current show of her work, “Jennifer Packer: The Eye Is
Not Satisfied with Seeing,” is that, in this Black painter’s hands, the
centuries-old convention of memento mori can become something
radical, as she uses beauty to draw the mind’s eye to racist brutality.
In 2017, two years after the twenty-eight-year-old Sandra Bland died
in a Texas jail after being pulled over for a routine traffic stop, Packer
was moved to make the lush “Say Her Name” (pictured above) to
honor her memory.—Andrea K. Scott
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HOLIDAY MUSIC

The trap-soul trailblazer Bryson Tiller
gets ornamental with his fleeting sev-
en-track EP, “A Different Christmas,”
which is full of baubles for the season
of giving. He tackles a few festive favor-
ites—an a-cappella rendition of “I'll Be
Home for Christmas”and a sweet take
on “Winter Wonderland,” performed
alongside his daughter, Halo—with
his patented subtlety, but most of the
project tries to bring the slow-burning
desire of contemporary R. & B. to the
Yuletide spirit. Christmas is a time of
indulgence but also an opportunity to
connect with loved ones, and Tiller taps
into that yearning for closeness. In its
warmest moments, such as the duets
“Presents,”with Kiana Ledé, and “Ain’t
a Lonely Christmas Song,” with Tayla

Parx, the EP finds its holiday cheer in

sensual secular song.—Sheldon Pearce

marvellous outfit. Blakey finds space to reveal
his command of dynamics throughout, while
Shorter offers a beautifully contained state-
ment on “Round Midnight.”—Steve Futterman

Beverly Glenn-Copeland:
“Keyboard Fantasies Reimagined”

NEW AGE Ever since a Japanese record-shop
owner unearthed the beaming New Age re-
cordings of Beverly Glenn-Copeland, in 2015,
the seventy-seven-year-old electronic artist
has been experiencing a late-career renais-
sance and developing a rapturous fan base
among the young. This new release celebrates
his long-lost but recently reissued 1986 mas-
terpiece, “Keyboard Fantasies,” with trans-
portive reworkings of its radiant songs by
Bon Iver, Arca, Blood Orange, Julia Holter,
Kelsey Lu, and others. The framework is pro-
foundly fitting for a musician who has vocally
reciprocated the reverence he’s received from
younger generations. In a recent documentary
that celebrates Glenn-Copeland’s visionary
art as much as his role as a trans elder, he
states that his purpose in life was clarified
when he realized that he could encourage
the capaciousness of his successors. Like a
conversation across time, this new collection
finds the past, present, and future together
in the throes of imagination, a cosmically at-
tuned testament to Glenn-Copeland’s hopeful,
resonant frequency.—Jenn Pelly

LLos L.obos

Rock From their initial rumblings in the sev-
enties to their latest album, “Native Sons,”
Los Lobos have explicitly represented their
corner of Southern California. The new re-
cord plays like a sprightly mission statement,
devoting itself to songs by a catholic spread
of Californians. The Beach Boys and Jackson
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Browne turn up; so do the Chicano-music
forebears Lalo Guerrero and Thee Midniters.
“Native Sons” joins a consistently sturdy dis-
cography that covers a swath of the American
pop idiom, with works in English and Span-
ish, a Christmas LP, an unlikely soundtrack
hit (“La Bamba”), and even an album that
reimagines Disney classics (“Heigh-ho,
heigh-ho, a casa vuelvo yo!”). Los Lobos,
whose newest member joined in 1984, play
together with a fluidity born of decades. At
City Winery, audiences can debate which
entity has aged better: band or beverage.—Jay
Ruttenberg (Dec. 19-21.)

Lone: “Always Inside Your Head”

ELecTRONIC Matt Cutler, the British compos-
er-producer who works as Lone, has always
crafted tracks that swell and crest like ready-
made epics, typically evoking early-nineties
house and rave throwbacks. On “Always Inside
Your Head,” his first album in five years, Lone’s
dramatic melodic sense is put in the service of
slower, more contemplative tempos than usual,
but the sheer heft of the tunes, which move up-
ward, melodically, as a matter of course, make
for an album that’s difficult to abandon to the
background.—Michaelangelo Matos

“21c Liederabend, Op. Senses”

cLassicAL The liederabend, or “evening of song,”
was developed in the nineteenth century as a
way to enjoy the output of living composers
in informal settings, but song recitals today
have taken on a museum-like quality, show-
casing tiny masterpieces written long ago
by the likes of Schubert or Schumann. The
producer Beth Morrison and the composer
Paola Prestini restore a sense of contempo-
raneity and collaboration to the concept with
their series “21c Liederabend,” inaugurated
in 2009. National Sawdust hosts the latest

iteration, which features Juilliard alumni sing-
ing two entirely different programs of works
by Gabriela Frank, Missy Mazzoli, Angélica
Negron, Ellen Reid, Du Yun, and others across
consecutive nights. Each audience member
receives a handmade book of art objects, de-
signed by Kathryn Hamilton, to complement
the songs.—OQussama Zahr (National Sawdust;
Dec. 15-16 at 7:30.)

Wet Ink Large Ensemble

cLAssICAL “A missing scene,” the composer and
singer Kate Soper has written, “is something
that we can’t see or hear or read, because it’s
not there on the page or the screen or the
stage, but we know it exists.” Her words seem
to uncannily evoke the widespread disruption
and invisibility brought on by the pandemic.
Soper’s “Missing Scenes,” a triptych featuring
such scenes by Henry James, Shakespeare, and
ancient Greek tragedians, is offered here, in
its world premieére, alongside recent compo-
sitions by Tonia Ko, Alex Mincek, and Sam
Pluta.—Steve Smith (DiMenna Center for Clas-
sical Music; Dec. 19 at 8.)

DANCE

Alvin Ailey American
Dance Theatre

In the closing week of its City Center season,
the company presents an assortment of pro-
grams. Dec. 15 is the last chance to catch Ailey’s
“Cry,” a solo originally created for the formi-
dable Judith Jamison in 1971, in which Ailey
powerfully portrays the struggles, the dignity,
and the strength of African American women.
(He dedicated the dance to his mother, Lula
Elizabeth Cooper, who raised him on her own.)
Rennie Harris’s 2018 tribute to Ailey, the ex-
traordinary two-part hip-hop ballet “Lazarus,”
runs on Dec. 16, followed by a program devoted
to the works of the company’s current artistic
director, Robert Battle, on Dec. 17. The season
ends, on Dec. 19, with a medley of highlights,
closing with the company’s signature piece,
“Revelations.”—Marina Harss (nycitycenter.org)

“Bolshoi Ballet in Cinema”

Before online dance content became ubiquitous,
the Bolshoi Ballet was a pioneer in transmitting
its performances to movie theatres around the
world. The next screening, on Dec. 19, is of a
2018 performance of the Bolshoi’s “Nutcracker,”
starring the delicate Margarita Shrainer and
her refined partner Semyon Chudin. The pro-
duction dates back to 1966, when the compa-
ny’s director, Yuri Grigorovich, created it for
the Bolshoi darlings Ekaterina Maximova and
Vladimir Vasiliev. Unlike American productions
of “The Nutcracker,” the children’s roles here
are danced by adults, with the women on point.
Everything is idealized—as Chudin has said,
the ballet represents “the way things should
be in life.”—M.H. (bolshoiballetincinema.com)

Cie Libertivore

For its U.S. début—at Peak Performances, in
Montclair, New Jersey, Dec. 16-19—this French
dance-and-circus company brings “Fractales,” a
wonder-inducing work about metamorphosis.

ILLUSTRATION BY HARRISON FREEMAN



ILLUSTRATION BY NICOLE RIFKIN

In the course of an hour, the transformations
don’t stop. There is fabric, soil, some branches,
the roots of a tree suspended in the air. But
mainly there are the bodies of five unassuming
acrobats, who tumble and spin in a continuous
unspooling of elemental images both light and
dark. The inspiration is nature; the effect is
magic.—Brian Seibert (Alexander Kasser Theatre)

Michelle Dorrance

and Dormeshia

Two of the great tap dancers of our time—or
any other—take the stage at the 92nd Street
Y, on Dec. 16, for an evening of improvisation,
accompanied by the Detroit-based pianist Mi-
chael Jellick. The brilliance of these artists is
as reliable as ad-lib gets, and this traditional
format is home territory. The younger col-
leagues they’re bringing along include such
ringers as the spicy Elizabeth Burke and the
low-key Brazilian charmer Leonardo Sandoval.
The performance will be available to stream
on the Y’s Web site, Dec. 17-19.—B.S. (92y.org)

“Nut/Cracked”

David Parker and his ensemble, the Bang
Group, present Parker’s witty, freewheeling,
and fundamentally sincere “Nut/Cracked.”
It’s a kind of vaudeville show, splicing to-
gether riffs on Tchaikovsky by Glenn Miller,
the Westminster Bell Choir, Duke Ellington,
and others. The dances, imaginative and often
funny, include a dance on bubble wrap, a skat-
ing party in which the skaters inevitably fall on
their rear ends, and a man tap dancing in point
shoes while eating noodles. It’s good fun, which
explains why the show, created in 2003, is still
going strong.—M.H. (The Flea, Dec. 16-18.)

THE THEATRE
The Alchemist

It’s risky to attempt alchemy with source ma-
terial that’s already gold, but, for this Red Bull
Theatre production, the playwright Jeffrey
Hatcher has overhauled both the structure and
the dialogue of Ben Jonson’s evergreen 1610
comedy, about a trio of London con artists in
a plague year. Plot-wise, Hatcher’s new twists
fit right in with Jonson’s. His transmutation
of the text into a modern-ish vernacular, on
the other hand, causes it to lose some of its
bite, ending up more silly than satirical —a
tendency underscored by Jesse Berger, who
directs the play as a full-on door-slamming
farce, with little interest in social commentary.
But it’s hard to mind too much, given such a
uniformly delightful ensemble; the ten actors
make many dozens of entrances between them,
and each one is a pleasure.—Rollo Romig (New
World Stages; through Dec. 19.)

Mrs. Doubtfire

The heartfelt charm and fizzy mania of the
classic 1993 film have burned off in this by-
the-numbers musical adaptation (with music
by Wayne Kirkpatrick and Karey Kirkpatrick,
who also wrote the book with John O’Farrell),
resulting in a sour, sinister affair. Daniel Hil-
lard (Rob McClure) is a tedious man-child and
an unsuccessful voice actor in San Francisco.

When his exasperated wife, Miranda (Jenn
Gambatese), gives him the boot and is awarded
temporary custody of their three kids, he con-
trives to disguise himself as a dowdy Scottish
widow in order to get hired as the children’s
nanny. Daniel’s inexplicable transformation
into an emotionally attuned domestic genius
doesn’t exactly compensate for the fact that he
is, at base, a stalker; directed by Jerry Zaks, the
musical functions as a men’s-rights fairy tale,
giving hope to aggrieved and manifestly unfit
dads everywhere. Featuring Analise Scarpaci,
as Lydia, the eldest Hillard child, who has years
of therapy ahead of her, and the egregiously
pigeonholed Charity Angél Dawson, as a court
liaison who is played for a fool.—Alexandra
Schwartz (Stephen Sondheim Theatre; open run.)

Selling Kabul

Sylvia Khoury’s powerful and haunting
one-act drama, directed by Tyne Rafaeli for
Playwrights Horizons, unfolds over a single

fraught night in 2013. The U.S. has just pulled
half its troops out of Afghanistan, creating
an opening for the Taliban to escalate its
retribution campaign against civilians who
worked for the Americans. Taroon (Dario
Ladani Sanchez), an erstwhile interpreter,
has been hiding out in the cramped Kabul
apartment of his sister Afiya (Marjan Nes-
hat) for months. They get by on neighborly
mutual aid, self-preserving compromises and
deceptions, and the hope that a Godot-like
figure called Jeff, a repatriated former ally,
might still come through with visas for the
family. Across town, Taroon’s wife has given
birth, and he hastens to leave. “If you step
outside that door,” Afiya warns him, “you
murder your child.” In the course of ninety-
five minutes of crescendoing tension, the
play’s set, designed by Arnulfo Maldonado,
starts to feel smaller and smaller. “This is not
how it’s supposed to go,” Taroon says. “This is
not how any of this is supposed to go.”—David
Kortava (Playwrights Horizons; through Dec. 23.)

ON TELEVISION

The premise of “Yellowjackets”—a new mystery series on Showtime—is
“Lord of the Flies” meets riot grrrl meets the 1993 film “Alive.” A New
Jersey high-school girls’soccer team boards a private plane to the 1996
national championships and crash-lands in a remote forest in the Cana-
dian Rockies, where they must hunker down for nineteen months before
a rescue team arrives. To survive, they forage, farm, and even kill. But this
isn't your traditional “stranded teens gone feral” tale. The showrunners
Ashley Lyle and Bart Nickerson have created something deeply sinister
and constantly surprising. The action ping-pongs between the past, in
which a superb cast of young actors play out the plane disaster, and the
present, where a few of the surviving Yellowjackets teammates remain
traumatized and stunted by whatever happened to them out in the woods.
(Hint: they may or may not have descended into cannibalism.) The
cast of present-day women is stacked—Cohristina Ricci, Juliette Lewis,
Tawny Cypress, and Melanie Lynskey star—and they are all excellent
at projecting a skittery hauntedness. This compulsive watch combines
the gripping pleasures of “Loost” with the vibes of an old Sassy magazine
for one of the best offerings of the year.—Rachel Syme
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MOVIES

Blast of Silence

This compact and forceful low-budget film
noir, from 1961, is one of the greatest of New
York movies; it compresses a week in a hit
man’s bitter life into a dazzlingly brisk yet
richly nuanced drama. The director, Allen
Baron, also stars as Frankie Bono, who ar-
rives in New York the day before Christmas
to whack a mid-level mobster and gets tangled
in annoying practicalities. Blending docu-
mentary-style avidity for the details of sur-
veillance, pursuit, and weapon procurement
with anguished psychological exploration—
all set amid the grubby passions of scuffling
urban life—the movie brings wild intensity
to Frankie’s mask-like blankness. His cold
calculations run on the heat of anger; the im-
pacted pain of his childhood as an orphan, his
paranoid frenzy as a victim of Mob violence,
and the howling loneliness of his shadowy
existence converge in his hatred of his in-

tended victim. Frankie’s thoughts emerge in
a lurid second-person narration, delivered
in the great character actor Lionel Stander’s
buzz-saw baritone, and the action is captured
in jagged, stone-hard black-and-white images
that teem with the city’s architectural energy
and kinetic discord.—Richard Brody (Playing
on TCM Dec. 19.)

A Christmas Tale

Arnaud Desplechin’s 2008 drama rarely
peers beyond the battlefield of a single
family. We are swiftly introduced to Abel
(Jean-Paul Roussillon) and Junon (Catherine
Deneuve), who live in Roubaix, France—the
director’s home town. Junon is suffering from
cancer, and both of them suffer from their
children: the endlessly grieving Elizabeth
(Anne Consigny), the frankly irredeemable
Henri (Mathieu Amalric), and Ivan (Melvil
Poupaud), who is holding steady, despite the
fact that his wife loves somebody else. In an
often disorienting mixture of rages, flash-
backs, speeches to the camera, and nods to

ON THE BIG SCREEN
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In “Being the Ricardos,” Aaron Sorkin locates mighty currents of history
and politics beneath the rippling surfaces of the seminal nineteen-fifties
TV comedy series “I Love Lucy.” The drama involves the making of a
single episode in the show’s second season, in 1952, as its two stars, Lu-
cille Ball (Nicole Kidman) and Desi Arnaz (Javier Bardem), face three
crises: tabloid reports of Arnaz’s infidelity, which threaten their marriage;
the yet undisclosed news of Ball’s pregnancy, which threatens the latter
part of the season; and the revelation that she was once a member of
the Communist Party, which threatens her career and risks bringing the
show to an immediate end. Amid the turmoil, Sorkin deftly sketches the
backstory of the couple’s earlier Hollywood careers and depicts in fervent
detail their relationships with their co-stars, Vivian Vance (Nina Arianda)
and William Frawley (]J. K. Simmons), and their writers (played by Tony
Hale, Alia Shawkat, and Jake Lacy). Above all, Sorkin dramatizes the
tensions and passions of the couple’s high-wire creative and romantic
partnership, and, crafting a distinctive method of depicting imagination
at work, pays rapt attention to Ball’s artistic genius.—Richard Brody
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other movies, the story rolls and stammers
along, drawing the family into a Christmas
get-together but denying them more than
a glimpse of the harmony that we might, by
tradition, expect. Desplechin’s film is hard,
funny, and upsetting, and even at the end we
feel that we are only just getting to know these
people, though it could be argued that they
scarcely know themselves. With Emmanuelle
Devos, who laughs at the whole pack of them,
and Chiara Mastroianni (Deneuve’s real-life
daughter). In French.—Anthony Lane (Re-
viewed in our issue of 11/24/08.) (Streaming on
Amazon and the Criterion Channel.)

Nightmare Alley

Guillermo del Toro’s remake of the 1947
film-noir classic sticks closer to the novel,
by William Lindsay Gresham, on which both
are based—and runs thirty-nine minutes
longer—but the expanded action adds little
enlightenment. Bradley Cooper stars as Stan
Carlisle, a loner on the run who joins an itiner-
ant carnival. He realizes that there’s a fortune
to be made from a mentalist act that he steals
from other performers (Toni Collette and
David Strathairn) and turns into a high-toned
night-club attraction with a younger colleague,
Molly (Rooney Mara), who marries him. But
when Stan turns the act into pseudo-religious
spiritualism, he collaborates with a psychiatrist
(Cate Blanchett) whose self-serving wiles give
him a run for his money. The script, co-written
by del Toro and Kim Morgan, takes Stan deep
into the power-mad delusions of industrial
titans and unleashes murderous furies absent
from the earlier film, diluting the core drama
of an entertainer’s hubris; the result is more
awful but no more substantial. The overdone
décor and the overcooked acting serve merely
as glitzy distractions from the tale’s lugubrious
sprawl.—R.B. (In theatrical release.)

Privilege

In this activist metafiction, from 1990, Yvonne
Rainer develops vast ideas from the simple
premise of a documentary in which she in-
terviews women about menopause. Then she
introduces a fictitious director named Yvonne
Washington (played by Novella Nelson), who
takes over. Yvonne, a Black woman (Rainer
is white), interviews a middle-aged white
character named Jenny (Alice Spivak), who
reminisces about the freewheeling nine-
teen-sixties on the Lower East Side. Jenny’s
story is shown in flashbacks detailing her
relationships with a white lesbian neighbor
(Blaire Baron) and a Puerto Rican couple
(Gabriella Farrar and Rico Elias). Yvonne an-
alyzes Jenny’s tale to reveal the prevalence of
sexual violence, domestic abuse, and unchal-
lenged racism—and she does so with a wide
array of cinematic devices, including voice-
overs, monologues delivered to the camera,
fantasy stagings on a half-finished movie set,
and texts on the screen of an early-generation
Apple computer. Suggesting that political
progress can’t emerge from conservative sto-
rytelling, Rainer evokes, with stylistic diver-
sity, the expanded consciousness on which
social change depends.—R.B. (Streaming on
the Criterion Channel and Kanopy.)

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

COURTESY AMAZON STUDIOS
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Fulgurances Laundromat

132 Franklin St., Brooklyn

Sometimes, in New York City, a laun-
dromat is a restaurant and a restaurant
is a concept and a concept is a culinary
playground in the shape of a chef resi-
dency. Such is the case with Fulgurances
Laundromat, which is tucked into a re-
furbished laundromat in Greenpoint and
teatures meals from the imaginations of
young talents who are, for the first time,
tully in control of their own kitchen.
To encourage and accommodate the
spirit of experimentation, Fulgurances
Laundromat does not proffer menus
but instead presents multicourse din-
ners that reveal themselves throughout
the night. The current resident, Aaron
Rosenthal, a Boston native who has
worked in France for the past nine
years, said that he was still figuring
out his style, which likely accounted
for the breadth of his offerings, like so
many laboratory petri dishes, in a recent
evening’s first course: fennel-topped
mussels that emanated musk and brine,
mullet roe wrapped in marinated kohl-
rabi, and a knockout crab-aji beignet
that synthesized the best qualities of a

crab cake and a cinnamon doughnut.
Rosenthal is fascinated by sourc-
ing, an interest cultivated during his
time as the executive chef of Clamato,
a sister restaurant of Septime, Paris’s
vegetable-obsessed foodie destination.
“If the product is quality, you don’t have
to compensate with over-seasoning,” he
explained while preparing the second
dish, a play on beef tartare that sub-
stitutes meat with tiny cubes of beet,
layered with smoked eel and horse-
radish and nestled below a wreath of
herbs. Rosenthal tried beets after fail-
ing to find beef that met his standards.
“Frankly,” he said, “it really tasted bet-
ter.” Smoked seafood appeared again
in a dish of poached and smoked Con-
necticut oysters steeped in a satiny
consommé, the oysters’ sea-metallic
scent coaxing out the earthiness of a
shallot-and-miso purée. “I like it when
the ingredients’ natural flavors are kept
alive in the final dish,” Rosenthal said.
When pressed, Rosenthal charac-
terized his cooking as French “bistron-
omy,” which favors relaxed and accessible
over stuffy and elaborate. For an entrée,
Amish guinea hen was cooked low and
slow, the better to “preserve the natural
umami.” A sweet-onion soubise sauce
and a meat jus infused with Concord
grapes were supposed to pep up the bird,
but, as with a Parisian cheek kiss, the ef-
fect was more of a gesture. The addition
of a salted egg yolk was slightly strange
if not entirely unwelcome, given the pit-
ilessly modest portion of meat, which I
wolfed down in three mouthfuls.

Rosenthal’s predilection for eclectic
assortments of small bites serves diners
well when it comes to dessert, which
comprised no fewer than four courses.
The most original was a single table-
spoon of honey still attached to the
comb, spritzed with champagne vinegar.
This was transitional honey, Rosenthal
explained: made with the pollen of maple
and black-locust trees, it was thicker and
darker than summer honey, with a toast-
iness and a toffee-like texture. It paired
beautifully with a golden fermented tea
infused with chrysanthemum pollen.

It’s not surprising that a parfait should
appear on a bistro menu, but Rosenthal
adds depth and subtlety with caramelized
scraps of honey, orange-blossom cream,
and Bon Bon dates. “The Fulgurances
kitchen is my #remplin,” Rosenthal told
me. “I'm blanking on the English word—
you know, the big thing you can jump
on?” He was referring to a springboard,
and the description is apt; recipes and
ideas bounce around his head like bril-
liant flashes—which is the translation
of fulgurances. “Ideas are like lightning
strikes,” he added. “I like to experiment
and see what comes up.” Rosenthal has
one more month to capture lightning at
Laundromat before handing the baton to
Alexia Duchéne, a twenty-six-year-old
who competed on France’s “Top Chet.”
“That’s the thing about Fulgurances,”
Rosenthal said. “Like lightning, it’s also
ephemeral. After playing for a bit, I'll
eventually have to figure out what to do
in real life.” (Prix fixe $80.)

—Jiayang Fan

THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 20, 202| 9



THE

NEW YOR@

Join us for our next
virtual event.

The New Yorker Live

returns on December 15th.

Watch live conversations and
participate in Q. & A. sessions
with today’s most influential figures
in politics and culture.

Tune in at newyorker.com/live.

EXCLUSIVE SUBSCRIBER BENEFIT




ILLUSTRATIONS BY JOAO FAZENDA

THE \[).&

NEW YO IiE

B

THE TALKR OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
BALANCING ACTS

he coOvID-19 pandemic, like every

pandemic before it, is a story of
equilibriums: between viral biology and
human immune response; between news
of the pathogen and fear of it; between
the damage it inflicts and the social,
economic, and political choices we make.
A disease persists as a pandemic as long
as these forces remain in flux; it becomes
endemic when the balance is, more or
less, set. The morning after Thanksgiv-
ing, Americans awoke to an unsettling
revelation: Omicron, a highly mutated
version of the coronavirus, with an un-
precedented number of genetic changes,
had been detected in southern Africa.
Since then, it has appeared in dozens
of countries across six continents and
in at least twenty-two states. Our equi-
librium has shifted again. But what, ex-
actly, has changed?

An early sketch of the Omicron vari-
ant is coming into focus. It is, almost cer-
tainly, more transmissible than the Delta
variant, which itself spreads more than
twice as fast as the original strain. In
mid-November, South Africa recorded
an average of three hundred coronavirus
cases a day; only about two per cent of
tests returned positive. The country now
routinely logs fifteen thousand cases a
day, and the test-positivity rate has soared
more than tenfold. But Omicron hasn't
overwhelmed the South African health-
care system, even in Gauteng Province,
where it first started to spread.

Earlier this month, doctors at the
Steve Biko/Tshwane District Hospital

Complex, a major medical center in Pre-

toria, released a report describing the
clinical condition of COVID patients ad-
mitted during the current surge. On De-
cember 2nd, there were forty-two pa-
tients, of whom just fourteen required
supportive oxygen (and not all neces-
sarily because of the virus), and only one
was admitted to the I.C.U. In recent
weeks, the average length of hospital-
ization was three days, compared with
about nine in the past; the mortality
rate has been roughly a third of what it

was. “I've never seen this picture before,”

Fareed Abdullah, the report’s lead au-
thor, said. “At this stage of the begin-
ning of the fourth wave, the main pre-
sentation is incidental COVID"™—patients
who came in for other reasons and hap-
pened to be carrying the virus.
Although these findings are encour-
aging, it's important not to place too much
stock in them. Most recent patients at
the Tshwane District Hospital have been

under the age of fifty—a group with a
relatively low risk for severe illness, and,
in South Africa, a very low immuniza-
tion rate. It’s also possible that some of
Omicron’s perceived “mildness” is a re-
flection of its immune-evasiveness: early
evidence suggests that it may be nearly
three times as likely as other variants to
cause repeat infections. If Omicron leads
to milder symptoms in people who haven't
previously been infected or vaccinated,
that would be reason for comfort; if, in-
stead, it produces illness requiring hos-
pitalization in those who've survived a
prior infection, that’s cause for concern.
Yet, even if Omicron does inflict less
severe disease, we're still left with a com-
plicated picture. The damage a virus
causes is the product of its virulence and
its transmissibility: a small reduction in
the former coupled with a sharp rise in
the latter can be more devastating than
the reverse. (The COVID-19 pandemic,
compared with the SARS or MERS out-
break, is itself an example of such a phe-
nomenon.) Omicron’s contagiousness
could mean that it homes in on vulner-
able people—the elderly, the immuno-
compromised, the unvaccinated—and
unleashes a fresh round of misery. On
the other hand, a very mild, hyper-con-
tagious variant—the most hopeful, per-
haps unrealistic scenario—might be a
good thing: huge swaths of people would
develop some level of immunity while
facing a low risk of serious illness.
The Biden Administration has in-
troduced several efforts designed to place
the nation on a surer footing this win-
ter. It has implemented restrictions on
travel from a number of countries in
southern Africa—which may allow a
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tew extra days or weeks to prepare—
and will require all international travel-
lers to present proof of a negative test
taken within a day of departing for the
United States. It has also extended mask
mandates on buses, trains, and planes,
which were due to expire in January,
and plans to set up hundreds of addi-
tional vaccination sites around the coun-
try. In the meantime, the U.S. has pur-
chased millions of courses of antiviral
pills from Merck and Pfizer; the Food
and Drug Administration is expected
to authorize their use later this month.
The F.D.A. has also indicated that it
will fast-track the authorization of Omi-
cron-specific vaccines, which could be
ready in March.

By then, however, Omicron will, in
all likelihood, have displaced Delta as
the dominant variant in much of the
world, including here, and a central con-
cern has been that its abundant mu-
tations will render current vaccines in-
effective. Indeed, some studies suggest

that two doses of the Pfizer vaccine pro-
duce dramatically fewer antibodies
against Omicron than they did against
previous variants. But antibodies are only
one part of the immune system. They
specialize in preventing infection, while
T cells, which appear undiminished in
the face of Omicron, focus on terminat-
ing it. This could mean that, though
Omicron may cause many more break-
through infections, vaccines will still help
our immune systems avert serious illness.
(Breakthrough infections were already
on the rise, but, for the most part, they
remain comparatively mild.)

And that’s before a booster shot. Last
week, Pfizer announced that a third shot
of its vaccine produces a level of pro-
tection against Omicron comparable to
that against previous variants. This find-
ing is consistent with a study from South
Africa, which found that the antibod-
ies of people whod been fully vaccinated
and had a prior infection remained ro-
bust against the new variant. Being “fully

vaccinated” may now require two shots
plus a booster. It’s regrettable, then, that
while the emergence of Omicron has
sparked a surge in vaccinations in this
country, just sixty per cent of Ameri-
cans are immunized, and only a quar-
ter of adults have received a booster.

Omicron is poised to take off just as
the nation confronts a new Delta wave.
More than fifty-five thousand people
are currently hospitalized with COVID-19,
and there are more than a hundred and
twenty thousand recorded new cases a
day—both substantial increases since
Thanksgiving. The federal government
is sending health-care workers to sup-
port overwhelmed hospitals in Michi-
gan; the governors of Maine and New
York have deployed the National Guard
to provide assistance. There may still
be time to shift the new equilibrium in
our favor—to compress the pandemic
and start the endemic. But that time is
running out.

—Dbhruv Khullar

MISSED CONNECTIONS DEPT.
ON THE WATERFRONT

welve years ago, on the banks of the

Mississippi, a pair of thru-paddling
canoeists, new acquaintances, made plans
to meet for a gimlet at Nye’s Polonaise,
a Minneapolis dive identified by Esquire
as the “best bar in America.” One, named
Neal Moore, was a non-practicing Mor-
mon in his late thirties who had grown
up in Los Angeles, his back yard sepa-
rated by razor wire from Richard Pry-
or’s. A former missionary, he called him-
self a “citizen journalist,” curious in a
Twain-tinged way about the effects of
the Great Recession. The other was Dick
Conant, a Falstafhan vagabond in his
late fifties who was “connecting rivers,”
as he put it, en route to Virginia, for no
apparent reason. He offered Moore a
couple of pieces of advice: one, slow
down, and two, always tie your boat to
high ground before going to sleep, be-
cause you never know when the water
might rise. They were a hundred-odd
miles north of Nye’s when they agreed
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to reunite downriver. Both men showed
up at the bar as promised, but not at the
same time. They never saw each other
again, although Moore later came to
believe, after an overnight flood, that
Conant’s advice had saved his life.

Six years later, in 2015, Moore was rid-
ing in a taxi in Taipei, where he was teach-
ing English, when he read an e-mail that
left him sobbing. Conant, on another
river-connecting adventure, had disap-
peared near coastal North Carolina. His
canoe was found upside down. Moore
was inspired to plot a twenty-two-month,
seventy-five-hundred-mile journey that
will conclude any day now, weather per-
mitting, with a loop around the Statue
of Liberty: twenty-two rivers, from the
Columbia, near Astoria, Oregon, to the
Hudson, with some portaging—or
“schlepping,” as Moore likes to call it—
over the Continental Divide and along-
side the Erie Canal. Think of it as the
Anglo-American migration, more or less,
in reverse—and during a pandemic and
a contentious election cycle.

Soon after Moore launched, he was
confounded by lockdown orders in Or-
egon and Washington. Where to shelter
and in what place? He had a sixteen-foot
red Old Town Penobscot, a bucket of

freeze-dried food, and a tent. After some

panicked phone calls, he secured the per-
mission of the Nez Perce tribe, in Idaho,
to move through its homeland along the
Snake River. A Native man told him that
he was going “the wrong way,” alluding
to the white man’s path of destruction.
In Montana, along the Missouri, some
white men with whom he was playing
darts suddenly grew hostile when he con-
fessed his fondness for Joe Biden. (They
share a stutter.) He was in Memphis on
Election Day and in New Orleans for
the Inauguration, where he watched Black
kids popping celebratory wheelies on
Bourbon Street. A bull shark bumped his
hull in the Gulf; a pod of dolphins pro-
vided an escort. Moore carried a Sharpie
with him so that well-wishers could in-
scribe messages in the canoe’s interior. A
man named Carlos quoted a line that he
misattributed to Barry Goldwater; an-
other cited Ben Franklin on the value of
friendship. Moore lingered for a full
month in friendly Demopolis, Alabama,
on the Tombigbee, and got vaccinated.
He managed not to capsize until reach-
ing Lake Erie, this October. (He almost
swamped later, oft the Upper West Side,
where he got spun around, started tak-
ing on water, and summoned help from
the N.Y.P.D.)

“In bright sun, you're everybody’s
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friend in a red canoe,” Moore said last
week, after beaching in Piermont, New
York, twenty-four miles north of the Bat-
tery. “When the weather turns, people
are suspicious: ‘Who would be out there
in these conditions?” The conditions on
this day were cloudy and near freezing,
but a stranger standing on a dock, upon
learning Moore’s destination, responded
with a shout of “Outstanding!”

Moore, now a boyish fifty, was wear-
ing a windbreaker over a wetsuit. He
had reason to expect a warm reception
in Piermont: Dick Conant had beached
in that exact spot and befriended a local
tamily in 2014, en route to his presumed
demise. Moore billeted with the same
family, where a boy who only vaguely
recalled charming Conant as a toddler
peppered the new visitor with questions
about geography and wildlife. Moore
mentioned the dolphin pod, and called
up a video on his iPhone—“Let me see!
Let me see!” the boy’s younger brother
exclaimed—to prove it. “And then there
was a gator, on Pontchartrain, but that’s
another story,” Moore said.

The boys went to bed, and their father
retrieved a cocktail shaker and set about
making gimlets. The best bar in Amer-
ica this was not, but it would have to do.
Moore produced a couple of Monte-
cristos in a ziplock bag, gifts from the
husband of an Army Corps engineer in
West Virginia that he'd been saving for
the occasion. “Dick would have loved
this,” he said, as a barge slid south in
the distant channel. “I wouldn’t be here
without him.”

—Ben McGrath

MONSTERS OF ROCK DEPT.
SUNDAY IN THE PARK WITH J

]
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hen Dinosaur Jr. goes out on tour,
J Mascis, the band’s guitarist and
principal singer and songwriter, takes
along a bicycle. “Biking has helped me
get through the pandemic,” he said on
a recent sunny Sunday afternoon, in his
halting monotone. “My only social media
is Strava. This year is my most miles
ever. 'm approaching five thousand.”
He was standing with his bike on a
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patch of lawn near Strawberry Fields, in
Central Park, while his wife, Luisa, and
his fourteen-year-old son, Rory, played
in the grass with a friend’s miniature
Dachshund. Passersby made a fuss over
the puppy but not over Mascis, in spite
of his glum-wizard bearing. He has long
white hair and a gray beard, and wore
pink-rimmed glasses that complemented
his purple helmet. “I have lots of bikes,”
he said. “This is my tour bike.” It was all
steel—Dbetter for the wear and tear of the
load-out—and had pedals patterned with
images of doughnuts.

He and his family had spent the night
in a hotel next to the Beacon Theatre.
Bob Dylan was in town. “He seems like
he doesn’t ever want to go home,” Mas-
cis said. “I understand that now, as I get
older. Being home for two years is hard.
I'd never done it, not since high school.”

Dinosaur Jr. (IMascis, the bassist L.ou
Barlow, and the drummer known as
Murph) had performed in Brooklyn
the previous night. “It feels weird but
good,” he said, about playing in front
of real people again. “Last night was
the best one. There was even a stage
dive.” Earlier in the year, after releasing
the album “Sweep It Into Space,” the
band had streamed a live performance
from an empty park. “I was exhausted—
putting out so much energy without
any coming back.”

Mascis lives in Amherst, where he
grew up. When he was a teen-ager, he
sometimes came down to the city to see
hardcore bands like U.K. Subs, Anti-
Nowhere League,and Minor Threat. He
had his own hardcore band, Deep Wound,
but then formed Dinosaur, in 1984. The
group quickly wore out its welcome at
the clubs in Massachusetts. “We were
really loud and had no fans,” Mascis said.
“It was a bad combination.”

Eventually Mascis moved to New
York, and the band began building a fol-
lowing. He enrolled at Hunter Col-
lege—“only because my father would
pay for me to exist if I went to college™—
and later rented an apartment on East
Twenty-second Street. “I had a good
system,” he said. “Iwo days here, five in
Amberst. It gave me the sensation of
moving. I got more bored here, in the
city. My friends were always working.
They had to have too many jobs, to be
able to afford to live here. I'd hang out
all day watching TV, waiting.”

This time around, in the city, hed done
some cycling, using Google Maps to piece
together viable routes, but not much else.
“I don’t like museums,” he said. “I feel in-
stantly tired. I check out guitar shops, but
it’s weird now. Everything’s weird.”

Weird for sure. Travel, people, cities,
the news—

“Just, guitar shops.”

Luisa and Rory left to get some pizza.
Mascis set off on the Park loop, pedal-
ling past clots of pedestrians and other
cyclists. He had hardly ever spent time
in the Park. “It always felt stupid,” he
said. “It seems fake.I can just go to Am-
herst and walk in the woods.”

He may never have hung out at Straw-
berry Fields, but he remembered when
John Lennon was shot, in 1980—or really

J Mascis

just the relief of being let out of school
early the next day, amid the grief of a
hippie town. “Now everybody cries when
they hear ‘Imagine,’” he said. “I don't
really feel anything. What makes me
tear up is ‘Can’t Tell No One,’ by Neg-
ative Approach.”

Round and round went the dough-
nuts as he swung past the wreckage of
Lasker Rink and around the top of the
Park. Back on the West Side, a few miles
closer to five thousand and within ear-
shot of a man playing the “Godfather”
theme on a dan bau, he stopped to rest.

In 1995, at the height of Dinosaur’s
popularity and M TV ubiquity, he recalled,
“I was just bummed out in general. De-
pressed. Jaded by music. It was the clas-
sic T've got some money, but I still feel
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terrible.”” A friend told him to check
out Mata Amritanandamayi, the Hindu
spiritual teacher, known as Amma—the
hugging saint. She had an audience at a
Universalist church a few blocks from
Strawberry Fields. “It was crowded and
crazy. There was a really long line. I bailed
and went to see her a week later in Bos-

ton instead. It was a lot more mellow.”

He became a devotee. “In the late nine-
ties, I followed her around on tour. I'd
book shows to go where shed be.”

He went on, “I've had over a hundred
hugs. They’re all different. Sometimes I
cry,sometimes I'm happy. It’s kind of what-

ever you need. Whatever you're ready for.”

—Nick Paumgarten

LOUISIANA POSTCARD
CHEMICAL BONDS

M ossville, an African American en-
clave outside Lake Charles, Lou-
isiana, was founded by formerly enslaved
people in the late seventeen hundreds.
In its prime, it had its own high school
and beauty salon; the streets were lined
with fruit trees. But when Michael
Regan, the head of the Environmental
Protection Agency, visited Mossville and
met with a group of current and former
residents recently, as part of his tour to
investigate environmental injustice across
the South, he saw concrete slabs and
overgrown lots spread beneath a small

city of industrial towers and gas flares.

“I just want you to imagine what it
was like,” Carolyn Peters, the president
of Concerned Citizens of Mossville, a
local advocacy group, said. Sitting next
to Regan on his tour bus, she asked the
driver to slow down, and peered out
the window. “They had a little club on
the corner, and families lived down that
street. We had stores. We had churches
for different denominations. We had
filling stations. My memory is how
beautiful it was. See, that’s what I cher-
ish, and that’s been destroyed.”

Regan nodded solemnly. He wore a
suit jacket with bluejeans. Someone asked
whether the black mask he wore was for
COVID or air pollution. “Both, in this
case,” he said. Patches of air outside were
hazy with gas, but even Regan occasion-
ally appeared not to grasp the extent of
Mossville’s destruction. “What's the pop-
ulation of children?” he asked.

“Here? Now?” Peters said.

“There’s no school!” Stafford Frank,
whose family settled in Mossville in the
nineteen-fifties, said from one row back.

In 2001, Sasol, a South African chem-
ical company whose fuel-and-polymer
plant ninety minutes outside Johannes-
burg is the biggest single emitter of car-
bon dioxide on the planet, moved into
Mossville. The area had already been in-
undated by more than a dozen other
chemical plants,and the people who lived
there were sick. A study from 1998 found
that their blood contained three times
the average amount of dioxins—toxic
compounds that cause cancer, infertil-
ity, and developmental problems. Most

“Iechnically speaking, they decide naughty or nice.
I'm only responsible for the sentencing.”

Mossville residents had sold their homes
and left. Sasol bought out those who re-
mained. Black families were offered less
than white families who lived nearby.
Many families didn’t want to give up
their land. One man, who became the
subject of the documentary “Mossville:
When Great Trees Fall,” simply refused
to leave; the plant was built around his
property, his electricity and water were
cut off, and he broke out in boils. Today,
only a handful of people claim residence.

The bus pulled over on Bel Air Street,
where a few boarded-up homes still
stood. Peters gestured to a gas flare vis-
ible behind Sasol’s gate. Regan asked,
“What was the population here?”

“Back then, families were a little on
the larger side,” Frank said. “We had ten
in our family! And our neighbors had
twelve. So the population was probably
five thousand at its height.”

As the tour continued, with miles of
industrial pipes and tubes passing by
outside the windows, Peters pointed out
the driveway of the old high school. “I
played football there,” Karl Prater, a
Mossville resident, said. Regan asked
what position.

“Halfback.”

“All right!” Regan said.

“We used to have Little League,”
Peggy Anthony, Frank’s sister, added.
“My brother played.”

“And I was good!” Frank said.

Peters sighed. “When they tell the
stories about us, they want to make it
look like we were just poor, uneducated
people, all that kind of stuff. We've been
trying to dispel that myth. We have pro-
fessionals from Mossville. We have doc-
tors, lawyers, professional athletes, all of
that! I'm working on a doctor’s degree
in counselling!”

“We had so many books in the Moss-
ville school,” Prater said. “You know how,
when you get your schoolbooks, you
write your name in them? The books
had been passed down for so long you
couldn’t even write your name in them.
But they were still new to us.”

The tour ended at the Mt. Zion Bap-
tist Church. Regan stood in the park-
ing lot, waiting to hold individual meet-
ings with more residents. “A community
that was established pre-Civil War, that
was once a thriving, majority African
American community?” he said. “You
maybe can put a price tag on property,



but you cannot put a price tag on peo-
ple’s lives.” He promised to report what
hed seen to Washington.

Nearby, Frank was smiling and shak-
ing his head. “It’s kind of funny,” he said.
“When I heard about his trip here, they
had Jackson, they had two parishes, they
had New Orleans, and they had Hous-
ton. And then they had this real small
community named Mossville, Louisi-
ana. And the first thing that came to
mind was: how many millions of peo-
ple will Google Mossville? You know?
It was just a lot of pride.”

—Jeanie Riess

MENTAL NOTES
HOT TUB DRUM MACHINE

ive years ago, Josh Quillen, a mem-
ber of S6 Percussion, a Brooklyn-
based music ensemble, spoke with a maker
and tuner of steel drums named Kyle
Dunleavy about building a potentially
unworkable design. Musical steel drums,
also called pans, are fashioned from in-
dustrial barrels of the type used for stor-
ing crude oil or hazardous waste. Pans
come in a variety of different voices—
bass, tenor bass, cello, guitar, double sec-
ond, double tenor, and tenor. “I wanted
a pair of double seconds that would have
at least three octaves of notes on them,”
Quillen said recently. “The drums would
be fully chromatic, with all the sharps
and flats, and would go down to the C
below middle C.” No drums like them,
with such a plenitude of notes, were then
in existence. “That would require about
a square foot of extra room on the drums,
so Kyle would have to rearrange all of
the notes to get them to fit. I was ask-
ing him to climb Mt. Everest.”
Dunleavy, who works out of his ga-
rage in the Philadelphia suburbs, began
the project in 2017 and spent two years
seeming to get nowhere. Then, suddenly,
Quillen received a call saying that the
drums were ready. On a rainy night near
Christmas, 2019, Quillen, a soft-spoken
man with a robust beard, Moscot eye-
glasses, and a laid-back gravitas, knocked
on Dunleavy’s garage door. He was ac-
companied by Kendall K. Williams, a

doctoral student in music composition
at Princeton. The door rattled upward,
revealing Dunleavy—tall, restless, with
light-blue eyes and tendony hands.

“Let’s see those bad boys,” Quillen
said. Dunleavy’s garage was outfitted
with a workbench, a tool chest, an air
compressor, a stand-alone hot tub, and
an array of empty steel industrial barrels
stacked on their ends. On a stand inside
a tuning chamber—a small room lined
with sound-mufHling carpet—sat Quil-
len’s finished drums. Each was twenty-
eight inches across and plated entirely
in chrome. Their shining heads were
concave, like pasta bowls. Inside, the
drums’ notes were bubbles of different
sizes and shapes swelling outward. The
metal gleamed with irregularities. Steel
drummers claim that no two pans sound
exactly alike.

Dunleavy took up a pair of mallets
and struck the largest bubble. A reso-
nant moong filled the chamber. “That is
the low C,” he said. He handed the mal-
lets to Quillen.

Quillen tested the low C, moong,
moong, then struck a smaller bubble and
got a higher note—mung. “That’s mid-
dle C,” he said. Then he sharply hit a
small bubble and a tiny bubble—ming,
pingl—high C and C-sharp an octave
higher. “My goodness, you got four C’s
onto these drums. It’s kind of massive.”
Quillen floated the mallets over many
notes—rmung ping-pong in loon and moon
sang on a dumb tomb.“There’s a warmth
and darkness in this sound,” he said as
he malleted around.

“They sound like an organ,” Wil-
liams added.

Dunleavy said that he'd spent two
years imagining different layouts of notes,
trying to hear them in his mind. It was
a complex problem, because every note
on a steel drum interacts with its neigh-
bors. Finally, he rolled a new eighty-five-
gallon barrel into his tuning chamber
and spent several hours beating the bot-
tom with a short-handled sledgeham-
mer. “I was sinking the pan down, just
going for depth and looking for a shape,”
he said. “Then I started smoothing the
pan with smaller hammers. That’s when
I'started hearing the notes.” But, he went
on, “the notes weren't alive yet.” Using
a power tool called a metal nibbler, he
nibbled the barrel down to the drum-
head, which he placed in a back-yard

Kyle Dunleavy

bonfire until it turned iridescent blue.

After the drum cooled, Dunleavy said,
he refined the notes, hitting the steel with
an assortment of small hammers while
he watched waveforms pulse on the dis-
play screen of a strobe tuner. He flipped
the drum over frequently, hitting the bub-
bles alternately from the top and from
the bottom: “ T'm gonna get that note,’
you say to yourself.” Once in a while, Dun-
leavy climbed into the hot tub and soaked
his aching deltoids. (“The hot tub is my
secret weapon,” he explained.) It took
him two weeks of obsessive hammering
and regular hot-tub dips to bring thirty-
eight chromatic notes to life from the
bottoms of two hazmat barrels.

In the chamber, Quillen ran the mal-
lets over the drums in a blur, releasing
linns of notes. “What comes to mind is
a teardrop sound,” he said as he played.
“The note is really bright at first, and
then there’s a decay, a spreading out and
a softening. The sound is dark, but there’s
a point to it. I always liked the sound of
the harp.” He played sweeping, harplike
arpeggios. He improvised until a mel-
ody formed. The notes—sweet, com-
plex, loamy in timbre, and fully alive—
seemed to take on the quality of a human
voice, and it was singing “What a Won-
derful World.”

Weeks afterward, COVID arrived. So
Percussion stopped doing in-person con-
certs. It wasn't until last weekend, when
a pan musician named Marc Brooks
played them at a S6 Percussion concert
at Carnegie Hall, that a live audience fi-
nally heard Dunleavy’s impossible drums.

—Richard Preston
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DEPT. OF TECHNOLOGY

FOCUS MODE

Can “a’isz‘mcz‘ion—free” Writing devices reconcile writers and compuz‘ers?

BY JULIAN LUCAS

Computers made the writer’s life easier, until they made it harder.

For a long time, I believed that my
only hope of becoming a profes-
sional writer was to find the perfect tool.
A few months into my career as a book
critic, I'd already run up against the lim-
its of my productivity, and, like many
others before me, I pinned the blame
on Microsoft Word. Each time I opened
a draft, I seemed to lose my bearings,
scrolling from top to bottom and alight-
ing on far-flung sentences at random.
I found and replaced, wrote and rewrote;
the program made fiddling easy and
finishing next to impossible.

I'd fallen into the trap that the phi-
losopher Jacques Derrida identified in
an interview from the mid-nineties.

“With the computer, everything is rapid
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and so easy,” he complained. “An inter-
minable revision, an infinite analysis is
already on the horizon.” Derrida hadn't
even contended with the sirens of on-
line life, which were driving writer
friends to buy disconnected laptops or
to quarantine their smartphones in stor-
age bins with timed locks. Zadie Smith
touted Freedom, a subscription service
that cut off the user’s devices—a chas-
tity belt for procrastinators.

I tried “distraction-free” writing apps
that encouraged mindfulness, disabled
the backspace key, or, in a few extreme
cases, threatened to delete everything
it I took my hands oft the keyboard
(Write or Die). Later, I tried coding

my own writing tools, a hobby as re-

warding as it was ineffective. The ex-
periments gradually meshed into a lit-
erary Rube Goldberg machine, a tee-
tering assemblage of Scriveners and
SimpleTexts that left me perpetually
uncertain of which thought I'd writ-
ten down where. Longhand was a lux-
ury I couldn’t afford: Wendell Berry
boasted in Harper’s that he didn't need
a computer, because he had a wife, but
I was a mere urban freelancer, whose
boyfriend had a job. So I continued
the search for word processing’s Ex-
calibur, a perfect union of conscious-
ness and composition.

Then, in the late twenty-teens, fo-
cussed writing tools started cropping
up everywhere. Distraction-free text ed-
itors stormed the productivity section
of the Apple Store. The Times recom-
mended a Tom Hanks-sponsored type-
writer simulation for National Novel
Writing Month (NaNoWriMo). A De-
troit company Kickstarted a “smart”
typewriter that cost more than five hun-
dred dollars. The movement seemed to
crest in the first months of the pan-
demic, as writers newly intimate with
the routines of spouses and room-
mates—or with their own restlessness—
sought peace with newfound despera-
tion. I was suddenly deluged with ads
for “the world’s thinnest tablet,” which
promised not only to replace pen and
paper but to help you “Get Your Brain
Back.” The company’s Lovecraftian
promotional ad, which has racked up
nearly three million views, begins with
a hissing demon-child clinging to her
iPad and proceeds through an animated
hellscape complete with attention-suck-
ing brain tubes and notifications circling
like sharks. The narrator quavers an om-
inous warning: “We have to modify tech-
nology, or else it will modify us.”

he tools of writing have seldom

been designed with writers in
mind. Most early cuneiform inscrip-
tions were works of accounting, not po-
etry; a few millennia later, typewriters
sprang to success largely as aids to cler-
ical work. Even so, new inventions have
always influenced literary production,
as Friedrich Nietzsche, who struggled
with a semi-spherical typewriter, once
lyrically observed: “The writing ball is
a thing like me: made of/iron/yet eas-
ily twisted on journeys.” Few advances
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have twisted us more than word pro-
cessing. Matthew Kirschenbaum’s
“Track Changes” (2016), a study of the
technology’s advent, notes that the first
mass-market writing software prom-
ised to emancipate writers from the in-
conveniences of revision: cutting and
pasting with scissors, retyping drafts
to fix typos, and losing entire manu-
scripts in the mail. “Writing on glass”
swept America between the late nine-
teen-seventies, when personal comput-
ers first became widely available, and
the mid-eighties, when writing with
them became the norm. Kirschenbaum
uses Stephen King’s fiction to drama-
tize the transition. Where King’s novel
“The Shining” (1977) linked killing
sprees to typewriter drudgery, his story
“Word Processor of the Gods” (1983)
teatured an author made omnipotent
by software, which he uses to delete
his bingo-addicted wife.

The magic faded with the univer-
sal adoption of word processing, espe-
cially after the “word wars” of the early
nineties, when Microsoft Word, hav-
ing shoved aside WordStar and Word-
Perfect to attain a ninety-per-cent share
of the market, was, as Kirschenbaum
writes, “fully naturalized as the No. 2
pencil of the digital age.” Google Docs
has since challenged its dominance, but
the consolidation of writing technol-
ogy has only continued. These days,
we don't just write, revise, and lay out
our work in one program; if so inclined,
we can go all the way from gathering
research to monitoring reception with-
out leaving our browsers. (Medium, a
writing app that is also a publishing
platform and a social-media network,
represents the logical extreme of this
vertical integration.) Some thrive on
the streaming of a previously sequen-
tial process; for others, it’s like being
forced to write with an Instant Pot.
Could the new wave of Zen editors
and e-ink tablets, tempering tech solu-
tionism with analog nostalgia, reverse
this trajectory—and give writers a ded-
icated device of our own?

My first experiment with focussed
writing was 1A Writer, a minimalist
word processor designed by the Swiss-
Japanese firm Information Architects.
I bought it in 2014, when I was start-
ing research for a college thesis in lit-
erature, supervised by a charismatic

graduate student with perfect hand-
writing who warned me that I spent
too much time revising my work. He
encouraged me to start writing each
day without looking at what I'd writ-
ten the day before—advice I followed
about as effectively as Lot’s wife. If I
was ever going to stop rewriting open-
ing paragraphs, it would take more than
a commandment.

The main feature of 1A Writer is
not having many features. The pro-
gram is, essentially, a white rectangle,
where the user can do little else but
type in a custom monospaced font.
There are no headers, footers, drawing
tools, or chatty paper-clip assistants.
The bare-bones interface uses special
characters in a simple formatting lan-
guage called Markdown to bold, ital-
icize, or otherwise transform text—a
way of encouraging writers to keep
their hands on the keyboard and their
minds on their work.

The app’s key innovation is “focus
mode,” an option that vertically cen-
ters the sentence or paragraph being
written and grays out everything else.
The feature sounded silly when I de-
scribed it to friends—like horse blind-
ers for writers. Soon after installing it,
though, I became an evangelist. My
anxieties about how much had yet to
be written, cut, revised, or restructured
evaporated with everything else that
wasn't the sentence onscreen. The pro-
gram’s mobile version, which synched
files over the cloud, allowed me to write
anywhere—bathrooms, crowded sub-
way cars—with meditative ease, as
though I were carrying a small study
in my pocket. The impact was as much
emotional as functional. With its oth-
erworldly blankness, 1A Writer created
the illusion of leaving life’s mess for an
ideal realm of words.

«T)lato says that philosophy starts

with wondering,” Oliver Rei-
chenstein, the Swiss developer who cre-
ated 1A Writer, told me during a recent
Zoom. “And I was wondering, Why is
Microsoft Word as it is? And why does
it feel so bad?” Reichenstein first had
the idea for a focussed word processor
in the early nineties, while teaching
high-school composition to earn extra
money as a graduate student in Basel.
He noticed that his students were dis-

tracted by the fonts, macros, and super-
fluous menus in Word; at the same time,
he was struggling with the suffocatingly
dense layout of his philosophy texts. He
began to study typography, then quit
Switzerland for Tokyo. In 2005, he
founded Information Architects, where
he advised media companies on their
Web sites—his clients included Wiki-
pedia and Condé Nast—before releas-
ing 1A Writer, in 2010.

“I just wanted to have a writing
app that did one thing right, and that’s
writing,” Reichenstein told me. “I didn't
care if anyone was interested or not in
buying it—I just felt it was needed.”
He drew inspiration from mechanical
typewriters, especially for the app’s focus
mode and signature font. While most
books are typeset using proportionate
typography, allotting each character
space in accordance with its width,
monospaced fonts give each character,
whether a lowly period or an initial
capital, an equal span. “When you write
in a monospaced font, you get a feel-
ing of moving forward,” Reichenstein
said. “Even if you don't click away like
crazy, you feel that your text is grow-
ing.” His biggest priority, though, was
eliminating the agony of choice, the
paralysis of “Preferences.” In an early
promotional video, a space invader at-
tacks Microsoft Word, strafing icons
and toolbars until only a white rectan-
gle with a blinking blue caret remains.

The app was surprisingly successful,
landing a coveted spot as an “Editor’s
Pick”at the Apple Store. Though some
users demanded more features, Rei-
chenstein confidently ignored them; in
the world of distraction-free writing,
the customer is most certainly not al-
ways right. Today, 1A Writer has more
than half a million active users, mostly
designers, programmers, and journal-
ists. It has also spawned numerous copy-
cats and competitors, from blatant rip-
ofts like iWriter to more fully featured
Markdown editors like Ulysses and
Bear. The ultimate compliment was
Microsoft’s rollout, in 2011, of a “focus
mode” for Word, which Reichenstein
dismisses as “hilarious”; its only im-
provement, he said, is to “put away all
the toolbars.” The feature vanishes with
a touch of the Escape key.

Other rivals attempt not only to
eliminate distraction but to reénchant
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digital writing, dispelling the worka-
day atmosphere of the digital cubicle.
OmmWriter, a “mindful” writing app
with lo-fi music and gauzy background
visuals, attempts to lull the writer into
a creative flow—an experience akin to
being trapped inside an inspirational
quote. A more rugged alternative is the
Tom Hanks-sponsored Hanx Writer, a
skeuomorphic indulgence that displays
the smartphone keyboard as a vintage
typewriter, complete with carriage-
return bells. Neither offers much more
than a change in atmosphere, but some-
times vibes are enough: here are apps
that nobody would use to prepare a
memo or an invoice.

ut focus mode on an everything

device is a meditation room in a
casino. What good is it to separate writ-
ing from editing, formatting, and clut-
tered interfaces if you can'’t separate it
from the Internet? Even a disconnected
computer offers plenty of opportunities
for distraction: old photographs, down-
loaded music, or, most treacherous of
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all, one’s own research. And so, just as
savvy entrepreneurs have resuscitated
the “dumb” phone as a premium single-
tasking communication device, it was
perhaps inevitable that someone would
revive the stand-alone word processor.

Released in 2016, the Freewrite Smart
Typewriter is a hefty little lunchbox of
a machine with a noisy mechanical key-
board and an e-ink display the size of
an index card. The user can type and
backspace but not much else, and, with
the default settings, only ten lines of
text are visible at a time. (Even Vladi-
mir Nabokov, who studied butterfly
genitalia under a microscope, was less
zoomed-in; the famous index cards he
used to write “Lolita” had fourteen lines
each.) Documents automatically synch
to the cloud for later editing; you can
try to revise, but—without a mouse, a
touch screen, arrow keys, or the ability
to select—the only option is to back-
space and rewrite, which quickly grows
annoying. The writer is conditioned to
simply keep going, typos and non se-
quiturs be damned, and to experience
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Are we childhood best friends or do we just know
too much about each other to break up?”

these constraints as a form of libera-
tion: “Set Your Story Free,” the display
commands when asleep. Portraits of
Shakespeare, Agatha Christie, Charles
Dickens, Jane Austen, and Isaac Asi-
mov take inspirational turns looming
over the injunction.

The Freewrite’s creators, Adam Leeb
and Patrick Paul, aren’t writers them-
selves, but they quickly caught on to
the appeal of focussed apps for profes-
sionals trying and failing to get their
words out. Everyone seemed to want
to unplug, but without sacrificing the
convenience of digital text. After meet-
ing at a Detroit incubator in 2013, the
two imagined a machine that would
keep writers’ minds off the Internet
while maintaining a discreet back chan-
nel to the cloud. “People didn’t even
need to see what it looked like,” Leeb
told me from the company’s office, in
Michigan. “They were just, like, ‘Wait,
I think I need that.”” He and Paul cre-
ated the Freewrite as a “conceptual
piece” for a hardware competition, but
when news of the device went viral they
decided to establish Astrohaus and man-
ufacture it. Their Kickstarter campaign
earned two hundred thousand dollars
in the first twenty hours.

Now, thousands of units later, Astro-
haus has added a miniaturized Free-
write Traveler and a “Hemingwrite”
special edition for the writer who
quipped that “the first draft of anything
is shit.” Leeb tailored the machine to
the ML.F.A. workshop dictum that you
have to get it all down before you can
tix it all up. “Anything that was not
critical to helping people write more,
we just left out,” he said. “You draft top
to bottom and then edit later.” He con-
sidered omitting the backspace key but
decided that would be a step too far.
Another consideration was comfort,
particularly the reduced eyestrain of
e-ink and the tactile feedback of a me-
chanical keyboard. The final touch was
a dash of fancy; Leeb calls the device’s
appearance “retrofuturist”—it looks a
little like a console torn from the cock-
pit of a steampunk biplane.

The stylized appearance has often
been mocked. Mashable described the
Freewrite as “pretentious hipster non-
sense,” and even enthusiastic reviewers
have admitted that they would be em-
barrassed to use the device in public.



The hefty six-hundred-dollar price tag
has only reinforced its dilettantish aura.
“Oh, you're gonna buy something that
you can replicate by just turning off
your Wi-Fi?” Leeb said, paraphrasing
the naysayers. “You need to buy this
expensive gadget to control yourself?”
But he’s found that consumers are in-
creasingly willing to shell out for single-
purpose tools. “If you want to be in
control of your life, then you have to
be in control of the things that you're
interacting with on a daily
basis,” he explained.

My own trial run with
a Freewrite was, if not quite
liberation, at least a reprieve
from various distractions
and loops. To begin this
essay, I set it up on a small
tolding table, a ritual that
felt more like getting on a
rowing machine than like
opening a laptop. It created
a boundary: I'd bang out words on the
device, then return to the computer to
find a draft already waiting, as though
it had been filed by someone else for
my disinterested consideration. The
aluminum body and spring-loaded keys
made each word feel weighty and pro-
pulsive—an antidote to writing on glass.

Perhaps the authors who first used
word processors felt emancipated from
the typewriter’s linearity, but I began to
wonder if they hadn’t been mistaken.
Ralph Ellison and Octavia Butler, I
learned from Kirschenbaum, never fin-
ished the novels they started on com-
puters. “Intensive iteration could create
‘magic,’” he writes. “But it could also
prove devastating.” The era of touch
screens and predictive text has only made
it easier to slip and stumble; without
friction, we lose our footing.

he most venerable form of liter-

ary friction may be the scratch of
pen on paper. Computers have largely
failed to replace the original focussed
word processor, which is not only cheap
and abundant but uniquely conducive
to the forms of spatial thinking—ar-
rows, scribbles, doodles, and diagrams—
that writing often demands. Physical
mark-making also quickens the mem-
ory, which is one reason that handwrit-
ten notes are so much easier to recall

than their typed equivalents. Yet paper

can also fail us in the heat of compo-
sition, when the time comes to search
notes and splice sentences. The two
indispensable systems square off. For
years, I've switched between them in
what can feel like a war of attrition:
scribbling until my hand cramps, typ-
ing until dazed by the screen, and wast-
ing time with scanners to translate be-
tween mediums.

Then, in the early days of the pan-
demic, I began seeing targeted ads for
the reMarkable, an e-ink
tablet that resembles an
As-size Kindle. The prod-
uct, created by the thirty-
seven-year-old Norwegian
developer Magnus Wan-
berg, was a subtly trans-
formative update of a very
old technology. Wanberg,
who studied engineering
at ML.I.'T., describes him-
self as a lifelong “paper per-
son.” Before founding reMarkable, in
2013, he worked at Boston Consulting
Group, where he noticed that his col-
leagues, though surrounded by expen-
sive technology, nearly all took hand-
written notes. Wanberg shared their
preference, but also found paper messy
and difficult to organize. He wondered
if there might be a way to digitize the
medium without ruining it. “Paper is
a five-hundred-year-old invention,” he
told me. “Why haven’t we fundamen-
tally improved upon that?”

For many years, he knew, e-ink dis-
plays were too slow to effectively mimic
pen and paper. Waiting half a second
for an e-reader to turn the page may
not bother anyone, but a pen-stroke lag
is enough to break the illusion of writ-
ing and disrupt hand-eye coérdination.
So in 2015, when Wanberg débuted a
prototype tablet with a “latency” of only
fifty-five milliseconds, it was a major
step toward eliminating the “slow-ink
problem.” Now, with more than a hun-
dred million dollars in annual revenue,
reMarkable has evolved into the most
successful enterprise in the world of dis-
traction-free writing.

The reMarkable is “digital paper,”a
sheet of imitation loose-leaf that ap-
proximates the precision, friction, and
immediacy of the real thing. Its slightly
rough, resin-coated display can detect
more than four thousand gradations of
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pressure, applied using a special stylus
equipped with a replaceable nylon felt
tip. The device can decipher handwrit-
ing in thirty-three languages, accord-
ing to the manufacturer’s Web site—
albeit only by sending it to a secure
cloud server. With one button and no
apps, it’s a computer disguised as a non-
computer: the stick bug of devices.

The company’s promotional “Get
Your Brain Back” video, a masterpiece
of camouflaged advertising, left many
commenters asking why an anti-tech
manifesto was trying to sell them a tab-
let. But Wanberg sees no contradiction
in fighting gadgets with gadgets. “Can
you sit down for three hours and just
think about one thing deeply?” he asked
me. “Because I can’t. And this device
helps me.”

A growing cohort of writers agree.
The reMarkable evidently has partic-
ular appeal for academics—in a survey
recently conducted by the company,
more than a quarter of users identified
as “researchers,” employing it to grade
papers, prepare lecture notes, and an-
notate the scanned book excerpts and
journal articles that constitute the life-
blood of academe. (Tressie McMillan
Cottom, a MacArthur-winning author
and sociologist, is scholarship’s most
visible reMarkable influencer. “What
writer doesn’t want less?” she asks. The
reMarkable “turns off the voices inside
the house.”) But to succeed the device
will have to fend off a growing num-
ber of e-ink competitors, such as Su-
pernote, Papyr, and Onyx, which sells
not only tablets but a full-sized e-ink
computer monitor. And, with a paper-
textured screen cover and an Apple
Pencil, even iPad users can mimic the
reMarkable experience. Then, there’s
the question of its almost four-hun-
dred-dollar price tag. Wanberg dis-
misses that concern. “The appeal of fo-
cussed tools in a very unfocussed world
is massive,” he said. “What’s the price
of thinking better?”

he targeted ads for reMarkable

caught me at a vulnerable mo-
ment. During lockdown, several pub-
lishers stopped mailing physical review
copies of forthcoming books—and so,
like many other critics, I found myself
staring endlessly at PDFs. The eye-

strain was terrible; worse, I missed scrib-
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bling in the margins, a form of intimate
backtalk that no comment bubble could
replace. I held out for a few months
before my boyfriend and my mother,
pitying my long nights with Adobe
Acrobat, jointly bought me a second-
generation reMarkable.

After I received my tablet, it quickly
became my preferred way of reading
anything that wasn't in print—and oc-
casionally of drafting articles, which it
transcribed with the accuracy of a tipsy
stenographer. Ironically, it also helped
me address bad habits created by other
distraction-free experiments. After years
of 1A Writer’s myopically zoomed-in
sentence highlighting, I'd become a
faster and more careful writer, but at
the expense, I worried, of my intuitive
grasp of a text’s over-all shape. The
tablet gave me a fuller view of what I'd
already written, without forcing me
back on analog inconvenience.

Many focus seekers remain skepti-
cal of expensive devices that purport
to fix problems created by other ex-
pensive devices. When I surveyed writ-
ers on Twitter, I was surprised to learn
that many were using a stand-alone
word processor from the early two-thou-
sands called the AlphaSmart. Origi-
nally marketed to schools as a cheap
alternative to laptops, they are little
more than durable keyboards with
built-in LCDs, which, unlike comput-
ers, kids couldn’t play games on or eas-
ily destroy. The final version, Alpha-
Smart Neo 2, displays six lines of text
at a time, and boasts seven hundred
hours of battery life. Although Al-
phaSmart was discontinued in 2013, the
devices, which sell for about sixty dol-
lars on eBay, enjoy a flourishing after-
life among a small but growing cult of
“AlphaSmarties,” including journalists,
screenwriters, scholars, romance nov-
elists, and NaNoWriMos. Diehards
outfit them with backlights, wild paint
jobs, and expensive mechanical key-
boards; an aspiring horror novelist who
likes to write in the dark told me that
he wears a headlamp while operating
his model. The zealous online commu-
nity around the device treats it not only
as a tool but as a toy or collectible—
typewriter mania meets millennial nos-
talgia for nineties homeroom homeli-
ness. Tracy Clayton, the host of the
Netflix podcast “Strong Black Leg-

ends,” sent me a picture of her model
mid-script at a bar in Brooklyn, next
to a glass of rosé. “I just asked my ig
friends if they think I'm hipster trash
for using it in public,” she wrote to me.
“Twenty per cent said yes.”

It’s tempting, even for enthusiasts,
to dismiss the renaissance of dedicated
word-processing hardware as just an-
other superficial vintage fetish. Along-
side the AlphaSmarties are subcultures
devoted to the Pomera, a folding Japa-
nese pocket writer, and to the USB
Typewriter, a conversion kit that uses
gold-plated sensors to digitally capture
typewriter keystrokes. (The product’s
Web site describes it as “a groundbreak-
ing advancement in the field of ob-
solescence.”) The more tech-savvy rig
up focussed writing devices from old
e-readers, computer keyboards, and dis-
carded phones, then showcase their in-
ventions online.

These extremes of life-hacking
whimsy are also illustrations of the
ways in which many writers feel alien-
ated from their tools. When Frank
O’Hara typed his “Lunch Poems” on
a floor-sample Lettera 25 in Olivetti’s
showroom on Fifth Avenue, it was a
cute stunt. Now writing on apps and
devices owned and actively managed
by corporations is the default, leaving
us ever more vulnerable to subscrip-
tions, algorithms, proprietary formats,
and arbitrary updates.

A minor literary doctrine holds that
great writing should be platform-
independent. Let amateurs mess around
with gadgets and gizmos; Wole Soy-
inka wrote “The Man Died” in a Ni-
gerian prison with Nescafé for ink and
a chicken bone for a stylus. Yet the
ability to write with anything and the
drive to experiment with everything
likewise reflect the fact that the means,
no less than the matter of writing,
should adapt to our selves and to our
circumstances. The quest to match
writer and machine may be as neces-
sary, in its way, as literature’s unend-
ing effort to reconcile experience and
expression—or so I tell myself as I sign
for the latest delivery. My AlphaSmart,
hurriedly unboxed, comes to life with
a flash last seen by a high-school stu-
dent in the mid-two-thousands, and I
teel, not for the first time, that it might
just be the final Word. +
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EPILOGUE

BY JACK HANDEY

It would be the last time the band
ever performed. That night, they
boarded a plane for their next gig.
On the plane, they were told that their
contract had been cancelled.

Kate and Bob eventually got divorced,
but remained friends—bitter, bitter
friends.

Peter Piper died a pauper.

At Attila’s funeral, one of the
top Hun generals remarked, “With-
out Attila, we would have been noth-
ing more than a bunch of savage
barbarians.”

After the huge asteroid missed Earth,
everyone was happy, except for Clem
Drexel, who lost a bet.

After Angelo Carcinelli was executed,
it was determined that not only was
he innocent; he was actually the electric-
chair repairman.

Doc Rogen was laughed out of town,
then laughed back into town.

Following the mutiny, a naval board
of inquiry was convened, to deter-
mine whether the captain had been
at fault. The board chairman was an
arrogant, cruel man, making the
others work long hours without
breaks, and referred to them as “bloody
swine.” He even flogged one board
member.

The chairman was then overtaken
and set adrift in a rowboat, to the taunts
and jeers of the other board members.

After Ted Longmire failed to make the
transition from drama to comedy, he
threw himself in front of a steamroller.

Old Pete never did find the Lost
Dutchman Mine, but he did find his
burro, which had been hiding from him.

After retiring from boxing, Tim
O’Shannon opened a paper mill, where

he was accidentally beaten to a pulp.

Christopher Columbus died without
ever realizing that he had discovered
the New World, or that he was Italian.

A year later, Jeremy Larkin was hit on
the head by another coconut, but this
one didn’t change him as much as the
first coconut.

After their defeat by the mutants, the
skeleton army fell apart.

Following Abraham Lincoln’s death,
two tickets were found in his pockets:
one for the ship Titanic and another

tor the airship Hindenburg.

Professor Higginbotham grew rich
from his invention, the moving wall

of spikes. But he was killed when he
tripped and fell on a porcupine.

When the Pope and the antipope fi-

nally met, it caused a huge explosion.

In addition to her other awards, Marie
Curie won the top Halloween prize
for her glowing skeleton costume.

After his death, the Greek philoso-
pher who invented irony was mistak-
enly credited with inventing slapstick.

Despite the harsh reviews, “The Man
with the Secret Weapon Who Also
Had a Spare Secret Weapon” became
a box-office hit.

Within fifty years of their signing,
fifty-four of the fifty-six signers of
the Declaration of Independence were
dead, fulfilling what is known as the

Curse of the Declaration.

After the war, mustard gas was banned,
and for two years so was mustard.

Despite the sermons and the rehabil-
itation course, the pirates never lost
their desire for treasure.

Although the Wolf Man was killed,

scientists say that nearly three in five
humans carry the werewolf gene.

The skunks eventually returned . ..
and they were mad. ¢
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THE OTHER SIDE

Prison closed off Eddy Zheng’s future. He opened his mind anyway.

BY HUA HSU

A s a child, Xiao Fei Zheng did not
understand want. He was born in
Guangzhou, in southern China, in 1969,
and grew up in a quiet neighborhood.
Walking home from school, he often
heard parents disciplining their chil-
dren. But he was pampered. His father
was a political officer in the Army, and
his mother, a former professional bas-
ketball player, was an accountant. Their
apartment was large, with a dining room
spacious enough for his parents to host
parties where couples would dance to
tango and cha-cha records. In the rest
of the building, apartments of this size
were divided among three families. On

many nights, the Zhengs’neighbors pa-

tiently waited for the family to finish
dinner. Then they would invite them-
selves over, stools in hand, and watch
the Zhengs’ color television.

Xiao Fei’s father had little family in
China, and his mother’s siblings were
all in Hong Kong or the United States;
her parents encouraged the family to
come to California’s Bay Area, where
they had lived for decades. In 1982, the
Zhengs decided to make the move. Xiao
Fei was twelve, his sister was seventeen,
and his brother was twenty.

It was the first time Xiao Fei had
ever flown, and he couldn't stop throw-
ing up. On arriving in the U.S., the fam-
ily stayed with his grandparents, seven

Eddy built relationships with gangsters and politicians, then turned to philanthropy.
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people sharing a two-bedroom apart-
ment in Oakland’s Chinatown.

His sister remembers watching “Star
Wars”in the late seventies and assuming
that it was a story about America. She
expected their new homeland to be full
of robots and levitating cars, but she found
it eerily desolate. After the sun set, their
neighbors in Oakland stayed inside and
locked the doors. Occasionally, they heard
gunshots. Xiao Fei’s father was used to
telling people what to do. Now he worked
at Burger King, where he needed only
three English words: “lettuce,” “tomato,”
and “cheese.” Xiao Fei’s mother worked
as a live-in nanny in San Jose, seeing her
own family on weekends. Xiao Fei spent
a lot of time with his grandfather, who
took him aside one day and asked him
to pick an English name out of the dic-
tionary. He chose Eddy—he liked that
it also referred to flowing water.

Perhaps the greatest change was that
they were suddenly in a world of Black
and white. Even the Chinese Ameri-
cans felt unfamiliar. On Eddy’s first day
of school, he approached two women
wearing earrings and makeup and shyly
asked which one of them was his teacher.
They laughed; they were thirteen, too.

Eddy’s parents were preoccupied with
work. His brother, who went by Peter,
studied English and worked at Burger
King with their father. His sister, Lili,
waitressed and attended community
college. Eddy’s grandparents took home
expired food from the grocery store. “In

China, I had whatever I wanted,” Eddy
recalled. “In the U.S., we had nothing.”

Eddy, who had been a decent student
in China, recalls a day, during his first
year of high school, when his teacher
asked everyone to bring in a newspaper
clipping. He didn't understand what that
was or where to find one. He began skip-
ping class and hanging out at Lincoln
Square Park, playing kickball with Chi-
nese immigrant boys and girls. Other
teen-agers referred to them as “Viet-
cong” or “Ching-Chong Chinaman.”
San Francisco gangsters offered Eddy
and his friends pocket money to run er-
rands. At first, they weren't interested.
But they eventually graduated from kick-
ball to slick clothes and elaborate hair
styles modelled on Duran Duran and
Hong Kong pop idols.

Eddy was fourteen when he fell in
with a group of local criminals, most of
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whom were in their twenties and thir-
ties. He stopped going to school com-
pletely, and he rarely slept at home. He
remembers going to see “Year of the
Dragon”at a theatre full of Chinatown
gangsters wearing black trenchcoats.
Everyone cheered on the bad guys.
When he was fifteen, he was arrested
tor shoplifting a jacket. Undeterred, he
and his friends started stealing car ste-
reos. There was no vision of the future
beyond a family-style feast in China-
town if they scored a good one.

Eddy wanted to prove that he was
tough. He and another teen robbed a
gambling house in broad daylight. He
worked nights as security at a brothel in
San Francisco, sitting at the window with
a walkie-talkie and a shotgun. He re-
members watching one of the sex work-
ers seated at the bar between shifts. She
was bathed in red light, hunched over,
long hair flowing down her back, writ-
ing a letter to her boyfriend in prison. It
was one of the first times Eddy thought
about what it would be like if something
went wrong.

On January 6, 1986, Eddy and two
other teen-agers invaded the home of
a family who owned and operated shops
in San Francisco’s Chinatown. They
ambushed the parents at gunpoint when
they returned to the house at night,and
locked the children in a bathroom. They
tied up the husband and hit him. They
tore off the wife’s clothes, threatened to
rape her, and pretended to take com-
promising photos of her with an un-
loaded camera. They spent hours in the
family’s house. At one point, Eddy wan-
dered into the living room and noticed
a toy robot. He began playing with it,
momentarily forgetting where he was.
He was sixteen.

Eddy and one of his accomplices
drove the wife to the couple’s shops, end-
ing up at one on Jackson Street, where
they took anything that looked valuable.
The police pulled them over as they were
driving the wife home—Eddy had for-
gotten to turn on the headlights.

His parents had no money to hire a
lawyer. A behavioral analyst described
Eddy as a “lost soul,” incapable of mak-
ing any decisions on his own. Older
criminals had assured him that, as a
minor, he wouldn't receive serious pun-

ishment. His family was ashamed of
what he had done. His father thought

that he should just admit wrongdoing
and beg for forgiveness. “It was very Chi-
nese,” Lili recalled. Eddy was tried as an
adult and convicted of sixteen felony
counts, including kidnapping. He was
sentenced to seven years to life.

“I was a follower,” he told me.“I wasn't
a leader.”

ddy spent much of 1986 in juvenile-

detention centers; when he turned
eighteen, he was sent to San Quentin,
which held the state’s most violent of-
fenders. Eddy was told that he was the
facility’s youngest inmate. California’s
prisons were not as crowded as they would
become, and he moved into a single cell.

Eddy was welcomed by a Samoan
inmate named Tufty, who gave him a
basket with chips, instant ramen, soy
sauce, and some magazines. At the time,
inmates at San Quentin were separated
according to race or affiliation, groups
referred to as “cars.” There were biker
cars, neo-Nazi cars, and cars for specific
street gangs; Asians and Pacific Island-
ers were a small enough group to con-
stitute a single car, marked “Other” on
the prison’s intake form. Joining a car
was a matter of pragmatism, necessi-
tated by safety and camaraderie. Each
car placed members in useful positions
within the prison bureaucracy—the
kitchen and the commissary, the laun-
dry, and processing.

Being Other meant that it was eas-
ier to avoid turf wars. And the rules laid
down by elders like Tuffy kept Eddy
largely insulated from the drugs and the
violence around him. Eddy and his co-
hort rarely fought with other cars; during
lockdowns, they often picked up extra
work shifts. “Model minorities,” Eddy
joked. He was constantly attempting to
befriend volunteers and find pen pals.
“You're always trying to get someone,”
he explained—friends and also poten-
tial lovers. “If you don't have connection
or hope, you think to yourself, Why
should I be good?” Older inmates told
him he would likely do only seven years,
maybe a couple more.

Visitation policies were relatively lax
at the time, and his parents came as
often as they could. They would bring
crab and eat it with Eddy in the open
fields inside the prison walls. They never
told Eddy’s grandparents why he was

no longer around. At first, his parents

had assumed that he would be released
after not too long; in time, the situation
simply became too hard to explain. They
would stage photographs that made it
look as if Eddy were studying or work-
ing out of state. His grandparents died
without learning the truth.

Eddy experienced many firsts while
incarcerated: the first time he wrote a
letter, the first time he saw a man stabbed,
the first time he ate an apple fritter. His
friends in Oakland had been mostly Chi-
nese. Now he recognized similarities be-
tween Chinese and Samoans, Asians and
African Americans. He participated in
a sweat-lodge ceremony. An older Black
inmate he called Pops talked to him about
philosophy, and taught him how to play
handball. Pops encouraged him to read
Hermann Hesse’s “Siddhartha,”and Eddy
found a copy in Chinese. Eddy got into
bodybuilding, then yoga, and then Pi-
lates. He fell in love for the first and sec-
ond times—the result of his letter-writ-
ing with women on the outside. It was
while he was incarcerated that he first
told his father he loved him.

He learned English and began writ-
ing poetry. He learned to type and be-
came a Toastmaster. He watched many,
many episodes of “The O.C.”He picked
up the guitar. He learned about the AIDS
epidemic and educated other inmates
in sexual health. He sang in the church
choir. He joked around with bikers and
skinheads. He read “Siddhartha” again,
this time in English. He never once cried.

In September, 1998, Eddy’s petition
for parole was approved. His parents
got a room ready for him at home. He
had job offers from a Chinatown youth
center and a law firm, and he planned
to enroll at San Francisco State. All that
remained, one of the parole-board com-
missioners explained, was for the gov-
ernor to sign off. The commissioner told
Eddy, “Wait until everything is over and
done with before you pack your suit-
case.” But he began giving away his cas-
sette tapes and books.

«T remember the four of you—you,
Alicia, Momo, Jeanne—came into
the door, into the study hall,” Eddy told
me recently. “I was just very surprised.
"This was the first time I seen four Asians
coming in.”
I met Eddy in the winter of 1998, as
he awaited news of his release date. I was
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volunteering as part of a program admin-
istered by Patten College. Most of the
volunteers were Berkeley undergradu-
ates, and we were drawn to the program
for various reasons. Earlier that year, I
had volunteered at a conference of ac-
tivists, scholars, and artists in the emerg-
ing prison-abolition movement. I was
already working with so-called at-risk
youth in the East Bay. Now I saw clearly
what it meant for there to
be a pipeline from under-
served schools to prisons.

Most of us were middle-
class kids walking into a
prison for the first time. We
couldn't wear blue (the color
of the inmates’ uniforms),
but the searches of our back-
packs and jackets were per-
functory. The inmates took
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of Berkeley’s Asian American newspa-
per; we often brought issues for the in-
mates to read. I gave him a small rock
that I had picked up while visiting the
Great Wall of China, years before.

We wrote letters after I graduated; I
grew familiar with Eddy’s tiny, com-
pressed cursive. Around this time, he also
befriended a volunteer named Shelly
Smith, with whom he struck up a ro-
mantic, largely epistolary re-
lationship. His letters to me
always began with a few en-
couraging lines about what-
ever minor personal stresses
I'd relayed to him. In June,
1999, he wrote to tell me that
his parole request had just
been turned down by the
governor, Gray Davis, a
Democrat who had taken

college-level courses, and

we talked them through their assigned
readings about due process, Emma Gold-
man, the bicameral system. We told them
about innovations in pizza and comput-
ing. They taught us about Stevie Won-
der, the power of poetry, the bus systems
of Los Angeles, the importance of look-
ing someone in the eye when you spoke
to him. We never asked what any of
them had done to end up in prison.

I'was not expecting to meet as many
Asian inmates as I did. Statistics about
the number of Asians and Pacific Is-
landers who are incarcerated are impre-
cise, but it is estimated that during the
nineteen-nineties this population in-
creased by two hundred and fifty per
cent. According to the Bureau of Jus-
tice Statistics, men in the Other cate-
gory are imprisoned at three times the
rate of white men. The Other female
category has the highest imprisonment
rate of any ethnic or racial group.

At first, Eddy seemed serious and
formal. But I was drawn to him. He was
so desperate to learn. I'd sometimes ask
him questions in Chinese, and, wary of
making the guards uncomfortable, he
would answer in English. He shared
poems and scraps of memoir with us,
and his questions about politics and his-
tory were so wide-ranging that I had no
idea what classes he was actually taking.

On our last day as tutors, Eddy passed
me an envelope containing a bracelet he
had made out of tiny beads. The beads
spelled out “HARD BOILED,” the name
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office in January. In 1994,
California voters had passed the Three
Strikes law, increasing sentencing for
people with multiple felonies, and Davis
frequently turned down parole requests
from life-term inmates. “You must be
wondering how I must be feeling right
now,” Eddy wrote. “Well, you might not
believe this, but aside from feeling relief
I also feel a sense of excitement. Relief
because I am no longer drifting in an
endless sea, excitement because I'll have
even more accomplishments and sup-
port when I go to my next hearing. I
don't feel sad at all. Or maybe it just
hasn't hit me yet.”

In April, 2000, Eddy became one of
the first inmates in the program to earn
an associate’s degree. He continued tak-
ing classes. That year, some Berkeley
students arrived at San Quentin wear-
ing yellow armbands. One of them ex-
plained that there was a strike on cam-
pus to defend Berkeley’s ethnic-studies
department against proposed cutbacks.
“I think that’s where I first really tried
to understand more” about Asian Amer-
ican history, Eddy said. These students
were free, and yet they wanted more.
He was reading bell hooks and encour-
aging younger inmates to do the same.
He exchanged writing with poets like
Ishle Yi Park and published his own
zines. He had ascended to the status of
O.G.—original gangster—defusing ten-
sions with other cars. Anmol Chaddha,
a Berkeley undergraduate, was teaching
a class in the prison on apartheid-era

South Africa. One student asked why
Blacks,who made up a majority of South
Africans,acceded to minority rule. Eddy
turned to the student. “Look at us,”
Chaddha remembers him saying. “Look
at our situation. We vastly outnumber
the guards. But we're sitting here, gen-
erally complacent with the situation.”

here was never a golden age of in-

carceration. Yet there were moments
in the recent past when institutions made
greater gestures toward rehabilitation. In
the early nineties, nearly twenty per cent
of federal inmates had taken a college
course while incarcerated. But a provi-
sion of the Violent Crime Control and
Law Enforcement Act of 1994 banned
incarcerated people from accessing Pell
Grants. By 2004, the figure had dropped
to around ten per cent, as programs that
offered associate’s or bachelor’s degrees
to inmates closed.

Eddy wanted more from San Quen-
tin’s classes, so, in 2002, he and three
other inmates, Stephen Liebb, Viet Mike
Ngo, and Rico Riemedio, circulated a
petition to have ethnic studies incorpo-
rated into the prison’s curriculum. Eddy
had managed to avoid getting into se-
rious trouble for sixteen years, but now
he, Mike, and Rico were put in solitary
confinement. Eddy was guilty of shar-
ing his writings with outsiders without
prison approval.

Eddy sent aletter to Hard Boiled, the
Berkeley newspaper, inquiring about its
submissions policy. Chaddha, an editor,
agreed to print whatever Eddy sent in.
He asked if there was anything else he
could do. Eddy requested help finding
a lawyer.

Chaddha recognized that Eddy
needed not just a lawyer but a political
campaign. Chaddha started the Asian
Prisoner Support Committee with Yuri
Kochiyama, a longtime activist who had
been a confidant of Malcolm X in the
sixties. The committee’s immediate aim
was to support Eddy, Mike, and Rico,
who became known as the San Quen-
tin Three. Mike and Rico were even-
tually transferred out of solitary. But
Eddy, who was technically still eligible
for parole, remained in isolation for
eleven months.

Chaddha consulted Victor Hwang,
a civil-rights lawyer he had learned about

in an Asian-American-studies class.



Hwang introduced him to a network of
lawyers, community leaders, and local
politicians, all of whom were, in a sense,
alumni of the nineteen-sixties social
movements that had birthed Asian
American identity. Chaddha needed to
persuade state legislators to support Eddy
the next time he was up for parole.

In May, 2003, Eddy was sent to the
California State Prison in Solano. As a
teen-ager, he had been processed at an
inmate-reception center; from the yard,
he could see Solano being constructed,
just across the street. Since he'd entered
the system, in 1986, California had built
three new universities and nineteen new
prisons. The state’s prison population
had more than doubled.

A campaign slowly arose to support
Eddy. Paul Dosh, a Berkeley graduate
student who had taught Eddy in San
Quentin, performed poetry in the streets
to raise money for Eddy’s lawyers. Eddy
wrote as many as ten letters a day to
friends, former volunteers, politicians,
activists,and college students. Ben Wang,
an undergraduate at the University of
California, Davis, who began correspond-
ing with Eddy, said, “From inside a state
prison, he was able to network and build
a community.” Jeanne Loh, another
Berkeley tutor Eddy had grown close to
in the late nineties, helped him set up a
blog. In his posts, he would muse about
prison food, shout-out friends, share po-
etry,and even campaign for political can-
didates whom he'd befriended through
the mail. At one point, he asked people
to stop sending him books; he'd received
more than he could possibly read.

“At the beginning, we didn't tell any-
one, because we lost face,” his father re-
called, from the family home in Oak-
land. “We were ashamed. We couldn’t
face the Chinese community.” But, after
hearing Kochiyama speak at a rally, he
realized that he needed to do the same.
Chaddha took Eddy’s parents to Sac-
ramento, where they went door to door,
talking to legislators. “They were the
closers,” Chaddha told me. He remem-
bers a meeting of Asian American com-
munity leaders where Eddy’s mother,
once too mortified to admit that her
son was in prison, gave an impromptu
speech to a ballroom full of strangers
about her family’s journey from Guang-
zhou to San Quentin.

Eddy began studying meditation. In

one exercise, he had to count to ten. If
any thoughts intruded, he had to start
over. The exercise resembled his strug-
gle for parole; he applied more than a
dozen times. In November, 2004, the
board voted in favor of his release. Gray
Davis had been recalled by California
voters, and the governor was now Ar-
nold Schwarzenegger, who did not ob-
ject to the board’s recommendation. One
day, in March, 2005, a prison official
summoned Eddy and said, “Hey, Zheng,
type out this ducat”™—a pass that in-
mates need to move freely. It was for
Eddy’s release.

But the Illegal Immigration Re-
form and Immigrant Responsibility
Act 01996 had expanded the catego-
ries that made noncitizen felons sub-
ject to deportation. On Eddy’s release
from Solano, he was handed over to
ICE agents, who drove him to a field
office in San Francisco. As the van
made its way through the city at lunch-
time, Eddy looked out the window.
He hadn't seen so many free people in
nearly twenty years.

He spent almost two years detained
by ICE in Marysville, north of Sacra-
mento. While in custody, he married
Shelly Smith, the volunteer he had be-

friended in the late nineties. “There is

nothing traditional about our marriage,”
he reflected on his blog. “We're just two
pieces of a giant puzzle finding our places
to complete and fulfill our mission.”

As more people learned about Eddy’s
situation, the movement to free him in-
tensified. The family he'd victimized had
largely been silent throughout the pa-
role process. But, while Eddy was in
Marysville, the daughter, Jenny Tam,
submitted a letter to the immigration
court. “My family is no different from
his,” she wrote. “It saddens me to see so
many people rallying for Eddy.” Tam
went on to describe the isolation and
paranoia that had come to define their
home life: “Part of me is afraid that I
will feel like the one who has done some-
thing wrong. ... To me, any achievements
he claims were done to sway the court
to rule in his favor. My firm wish is that
Eddy be deported.”

In July, 2006, an immigration judge
ordered Eddy deported to China. But
the case was appealed to the Ninth Cir-
cuit, and in February, 2007, Eddy was
allowed to leave ICE custody while await-
ing the ruling. As he signed the paper-
work for his release, his mother combed
his hair. He was greeted outside the de-
tention center by supporters and a swarm
of journalists. After thanking everyone,

cCOoO@

“Lets take an excruciatingly awkward
two minutes for people to trickle in.”



T wasn't hibernating. I was resting my eyes.”

Eddy walked to his sister’s Lexus and
put a box with the battery for his ankle
monitor in the trunk. He reached up to
pull the lid of the trunk down, as peo-
ple did in 1986. “Stop,” his sister said.
She pushed a button, and the trunk
closed by itself.

Eddy’s friends from Lincoln Square
Park, now leading law-abiding lives,
took him out for a Chinese banquet—
an elevated version of what they had
done, in the eighties, after stealing a car
stereo. “Everybody’s taking me out to
eat,” Eddy said. “Every time they ask
me what [ want, I say, T don't know.’
‘Sushi? What is that”’ I'd never been to
a sushi restaurant. ‘What do you want
to order?’ I don’t know. I'm not from
this world.”

L ast June, I visited Eddy in Oakland,
where he lives in the hills with his
second wife, Lisa, a Chinese American
social worker, and their eight-year-old
daughter, Abella. (He and Smith sepa-
rated in 2012. “She’s still one of my clos-
est friends,” he told me.) Eddy drives
his daughter to school along the route
he used to walk when cutting class.
Eddy is fifty-two. He has broad shoul-
ders and sharp cheekbones, and his gaze
is piercing and alert. There’s a small,
faded tattoo of the Chinese character
for “tiger” on his left hand—a reminder
that he entered prison during the Year
of the Tiger. A corner of the living room
is cordoned off as an office, which con-
tains the possessions that have defined
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his life since he was sixteen. In addition
to boxes of letters and photographs, there
are thick binders with his trial and pa-
role documents. There’s a giant photo-
graph of him as a fifteen-year-old with
slicked-back hair, dressed all in white.
Behind his desk are the books he was
given while incarcerated. There’s a tiny
statue of Bruce Lee, plaques, and pho-
tographs from Eddy’s bodybuilding days,
when he was alarmingly muscular. His
desk faces a garden, where he planted
artichokes—a reminder of a fellow-
inmate from San Quentin, who con-
cocted a way to cook the vegetables in
his cell. There was a Porsche out front,
a hand-me-down from his sister. When
Eddy was imprisoned, Lili made her
way from community college to Berke-
ley, mastering English while working
three jobs. She studied accounting and
became the first woman from mainland
China to make partner at Deloitte. She
cites her path as an example of the Amer-
ican Dream. But she sees it in Eddy’s
story, too. “I would say he’s more suc-
cessful than me,” she said.

Eddy and I drove to San Francisco
on the day that California lifted its ban
on in-person gatherings. At Portsmouth
Square, a park at Chinatown’s eastern
edge, neighborhood elders played cards
wearing surgical masks and gloves. Eddy
tried to find the site of the gambling
house he stuck up in the mid-eight-
ies—his graduation from petty theft
and shoplifting to armed robbery. He
recalled the door being ajar, the shape

of a victim’s pendant, what they ate after-
ward. But he could not remember what
hed felt.

On his release from detention, Eddy
had got a job with the Community Youth
Center of San Francisco, where he mainly
worked with Asian American youth. His
team would walk through Chinatown,
checking in on store owners and the kids
posted on street corners. We passed a
storefront, and Eddy stiffened. This was
the site of the shop he had robbed after
the home invasion. When C.Y.C. was
doing its neighborhood walks, he whis-
pered, he never had the courage to go
down this block.

A lot of Eddy’s post-incarceration
work is animated by a belief in restor-
ative justice, which seeks to put victims
and perpetrators of violence in conver-
sation with one another. It’s an alter-
native to traditional models of retribu-
tion, and, when it works, the victim and
the perpetrator come to understand
each other’s history and recognize their
membership in a shared community. In
the years after Eddy’s release, he, his
mother, and his brother were each
mugged, on separate occasions, outside
his parents’home. Each time, Eddy ex-
plained contexts that can compel peo-
ple to crime, trying to disabuse his fam-
ily of their “anti-Blackness.” “It’s so
much easier to be on the other side,”
he said. “To hate. To lock these people
up. It’s easier than trying to convince
people that’s not the way.” When he
contacted the police after his mugging,
he told them that it was not to press
charges against his assailant but, rather,
to pursue a restorative-justice session if
they ever found him.

In 2015, a mutual friend delivered a
letter of apology from Eddy to the
woman he had kidnapped. David Tam,
her son, told me, “It’s something that
we are all actively trying to cope with
in our daily lives. The more press he
gets, the more he brings up some of
these unresolved emotions. It’s difficult.
And, you know, I'm not rooting for the
guy.” As he pointed out, his family can’t
appeal the governor’s pardon. “I could
save a thousand people,” Eddy said, but
it would not erase the family’s “life sen-
tence of suffering.”

This summer, Eddy and I went to
the Ping Yuen Houses, popularly known
as the Pings, a four-building public-



housing complex along Pacific Avenue
in Chinatown. The population is largely
Asian, with an increasing number of
Black families. Outside, we were met
by members of C.Y.C. and of United
Playaz, another San Francisco-based
violence-prevention organization, and
by Guy Hudson, a fifty-seven-year-old
Black organizer and the self-described
“mayor of Hunters Point,” one of the
last strongholds of the city’s African
American population.

A C.Y.C.leader took Hudson aside
and told him about a Cambodian teen-
ager they'd been working with, whose
tamily had recently moved to Hunters
Point. A group of local kids had been
bullying him, but the family didn’t want
the police involved. “Get me their
names or a photo,” Hudson said, “and
I'll handle it.”

In 2010, after a string of assaults
against Asian Americans, Eddy per-
suaded C.Y.C. to open a branch office
in Bayview—Hunters Point, to provide
outreach to the Asian American, Black,
and Latinx youth there. “I done told my
tellas—they’re over here in the commu-
nity to help their people, just like we
help our people,” Hudson explained. “If
you need help, Eddy and his people will
help you.”

In the past year, numerous videos in
which older Asian Americans are as-
saulted by strangers have gone viral. Al-
though the majority of anti-Asian bias
incidents are committed by white peo-
ple, many of the videos have Black as-
sailants. Several were filmed in the Bay
Area, and, though their circulation
brought new attention to anti-Asian rac-
ism, they also inspired a new, influenc-
er-driven style of social-media activism.
The hashtags and Instagram infograph-
ics occasionally complicate the work of
longtime organizers and community
workers. “Media blows that Asian-and-
African-American thing way out of pro-
portion,” Hudson said. He pulled out his
phone to show me the youth basketball
team he coaches, which is evenly split
among Black, Latinx, and Asian kids:
“When we come running out, they think
they’re gonna whup us. But we’re beasts.”

The Ping Yuen staff had invited the
groups to discuss ways to bring resi-
dents together. Everyone was trying to
figure out if there was significant ten-
sion between the Asian and the Black

residents, or if they just needed more
occasions to socialize. A staffer observed
that bingo was a great way to bring com-
munity elders together. But they needed
to reach young people, too. Eventually,
they settled on a daytime party, with
Black and Chinese m.c.s alternating
songs. Someone volunteered Hudson’s
son, a local rapper. Hudson stared in-
tently at his phone before holding it up
for everyone to see. His son just wanted
to know where and when to show up.

It was the kind of mundane, detail-
oriented meeting necessary to build al-
liances. Out of context, the questions
people asked might have sounded funny.
A Black community organizer wanted
to know if there was a word “in Asian”
that meant the same thing in English,
since the party needed a catchy name.
Eddy leaned forward and said that the
name of the housing project, Ping Yuen,
means “Peaceful Garden”: “What if we
call it the Peaceful Garden jam?” Hud-
son started working on a chant: “Say it
loud/Ping Yuen and I'm proud.” As we
were leaving, Hudson said goodbye to
all the C.Y.C. volunteers in Chinese,
and then turned to Eddy with one of
the few other phrases he knows in Chi-

« »
nese: “You owe me moncy.

n 2015, after a series of rulings in

Eddy’s legal cases, Governor Jerry
Brown pardoned him. Two years later,
he became an American citizen. Within
the Asian American community, he
has an unusual kind of credibility. He
can talk openly about his experience as
both a perpetrator and a survivor of vi-
olence, and as someone at ease with his
contradictions.

One afternoon, he Zoomed with an
Asian American reading group that
had invited him to speak on a panel
about prison abolition. “Happy new
breath,” he began. He talked about his
personal history, but he kept his an-
swers brief, ceding his time to the other
panelists, who were women. At one
point, he extolled the virtues of chi, the
Chinese belief in breath. He said that
“chi” was also an acronym for “culture,
history, and identity,” explaining that
the roots of abolitionist politics are in
personal revolution. “Ethnic studies
saved my life,” he said. After the call,
told him I was surprised by how detf-

erential he had been—most people in

the group had likely never had the
chance to speak with someone whod
served time. He said that he was con-
scious of being a “cis het male,”and he
didn’t want to “take up space.” I asked
where he had learned this language.
“Inside, you have to be macho and show
no fear,” he replied. “Out here, you start
changing your perspective.”

On another Zoom, he addressed a
gathering of philanthropic funders, who
operated in a different register—the pi-
eties of nonprofit-speak. “Happy new
breath,” he said again. Eddy has spent
much of the past year launching the
New Breath Foundation, which raises
money for progressive Asian American
and Pacific Islander groups. “When I
was in solitary confinement, I really un-
derstood how breath could change ev-
erything,” he told me. “I saw how I took
breath for granted.”

Having spent decades building rela-
tionships with Bay Area gangsters and
politicians, he was turning to grant-mak-
ing. Only 0.2 per cent of philanthropic
dollars go to organizations specifically
serving the Asian American and Pacific
Islander communities; Eddy’s goal was
to raise ten million dollars for New
Breath. The first disbursement, of a hun-
dred and thirty thousand dollars, came
in March, shortly after a white man
killed eight people, six of them Asian
women, at three Atlanta-area spas and
massage parlors. By the end of summer,
New Breath had given more than two
million dollars in grants to groups in-
cluding the Center for Empowering
Refugees and Immigrants, which pro-
vides mental-health services to South-
east Asian refugees, and Red Canary
Song, which organizes sex workers.

On the Zoom, Eddy warned that
philanthropy often appeared to be a
“money-laundering machine” that let
wealthy funders feel good about them-
selves and their largesse. “The sooner
philanthropy is aware of that, the sooner
youre gonna feel even better in having

that wealth,” he said.

O ne evening, Eddy and I went to
the Far East Café, one of the old-
est restaurants in Chinatown, where the
Reverend Norman Fong, a prominent
Bay Area community leader, had orga-
nized a “solidarity dinner” honoring Jesse
Jackson. Fong was distressed by the year’s
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viral videos, and by the stories circulat-
ing about tension between Black and
Asian American communities.

In 1982, Vincent Chin, a twenty-
seven-year-old Chinese American, was
murdered in Detroit by two white men
who allegedly blamed the Japanese auto
industry for a decline in American jobs.
The attack on Chin, and the leniency
of the sentence—neither attacker went
to prison—was a catalyzing event for
Asian Americans. Jackson was one of
the first national civil-rights leaders to
speak about Chin’s killing, hosting a
press conference with Chin’s mother at
Cameron House, a Christian commu-
nity center in San Francisco’s China-
town. Fong and others had raised money
to fly Jackson out from Chicago, for the
dinner at the Far East Café and an event
the following day at Cameron House.

In the banquet hall, everyone negoti-
ated the new, and temporary, freedom of
post-mask life—the awkward handshakes,
the lunges that never materialized in hugs.
Leaders from various Bay Area Asian
American civil-rights and activist groups
were there, as were graying activists from
the social-justice organization the Rain-
bow PUSH Coalition, the original incar-
nation of which Jackson founded in the
seventies. Fong, who has a kind of throw-
back energy, kept pumping his fist and
shouting, “Reverend Jackson is in tha
house!” Fong and Jackson sat at a table
with Mayor London Breed. Another
table was crowded with state senators
and city ofhicials. Chesa Boudin, San Fran-
cisco’s district attorney, took Eddy aside
to get advice on a case.

“There’s nobody quite like Eddy in
San Francisco,” Boudin told me later.
“Someone who has both caused tremen-
dous harm and paid a serious price for
that, and somehow found redemption.”
Boudin’s tenure as D.A. has been de-
fined by an openness to rethinking crim-
inalization. He described a recent case,
in which a video of an Asian American
getting robbed went viral. The D.A.s of-
fice had charged the perpetrator but
wasn't sure what to do with the person
whod filmed and posted the crime. Bou-
din contacted Eddy, who persuaded the
victim to meet with the filmer. “Eddy’s
been someone who has dived in head
first to alleviate harm and build bridges,”
Boudin said.

At the dinner, Butch Wing, a Chi-
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nese American organizer for the Rain-
bow PUSH Coalition, began weeping as
he recounted Jackson’s 1984 Presidential
run. Jackson, weakened by Parkinson’s,
slowly rose from his table and shuffled
toward him. Everyone began cheering.
When Jackson finally reached the po-
dium, he wrapped his arms around Wing.
Jackson speaks in a hoarse whisper,
but his familiar sing-song cadences are
intact. Everyone leaned in as he recalled
Vincent Chin’s murder, connecting it to
the more recent killing of George Floyd.
“Your struggle is our struggle,” he told
the largely Asian American crowd.
After the dinner, Eddy stepped out
onto an empty Chinatown street. He
had been invited to take a quick photo
with Jackson, and was still buzzing about
the fact that local leaders, many of whom
once advocated for his freedom, had
come to our table to say hello or to ask
him for help. “It’s all about timing,” he
said. The way guai ren—fortuitous peo-
ple who help you along the way—have
reappeared throughout his life. Above
us, red lanterns crisscrossed the sky. He
took a picture to remember the night.

hen Eddy first reéntered society,

it was easy to go wherever he was
needed. He would talk to any audience,
never thinking to ask for an honorarium.
If there was a territorial dispute between
rival Chinatown factions, he would rush
to defuse it. He became a co-director of
the Asian Prisoner Support Committee,
the organization that Chaddha and
Kochiyama had founded to support him.
Eddy and other formerly incarcerated
men attended hearings for people like
Ny Nourn, a Cambodian American ref-
ugee who was incarcerated for sixteen
years for her part in a murder perpetrated
by an abusive ex-boyfriend. She was pa-
roled in 2017, but, like Eddy, she was re-
manded to ICE custody. Last year, Gov-
ernor Gavin Newsom pardoned her,
effectively ending her deportation pro-
ceedings. Today, she co-directs the

A.PS.C., which the New Breath Foun-
dation funds. “He’s a leader who knows
the roots,” she told me, of Eddy.

Eddy says that when he was in prison
he had a “narrower range of emotions.”
“He had a kind of intensity to him,”
Wang, the former U.C. Davis student,
recalled. People who knew him back then

still sense it sometimes. These days, he

is often seen as famous or well off; after
all, he’s a philanthropist. “That’s a cer-
tain image,” Eddy told me. “But in daily
life I have issues—family issues, marital
issues. I have my own life, the traumas
that come with post-incarceration.”

I asked Eddy if, when he was in
prison, it was hard to imagine life on
the outside. “It wasn’t difficult,” he said.
“The sky did not change much. The
clouds, the mountains, they did not
change. But the people, the life style,
the technology, everything changed.
Even though we get access to television
and radio, people from the outside, we're
not part of it. I'm not part of that world
anymore. To look beyond the wall to
see the mountains—you see the razor
wire, you see the wall, the paint is peel-
ing. You got to look beyond that to see
the mountains.”

In prison, he explained, you lose your
perception of time. Routine keeps you
sane, and yet you live with a constant
sense of anticipation, subject to institu-
tional whims. You keep secrets for guards
or officers, and then one day they turn
on you for being overfamiliar.

At times, it feels as if the only peo-
ple who truly understand Eddy are those
with whom he experienced the “fellow-
ship” of incarceration. Eddy, Mike, and
Rico—the San Quentin Three. They
once stood in the yard and looked up at
Mt. Tamalpais, in Marin County. “Free-
dom is close enough,” Eddy remembers
saying to himself. “It’s torture.” They
promised one another, “One day, we
gonna climb up there.” More often, they
focussed on the yard, to avoid putting
themselves through that anguish.

This summer, they finally did it. Eddy,
Mike, Rico, and Stephen—the ethnic-
studies petitioners—hiked up Mt. Tam.
They couldn’t find San Quentin. Eddy
looked up and saw three butterflies—*I
got a picture to prove it,” he assured me.
The men followed the butterflies until
they came to a clearing. From there, San
Quentin was so close that they started
identifying the tower blocks and the
quadrants of the yard.

They spent twenty minutes looking
at the prison from the mountain. Eddy
handed his phone to one of his friends,
who took a picture of him perched on
two large rocks. His face is clenched, the
prison is behind him, between his legs,
and he is pretending to shit on it. ¢
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ANNALS OF WAR

THE FALL OF THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC

The secret history of America’s final defeat in Afghanistan.

BY STEVE COLL AND ADAM ENTOUS

n April 14th, President Joe Bi-
O den ended the longest war

in United States history, an-
nouncing that the last remaining Amer-
ican troops in Afghanistan would leave
by September 11th. In the following
weeks, the Taliban conquered dozens
of rural districts and closed in on major
cities. By mid-June, the Islamic Repub-
lic of Afghanistan—the brittle demo-
cratic state built by Afghan moderniz-
ers, NATO soldiers, and American
taxpayers after the 9/11 attacks—ap-
peared to be in a death spiral. Yet its
President, Ashraf Ghani, insisted to his
cabinet that the Republic would en-
dure. In every meeting, “he assured us,
and encouraged us,” Rangina Hamidi,
the acting minister of education, said.
Ghani reminded them, “America didn’t
make a promise that they would be
here forever.”

On June 23rd, Ghani and his advis-
ers boarded a chartered Kam Air jet
that would take them from Kabul to
Wiashington, D.C., to meet with Biden.
As the plane flew above the Atlantic,
they sat on the cabin floor reviewing
talking points for the meeting. The Af-
ghan officials knew that Biden regarded
their government as hopelessly fractious
and ineffective. Still, Ghani recom-
mended that they present “one message
to the Americans” of resilient unity,
which might persuade the U.S. to give
them more support in their ongoing
war with the Taliban. Amrullah Saleh,
the First Vice-President, who said that
he felt “backstabbed” by Biden’s deci-
sion to withdraw, reluctantly agreed to
“stick to a rosy narrative.”

Biden welcomed Ghani and his top
aides to the Oval Office on the after-
noon of June 25th. “We’re not walking
away,” Biden told Ghani. He pulled
from his shirt pocket a schedule card
on which hed written the number of
American lives lost in Afghanistan and
Iraq since 9/11,and showed it to Ghani.
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“I appreciate the American sacrifices,”
Ghani said. Then he explained, “Our
goal for the next six months is to sta-
bilize the situation,” and described the
circumstances in Afghanistan as a“Lin-
coln moment.”

“The most important ask I have for
Afghanistan is that we have a friend in
the White House,” Ghani said.

“You have a friend,” Biden replied.

Ghani asked for specific military as-
sistance. Could the U.S. provide more
helicopters? Would American contrac-
tors continue to offer logistical support
to the Afghan military? Biden’s answers
were vague, according to Afghan ofhi-
cials in the room.

Biden and Ghani also discussed the
possibility of a peace agreement be-
tween the Islamic Republic and the Tal-
iban. American diplomats had been
talking with the Taliban for years, to
negotiate a U.S. withdrawal and to fos-
ter separate peace talks between the in-
surgents and Kabul. But the talks had
fallen apart, and the Taliban seemed
determined to seize Afghanistan by
force. The likelihood of the Taliban
“doing anything rational is not very
high,” Biden said, according to the Af-
ghan officials present.

While Ghani and his aides met with
Biden, Shaharzad Akbar, the chair of
the Afghanistan Independent Human
Rights Commission, conferred in
Washington with Americans working
in human rights, democracy, and de-
velopment. She recalled being stunned
to hear that many of the Americans
had already “concluded that Afghani-
stan was a lost cause, and had sort of
made peace with themselves.” They
asked her what contingency plans she
was making to flee Kabul and go into
exile. After the official visit, she stayed
in the U.S. through July 4th, and lis-
tened to Biden’s speech marking the
holiday, in which he said, “We'’re about

to see our brightest future.”

“I ended up crying a lot that eve-
ning,” Akbar said. She returned to Kabul
and went from embassy to embassy re-
questing visas for her staft.

n May 10,1968, in Paris, the United

States opened peace talks with
North Vietnam. President Richard
Nixon, who regarded the negotiations
mainly as political cover for America’s
withdrawal from the war, knew that the
terms under discussion would leave
South Vietnam, America’s ally, vulner-
able. In October, 1972, Nixon asked
Henry Kissinger, his national-security
adviser, about the likelihood of South
Vietnam’s survival. “I think there is one
chance in four,” Kissinger told him.

“Well, if they’re that collapsible,
maybe they just have to be collapsed,”
Nixon said. In January, 1973, the United
States signed a pact called the Agree-
ment on Ending the War and Restor-
ing Peace in Vietnam and withdrew all
its combat forces. Two years later, North
Vietnam and Vietcong guerrillas con-
quered South Vietnam. Helicopters
evacuated the last American personnel
from the rooftop of the U.S. Embassy
in Saigon.

The Islamic Republic’s last chapter
followed a strikingly similar course. For
years, peace talks were stalled by the
Taliban’s refusal to speak with the Af-
ghan government. But in 2018 Presi-
dent Donald Trump, determined to end
the war with or without the Afghan
President’s involvement, appointed a
special envoy, Zalmay Khalilzad, to ne-
gotiate directly with the Taliban, which
had representatives in Doha. Khalilzad
was a sixty-seven-year-old Afghan-born
diplomat, who had earned a doctorate
in political science at the University of
Chicago and had served in several Re-
publican Administrations. From 2003
to 2005, he was George W. Bush’s Am-
bassador to Afghanistan. His instruc-
tions were clear: make a deal with the



LORENZO TUGNOLI / THE WASHINGTON POST / CONTRASTO / REDUX

“You have the power,” a U.S. diplomat
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told the Taliban during negotiations. “If you don’t attack,” then “we won't attack.”
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Taliban that would allow for a quick
American military withdrawal.

In February, 2020, the U.S. and the
Taliban signed an accord called the
Agreement for Bringing Peace to Af-
ghanistan: the U.S. pledged to pull out
all its combat troops by May of 2021 if
the Taliban repudiated Al Qaeda and
other terrorist groups, entered into good-
faith talks with the Islamic Republic,
and sought to reduce violence in the
country. The Taliban also promised not
to attack U.S. and NATO troops who
were preparing to leave. They could con-
tinue to attack Afghan forces, however.
Many of the provisions were not made
public, and the Islamic Republic was
not a party to the agreement.

By then, the alliance between Wash-
ington and Kabul—once bathed in the
aspirational language of democracy,
women’s rights, and nation-building—
had become embittered by recrimina-
tions and mutual exhaustion. The peace
accord between the U.S. and the Tali-
ban made things dramatically worse. It
contained a series of secret written and
verbal agreements, including a conten-
tious provision barring the U.S. from
helping Afghan troops in their offen-
sive operations against the Taliban.
Ghani, who was largely cut out of the
process, struggled to understand what
the United States had agreed to and

why, and, even when he did understand,

he objected vigorously. Later, when the
Taliban failed to deliver on commit-
ments that it had made to the U.S., the
Trump Administration ignored the vi-
olations. “Ghani felt lied to,” Hamdul-
lah Mohib, his national-security adviser,
said. “He was undermined.”

Throughout the negotiations, Ghani
maintained back channels to American
politicians who were supportive of the
war, such as the Republican senator
Lindsey Graham, who had long called
for America’s continued presence in Af-
ghanistan. After Ghani’s talks with Gra-
ham, the senator would regularly call
Mike Pompeo, Trump’s Secretary of
State, who at one point accused Ghani
of “mobilizing Washington against” the
Trump Administration. The view of
many State Department officials, in-
cluding nonpartisan career diplomats,
was that Ghani had little interest in ne-
gotiating with the Taliban. “He pre-
ferred the status quo,” Khalilzad said.
“It kept him in power.”

In January, Biden inherited this frag-
menting compact. He could prolong
America’s military deployment, regard-
less of the deal, or he could continue
down the exit ramp that Trump had
built. Biden, who as Vice-President
under Barack Obama had opposed send-
ing large numbers of troops to fight in
the war, was openly doubtful that Af-

ghanistan could ever become a secure

“Congratulations! You've told the same joke one thousand times!”

and governable nation. At times, he
seemed as cold-blooded about the Is-
lamic Republic as Nixon had been about
South Vietnam. His decision to abruptly
withdraw the remaining U.S. forces in
Afghanistan, culminating in the Tali-
ban’s rapid takeover of the country—
and the chaotic evacuation of more than
a hundred thousand people from Hamid
Karzai International Airport—is an in-
delible part of his record. For Afghan-
istan’s population of about thirty-eight
million, the defeat has been incompa-
rably more consequential. The Taliban
are reimposing strict Sharia law on the
country, which has lost billions of dol-
lars in foreign aid, and the nation is now
gripped by a spreading famine.

The debates and decisions in Wash-
ington, Kabul, and Doha that preceded
the Islamic Republic’s fall took place
largely in private. Hundreds of pages
of meeting notes, transcripts, memo-
randa, e-mails, and documents, as well
as extensive interviews with Afghan
and American officials, present a dispir-
iting record of misjudgment, hubris,
and delusion from the very start.

he first serious attempt to negoti-

ate with the Taliban began in No-
vember, 2010. Nine years earlier, the U.S.
had overthrown the Taliban’s govern-
ment, which had harbored the Al Qaeda
terrorists who were responsible for the
9/11 attacks. The Taliban had mounted
an insurgency to try to return to power,
and Richard Holbrooke, Obama’s envoy
to the region, hoped to persuade them
to stop fighting and to enter Afghan
politics. American diplomats and Tali-
ban negotiators engaged in talks about
a possible peace settlement. But the Tal-
iban refused to work with the Afghan
President, Hamid Karzai—the coun-
try’s first-ever democratically elected
head of state—seeing him as an illegit-
imate puppet. Karzai, in turn, objected
to America’s conferring legitimacy on
extremist rebels bent on overthrowing
his government.

“You betrayed me!” Karzai shouted
at Ryan Crocker, the U.S. Ambassador
to Afghanistan, during a meeting in late
2011. Obama ultimately deferred to Kar-
zai, and by mid-2013 serious discussions
with the Taliban about power sharing
had ended. Before Obama left office,
he drastically reduced the U.S. troop



presence in Afghanistan from its peak
of about a hundred thousand. But he
left eighty-four hundred American sol-
diers on a mission of indefinite dura-
tion, to strike Al Qaeda and a branch
of the Islamic State, and to aid Afghan
forces fighting the Taliban.

In 2017, President Trump appointed
General H. R. McMaster as national-
security adviser. McMaster recommended
more U.S. airpower and intelligence aid
to support Afghan forces, and a tougher
approach to Pakistan, the Taliban’s his-
torical protectors. Trump agreed to the
strategy, and seemed to accept that peace
between the Taliban and the Islamic Re-
public might not be achievable. “Nobody
knows if or when that will ever happen,”
he said that August. He promised that
U.S. troops would remain in Afghani-
stan until they had defeated Al Qaeda
and the Islamic State.“The consequences
of a rapid exit are both predictable and
unacceptable,” he said.

But when the strategy failed to quickly
turn the war around Trump began look-
ing for a way out. (Later, he complained,
“I should have followed my instincts, not
my generals!”) The following year, Trump
fired McMaster and replaced him with
John Bolton, an ardent conservative and
Fox News commentator who had served
in previous Republican Administrations.
He also appointed Mike Pompeo, his
C.ILA. director, as Secretary of State.
During the summer of 2018, Pompeo
consulted with Khalilzad, who, in Sep-
tember, became the Administration’s
envoy to negotiate with the Taliban. “It
was thought that nobody knows the Af-
ghan situation, the Afghan players”bet-
ter than Khalilzad, Charles Kupperman,
then one of Bolton’s top advisers, said.
Also, “there weren't a lot of other candi-
dates.” A diplomat on Khalilzad’s staff
was told that Trump wanted to leave Af-
ghanistan in six months, but that per-
haps he could be persuaded to wait as
many as nine months.

Khalilzad is a little more than six
teet tall and has the quick, expressive
smile of an ace salesman. “Zal is ex-
tremely likable,” Elliott Abrams, his
colleague in the George W. Bush Ad-
ministration, said. “Great sense of
humor. Jokes all the time.” Other offi-
cials found him evasive, particularly
when he was involved in complex di-

plomacy. “No shortage of talking, but

a lot of difficulty in figuring out exactly
what he’s talking about and why,”
Crocker said, adding that Khalilzad re-
minded him of “a Freya Stark version
of an Arab proverb: ‘It is good to know
the truth and speak it, but it is better
to know the truth and speak of palm
trees.”” According to Bolton, Trump
once remarked of Khalilzad, “I hear he’s
a con man, although you need a con
man for this.” Khalilzad brushed off
such insults, citing an adage often at-
tributed to Harry S. Truman: “If you
want a friend in Washington, get a dog.”

n October, 2018, Khalilzad flew to

Kabul, where he met Ghani at the
Arg palace, an eighty-three-acre com-
pound housing the Afghan President’s
offices and residence. They had known
each other for nearly fifty years. As
teen-agers in Kabul during the late
nineteen-sixties, they had joined the
American Field Service high-school
exchange program. (Ghani went to Lake
Oswego, Oregon, and Khalilzad to
Ceres, California.) Throughout the
years, according to American diplomats
who worked with them, their relation-
ship began to resemble a sibling rivalry.
When Ghani ran for President in 2014,
he bridled at indications that Khalil-
zad might be exploring his own bid,
which Khalilzad denied. In meetings,
they bantered in a patois of Dari and
English. In private, each seemed con-
vinced that the other suffered from ex-
cessive ego and ambition.

Ghani was once a planner at the
World Bank and a naturalized Amer-
ican. After the Taliban fell, he returned
to Afghanistan, where he served as
Hamid Karzai’s finance minister. He
left government in 2004, and five years
later, after giving up his American cit-
izenship, he ran for President against
Karzai and lost. When Karzai was in-
eligible for another term, in 2014, Ghani
ran again, and he narrowly beat Abdul-
lah Abdullah, a former foreign minis-
ter, in an election marred by allegations
of fraud. After negotiations, Abdullah
became Afghanistan’s Chief Executive.

Ghani earned a doctorate in anthro-
pology at Columbia, and he sometimes
seemed to approach his Presidency as if
it were graduate school. Between his two
residences in Kabul, he cumulatively
maintained a personal library of about

seven thousand books, and during meet-
ings he often referenced academic liter-
ature. He sought to empower those
whom he referred to as Afghanistan’s
“stakeholders”—human-rights activists,
Islamic scholars, media companies, and
businesses. He populated his wartime
administration with other technocrats
who had graduate degrees from univer-
sities abroad, and spurned traditional
Afghan politicians and strongmen, who
he thought had brought the country to
ruin. American diplomats and military
commanders continually pressed Ghani
to align with Karzai, Abdullah, and fig-
ures such as Abdul Rashid Dostum, who
had an armed following and a record of
alleged human-rights abuses. Much of
the strength of the military opposition
to the Taliban resided with such indi-
viduals, and it was hard to see how Ghani
could strike a deal without them.

“He’s just not a good politician,”James
Cunningham, who served as the U.S.
Ambassador in Kabul during Ghani’s
first term, said. “There are lots of things
I do admire about him, but he wasn'’t
able to find the political skills necessary
to build coalitions and partnerships with
people who disagreed with him.”

During his initial meeting with Kha-
lilzad at the Arg palace, Ghani deliv-
ered a long PowerPoint presentation
about the obstacles to peace. He envi-
sioned that the Islamic Republic and
the United States would negotiate to-
gether, sitting across from the Taliban,
an idea that Khalilzad found plainly un-
realistic. For nearly a decade, the Tali-
ban had insisted that they wanted to
talk only to the U.S., to secure the with-
drawal of NATO troops, which they re-
garded as an occupying force. Khalil-
zad and many other diplomats believed
that peace negotiations between Ghani’s
government and the Taliban would have
to come after the U.S. had agreed to
leave and the Taliban had pledged, in
return, to engage in such talks.

After the meeting, Khalilzad flew to
Pakistan, where he met with guerrilla
leaders. When Ghani heard about the
meeting, after it was over, he exploded.
He was known for having a temper. “He
would become emotional and start shout-
ing,” Yasin Zia, a four-star Afghan gen-
eral who was appointed chief of Army
staff in 2020, recalled. “In a war, this type
of behavior will not help you.” American
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diplomats sometimes regarded these flare-
ups as manufactured outrage, designed
to slow down any negotiations that might
undermine Ghani’s authority.

The mutual distrust between Khalil-
zad and Ghani shaped—and distort-
ed—U.S.-Afghan relations for the next

three years.

he United States and the Taliban
opened formal negotiations on Jan-
uary 22, 2019. The participants met in
downtown Doha, in a cylindrical glass
tower that houses Qatar’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Khalilzad led the American
delegation; Sher Moham-
mad Abbas Stanikzai, a dip-
lomat who briefly partici-
pated in talks with Obama
Administration negotiators,
in 2011, helped lead the Tal-
iban team. “War has gone
on too long,” Stanikzai said,
in an opening statement.
“We have shed millions of gallons of
blood. We want peace in Afghanistan
through negotiations.” Abdullah Amini,
a veteran adviser to U.S. military com-
manders in Kabul, who had lost many
relatives during the long conflict, audi-
bly wept as he translated Stanikzai’s re-
marks for the American delegation.
Khalilzad had conceived an accord
that consisted of four parts: the U.S.
would withdraw from Afghanistan; the
Taliban would guarantee that Al Qaeda,
the Islamic State, and other terrorist
groups would not operate against the
U.S.; the Taliban and the Islamic Re-
public would negotiate a power-sharing
agreement; and there would be a cease-
tire. The four parts were interdepen-
dent—or as Khalilzad often put it, “Noth-
ing is agreed until everything is agreed.”
At first, both sides were deferential.
“We can withdraw half by the end of
April,” Khalilzad said, referring to U.S.
forces. Stanikzai was just as quick to
offer assurances about counterterror-
ism: “We will guarantee that we will
not allow Al Qaeda to attack you.” But
when Khalilzad proposed a nationwide
ceasefire and power-sharing negotia-
tions between the Taliban and Kabul,
Stanikzai balked. “We understand that
we cannot rule Afghanistan alone and
we need help in reaching a negotiated
settlement,” he said. But he first wanted
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a deal ratifying a U.S. troop departure
in exchange for the Taliban’s counter-
terrorism promises.

They went back and forth for days.
“Washington insists on a comprehen-
sive ceasefire,” Khalilzad said, in the
final session. Eventually, the Taliban en-
voys said that if the U.S. pledged to
withdraw they would stop attacking
U.S. and allied NATO forces, but that
the Taliban’s war to overthrow Ghani’s
government would continue. The Tal-
iban would consider a ceasefire with
Kabul only as an agenda
item in future talks among
the Afghan parties.

This was far from what
American negotiators had
wanted. U.S. forces were in
Afghanistan partly to de-
fend the Islamic Republic
from its armed enemies;
their mission’s name was
Resolute Support. Ameri-
can commanders believed
that it would be both dangerous and dis-
honorable to leave the war without a
political settlement among the Afghans
and a durable ceasefire. But Khalilzad
was worried that a hard-line approach
would stall the talks and encourage
Trump to abandon the Islamic Repub-
lic even more abruptly. He suggested
that they return to the dispute later.

T oward the end of February, Khalil-
zad arrived in Doha, at the Sharq
Village and Spa, a whitewashed Ritz-
Carlton hotel on the Persian Gulf. Mul-
lah Abdul Ghani Baradar, a founder of
the Taliban, met him for lunch. Bara-
dar had been the deputy defense min-
ister in the Taliban government before
it fell. After Hamid Karzai was elected
President, Baradar, who had gone into
hiding, engaged in back-channel talks
about political reconciliation between
the Taliban and the new Islamic Re-
public, according to Afghan and Amer-
ican officials. In 2010, a joint C.I.A.-
Pakistani team arrested Baradar in
Karachi, and Pakistan imprisoned him,
later transferring him to house arrest.
After Khalilzad became Trump’s envoy,
he persuaded Qamar Javed Bajwa, Pa-
kistan’s Army chief, to release Baradar
as a gesture of good will.

“I've studied you,” Khalilzad told

Baradar, according to Lisa Curtis, an

Afghanistan specialist on Trump’s na-
tional-security staff, who was present
at the meeting. “I know you’re a man
of peace.”

“I realize that I would not be sitting
at this table if it weren't for you,” Bara-
dar replied.

Khalilzad and Pompeo saw Baradar’s
role in Doha as a sign that the Taliban
were serious about the talks. (As Pompeo
once told Ghani, Baradar is “a very so-
phisticated player.”) The day after their
lunch, Khalilzad joined Baradar in his
hotel room, which overlooked a swim-
ming pool where women were loung-
ing in bikinis. “You must feel like you're
in Heaven,” Khalilzad joked, invoking
the commonly held Islamic belief that
the afterlife offers a paradise of water
and virgins. Baradar walked to the win-
dow and pulled the curtain shut.

Negotiations between the Ameri-
cans and the Taliban continued through
the spring, first at the Sharq and later
at Doha’s Diplomatic Club. Baradar did
not attend regularly, but Khalilzad oc-
casionally visited him privately in his
hotel room. Khalilzad also maintained
separate WhatsApp threads with mem-
bers of the Taliban delegation and a few
of Ghani’s aides, and occasionally mes-
saged Ghani using Signal. His rapid
diplomatic maneuvering made it hard
for other officials at the Pentagon and
the White House to follow what he was
doing. One Pentagon official said that
members of the negotiating team used
to joke that “the most interesting ex-
ploitable piece of hardware in the world
is Zal's cell phone,”because he was con-
stantly having discussions that no one
else was privy to. “He called it impro-
visational,” the official said. “To the rest
of us, it seemed more like chaos.” On
April 19th, Ghani sent a letter to Pompeo
complaining that he was being cut out
of Khalilzad’s talks with the Taliban,
and that Khalilzad had spoken to him
for a total of only six minutes during a
sixteen-day stretch of negotiations.

The official sessions were attended
by Stanikzai and other Taliban negoti-
ators, including former Guantinamo
detainees released around the time of
the Obama-era negotiations. Morning
meetings were scheduled to begin at
ten-thirty; the Americans arrived early,
and the Taliban usually drifted in late.
By the beginning of the summer, how-



ever, the two sides were exchanging
drafts of a final agreement. Khalilzad
set July 14th as the date to announce
the signing, and he began planning for
immediate follow-up negotiations, in
Oslo, between the Taliban and repre-
sentatives of the Islamic Republic, to
decide Afghanistan’s political future.

The Americans still hadn’t deter-
mined whether the Taliban would ac-
cept a ceasefire in its war against the
Islamic Republic. In early July, Molly
Phee, Khalilzad’s deputy, pressed Stan-
ikzai on this topic, which she described
as an issue “of extreme importance” to
the “most senior American leadership.”
Stanikzai would not budge, and he in-
troduced a new demand: he wanted
thousands of Taliban prisoners held by
Ghani’s government released.

The Taliban envoys insisted that they
needed the concession to convince their
most hard-line factions of the benefits
of peace talks. Khalilzad said that the
U.S. would try to persuade Ghani to
agree to this,and when U.S. military of-
ficers in the room realized that the Tal-
iban might get their prisoners without
the Americans getting a ceasefire, they
wanted to walk out, Andru Wall,a Navy
commander at Resolute Support, re-
called. Khalilzad “plainly wanted a deal
and seemed willing to give the Taliban
almost everything,” Wall said. “It was
not clear if we had any true red lines.”
On July 3rd, the draft agreement was
updated to include the release of “up to”
five thousand Taliban prisoners. (In re-
turn, the Taliban would release a thou-
sand Afghan government detainees.)

A week later, General Austin S.
Miller, the commander of NATO forces
in Afghanistan, flew into Doha, and
Khalilzad met him for breakfast. They
were joined by Nader Nadery and Abdul
Matin Bek, two young advisers to Ghani,
who had spoken with Taliban envoys.
Nadery and Bek reported that several
Taliban had boasted contemptuously
about defeating America. “They’re run-
ning with their tails between their legs,”
one of the Taliban negotiators had ex-

claimed. Bek later told Khalilzad to
“wake up.” “Please, for God’s sake, the
Taliban are not in favor of negotiations,
they are not in favor of a political set-
tlement,” he said. “They’re really on a
victory march.”

Khalilzad told him not to worry. “I've

cornered them,” he said. “There will be
a political settlement.” (Khalilzad denied
that this exchange took place.)

here was nothing to announce on

July 14th. On August 7th, at the
Diplomatic Club, the negotiating teams
discussed two secret “annexes” to the
main draft agreement, to resolve the re-
maining disputes. One would detail the
Taliban’s commitments to suppressing
Al Qaeda and the Islamic State. The
other would attempt to link a U.S. with-
drawal to a reduction in the war’s vio-
lence. Recognizing that the Taliban would
not end its military campaign against
the Islamic Republic, Khalilzad proposed
that all sides temporarily halt fighting in
five of the country’s thirty-four prov-
inces so that the U.S. could safely begin
its withdrawal. In the rest of Afghani-
stan, the war would continue, and, if the
Taliban attacked Afghan units, Ameri-
can forces could intervene. If the Tali-
ban stopped attacking Afghan units in
any area, the U.S. would reciprocate,
and there would be a local ceasefire.
But since the U.S. had an “obligation”
to defend its Afghan allies, Phee, Khalil-
zad’s deputy, explained, the scope of
this reduction in violence would be de-

termined by the Taliban. “You have the

power,” she said. “If you don't attack,”
then “we won't attack.” She acknowl-
edged that the proposal was compli-
cated. “We'd prefer a ceasefire every-
where,” she said.

The proposal was a prescription for
confusion and further conflict. Both
sides accepted that the U.S. would no
longer engage in “offensive” operations
against the Taliban. But the U.S. and
the Taliban disagreed about the circum-
stances in which the U.S. could come
to the defense of its allies. The Taliban
argued that Miller’s forces could strike
only guerrillas who were directly in-
volved in attacks on Afghan forces,
whereas Miller considered this inter-
pretation too narrow, and concluded
that he was also allowed to act in other
ways, including striking pre€mptively
against Taliban fighters who were plan-
ning an attack.

Either way, the U.S. concessions to
the Taliban would clearly be a blow to
Ghani’s military. For years, Afghan
forces had relied on U.S. bombers and
artillery to back up their ground at-
tacks, and to strike Taliban encamp-
ments and supply lines. Now Afghan
troops would be on their own during
offensive campaigns, and, if they were
attacked, they would face uncertainties

“I'm a nutcracker, Sarah. Not a jar opener.”



about whether or when U.S. forces
would go into action.

But Khalilzad believed that he had
torged sufficient common ground to
close the deal. He shared a draft text
with Ghani—although, initially, not the
proposed annexes, because he was wor-
ried about those sections leaking. Ghani,
predictably, objected to the draft,and he
marked up the document with changes.
Pompeo and Khalilzad ignored most of
his edits and arranged to brief Trump
on the deal on August 16th, at his golf
resort in Bedminster, New Jersey.

Khalilzad joined Trump in a confer-
ence room, along with Vice-President
Mike Pence, Bolton, and other nation-
al-security officials. He described the
Taliban’s promise that they would not
allow Al Qaeda to attack the U.S.When
it was noted that Ghani was unhappy
with the deal, Trump said, “Why are
you wasting your time going to talk to
Ghani? He’s a crook.”

Trump then asked Khalilzad if he
could give the Taliban “something to
make them coperate.”

“What are you talking about,
M. President?”

“Like money.”

“No,” Khalilzad replied. “They’re on
a terrorism list. We can’t give them
money.”

Trump moved on to other topics be-
tore Khalilzad could explain that the
Taliban’s war against Kabul was likely
to continue.

n August 25th, in Doha, the Tali-
ban accepted final annex drafts on
counterterrorism and restrictions on
fighting. The language prohibited the
Taliban from attacking U.S. and NATO
troops as they withdrew. “If one Amer-
ican dies after the deal is signed, then
the deal is off,” Miller told the Taliban
envoys, according to an official who was
present. As for the Taliban’s ongoing
war against the Islamic Republic, Miller
would take “necessary and proportion-
ate measures’ to defend Kabul’s troops
when they came under attack, without
engaging in “offensive” operations.
The Taliban envoys also offered ver-
bal commitments that the American
officials documented for their record.
On counterterrorism, the Taliban rep-
resentatives said that they “welcome
continued U.S. operations” against the
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Islamic State and Al Qaeda. If the U.S.

bombed the Islamic State, “we will hang
flowers around your neck,” they said; as
for Al Qaeda, they told the Americans,
“Kill as many as you want.” In a con-
cession to Miller, the Taliban also agreed
not to attack major Afghan cities or any
diplomatic facilities.

In the end, the terms prioritized a
safe American withdrawal. This was at
a time when U.S. casualty numbers in
Afghanistan had long been on the de-
cline. U.S.and NATO troops seldom par-
ticipated in on-the-ground fighting;
their main jobs were to protect the gov-
ernment, train the Afghan Army, and
provide air support. These roles were
critical to the war effort, but they were
also relatively low-risk. Since 2015, fewer
than a dozen American soldiers had
died annually in combat in Afghani-
stan. The yearly death toll suffered by
the Islamic Republic’s soldiers and po-
lice was estimated at more than eight
thousand. According to the United Na-
tions, the war also claimed the lives of
several thousand civilians each year.

At the end of August, Trump came
up with a plan to invite the Taliban to
Camp David to sign the agreement.
Then, on September 5th, a car bomb
detonated in Kabul, killing about a dozen
people, including Elis Angel Barreto
Ortiz, a thirty-four-year-old U.S. Army
sergeant. That weekend, Trump ended
the peace talks with a tweet blaming
the deaths on the Taliban: “If they can-
not agree to a ceasefire during these
very important peace talks, and would
even kill 12 innocent people, then they
probably don't have the power to nego-
tiate a meaningful agreement anyway.”

Pompeo told Khalilzad, “You should

»
come home.

hen Trump pulled out of the

agreement, “I literally jumped
for joy,” a senior White House official
recalled. “I was thrilled when that tweet
came out.” Many officials throughout
the government, including Bolton and
other national-security aides, thought
that the terms of the deal wildly advan-
taged the Taliban, and some were op-
posed to compromising altogether.
(“The idea that we could negotiate our-
selves with the Taliban, excluding the
Afghan government, was lunacy,”
Charles Kupperman, who had become

Bolton’s deputy, said.) But their victory
was short-lived. Two months later,
Khalilzad’s team secured the release of
two professors from the American Uni-
versity of Afghanistan—an American
and an Australian—who had been kid-
napped in 2016 and held by the Tali-
ban’s Haqqani faction, a group with ties
to Al Qaeda. Earlier, Ghani had freed
Anas Haqqani, a young member of the
network. In the aftermath of these pris-
oner releases, Pompeo told Khalilzad
to try to re-start peace talks.

On December 7th, Baradar met
Khalilzad again in Doha, still seeking
an American commitment to promptly
leave Afghanistan. “Our main goal is
the designation of a date and an an-
nouncement’ for signing the agree-
ment, Baradar said. They decided to
sign the deal negotiated the previous
summer. The Taliban promised to re-
duce violence for seven days before the
deal was official, to demonstrate their
commitment. Pompeo called Ghani to
inform him that an accord was again
at hand, and only then did Ghani learn
that few of his objections had been
taken into account.

On February 29, 2020, at the Sher-
aton Grand Doha Resort, Khalilzad
and Baradar, sitting on a makeshift stage,
signed the Agreement for Bringing
Peace to Afghanistan. The accord stated
that on March 10, 2020, “the Taliban
will start intra-Afghan negotiations” to
seek an enduring peace, and the United
States pledged to pull out its combat
forces by May of 2021. Ghani, who con-
cluded that he had no choice but to
codperate, issued a “joint declaration”
with the Trump Administration, in
which he endorsed the deal’s general
goals while making it clear that he dis-
agreed with the terms. At the ceremony
in Doha, Pompeo told attendees that
the agreement “will mean nothing”un-
less all its parties “take concrete action
on commitments and promises that
have been made.” Haibatullah Akhun-
dzada, the Taliban’s reclusive supreme
leader, issued a statement from an un-
known location, calling the American
commitment to withdraw “the collec-
tive victory of the entire Muslim and
Mujahid nation.”

The next day, Trump called Ghani.
“We're relying on you to get this done,”
he said, meaning a power-sharing deal



WINTER SOLSTICE

Claire says the day will be one second longer.
Darkness will no longer exceed light.

But the weather is abysmal,

so hatred of gloom is not an option. I want to live

to be ninety-five, too, and still be assembling

words into music and truth. For now,

I regard a conference of stars, with fast-moving clouds.
Sometimes my dreams are like explosion pits,

with scary lava. Yet the Earth remains constant,

tilting away from the sun and back,

like a robin to a bare branch.

Be somebody with a body, the stars command,;

Don't be a nobody. 1 know them by heart,

as they sink and as they rise.

with the Taliban. The accord was “pop-
ular among the American people,”
Trump went on. “It’s popular among
my enemies as well.” Ghani replied that
the key would be “verifiable action” by
the Taliban to reduce their violence, but
he said that he was prepared to send a
team to negotiate with them.

“Great step,” Trump said. “We need
to get this done. Call me if you need
anything.”

Two days later, Trump called Bara-
dar. According to an official who lis-
tened to the exchange, Trump told him,
“You guys are tough fighters.” Then
Trump asked, “Do you need something
from me?”

“We need to get prisoners released,”
Baradar said, adding that he had heard
Ghani would not codperate. Trump
said that he would tell Pompeo to press
Ghani.

Later that month, Pompeo met with
Ghani in Kabul and urged him to be
flexible about releasing the Taliban’s pris-
oners. But he also gave him an assur-
ance: “The United States is your lever-
age. If we do not get what we want, we
will not leave,” he said. “We will only
leave when there is a political resolution.”

“This clarity that you will stand with
us in the negotiation is something that
we have never had,” Ghani told him.

Then Pompeo qualified his earlier
statement: “The only thing that will
change that is if we have no progress.”
Ghani did not appear to absorb this

—Henri Cole

warning. Later, he quoted Pompeo’s
comment to a European diplomat, call-
ing it a “turning point”—evidence that
the U.S. truly would not abandon the
Islamic Republic until there was a ne-
gotiated peace.

hat spring, the Taliban submitted

the names of the five thousand pris-
oners for whom it was demanding re-
lease before power-sharing talks could
begin. A group of U.S. intelligence of-
ficers and other officials reviewed the
Taliban names and produced an “ob-
jection list,” which contained several
convicted murderers, including Nargis
Mohammad Hasan, an Afghan police
officer born in Iran who, in 2012, had
killed Joseph Griffin, an American po-
lice trainer, at the Kabul police head-
quarters. Also on the list was a prisoner
known as Hekmatullah, a former Af-
ghan soldier who had killed three off-
duty Australian soldiers while they were
playing poker and the board game Risk.
Their cases were just two of dozens of
“insider attacks™—killings of oft-duty
soldiers and civilians, typically by Tali-
ban recruits—that had come to shadow
the American war.

Ghani’s advisers were developing
their own list of several hundred pris-
oners who they said were problematic—
murderers, kidnappers, and drug traf-
fickers, some on death row. In late May,
Ghani released just under a thousand
prisoners, whom his advisers had iden-

tified as low-risk. But the Taliban held
firm: release all five thousand or no ne-
gotiations. “The Talibs became ada-
mant,” Khalilzad recalled. “They knew
that we were so desperate that the intra-
Afghan negotiations begin.”

Rather than put more pressure on
the Taliban, the Trump Administration
continued to focus on getting Ghani to
bend. As they wrestled over the pris-
oner problem, Khalilzad visited Ghani
at the Arg palace, carrying a message
from Trump: “We are ready to work
with President Ghani, but if there is a
perception that the big picture is being
sacrificed for small matters then we are
ready to change our relationship.”

Ghani was unmoved. “The U.S.
doesn’t owe us anything,”he told Khalil-
zad. “If you want to leave, then leave—
no hard feelings.”

Ghani clearly preferred a long-term
military alliance with Washington, and
he spent much of his Presidency plead-
ing with American envoys for more
support. But the Afghan President
chafed at the expectations placed on
him by the U.S. Notionally, he was the
sovereign leader of a constitutional de-
mocracy. He considered this a matter
of high principle, and annoyed diplo-
mats by often falling back on “legalis-
tic and formalistic expressions of Af-
ghan legitimacy,” as a senior State
Department official put it. In reality, the
state that Ghani led was deeply depen-
dent on American money and military
power. “They would give us hints about
what they wanted us to do, but if we
did not do those things then we would
get heavy pressure,” Mohib, Ghani’s na-
tional-security adviser, said. Ghani’s sug-
gestions that the Republic would be
fine without the U.S. were either shows
of bravado or simply wishful thinking.

That July, Trump decided that he
would cut U.S. troop levels in Afghan-
istan by roughly half; to about four thou-
sand. Khalilzad was disappointed: he
had expected the Trump Administra-
tion to conduct a formal review of the
Taliban’s compliance with the Doha
deal before withdrawing more troops,
but it hadn't. At that point, Khalilzad’s
assessment was that Taliban compli-
ance was mixed. They had refrained
from attacking U.S. forces, as promised,
and had reduced fedayeen-style assaults

and truck bombings in cities and large
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district capitals. They delivered a three-
day ceasefire over Eid al-Fitr in late
May that mostly held up well. Yet they
continued to attack Afghan forces, cost-
ing hundreds of Afghan lives.

Mark Milley, the chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, met with Ghani
in Kabul and assured him that the pull-
out didn't mean that the U.S. was giv-
ing up on Afghanistan. “We have signed
up for a conditional drawdown,” he said,
using language that had been given to
him by Pompeo: U.S. troops would stay
until certain conditions had been met,
and one of those conditions was that
the Taliban and the Islamic Republic
engage in negotiations. And yet it was
obvious to everyone by now that Trump
could overrule his generals at any time.

O n July 29th, Khalilzad and Miller,
the commander of U.S. and NATO
forces, met with Ghani at his residence,
with new assurances from Baradar. They
conveyed to Ghani that, if he released
everyone on the Taliban list, the Tali-
ban would very likely “reduce violence
significantly” and start power-sharing
talks right away. Ghani recoiled at the
proposition. “If the U.S. wants to re-
lease people who have death sentences,
and the biggest drug traffickers in the
world, then you should take responsi-
bility for it,” he said. “I'm not.”
Eventually, Ghani found a compro-
mise that gave the Americans what they
wanted. He called a /oya jirga, a tradi-
tional consultative assembly, to decide
the fate of the most problematic Tali-
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ban prisoners. In early August, the /oya
Jirga approved the release of everyone
on the Taliban’s list, including Hasan
and the other prisoners on the “objec-
tion list.” (An Afghan intelligence of-
ficial said that, weeks after Hasan was
released, someone from the F.B.I. asked
if she could be recaptured, but she had
already fled to Iran.)

On September 12th, at the Sharq
resort, intra-Afghan talks were for-
mally inaugurated, six months after the
Doha accord had specified. The group
of twenty-one delegates sent by Kabul
had been preparing for months, like
athletes training for a big season per-
petually delayed, and a German foun-
dation had delivered seminars on how
to negotiate for peace. But, at the Sharq,
the Kabul team found that the Taliban
were exceedingly stubborn. It took more
than two months to resolve one agenda
item. The Taliban “were feeling a kind
of pride that they had defeated the
United States,” Habiba Sarabi, one of
the delegates, recalled.

At the same time, the guerrillas
mounted offensives in Kandahar and
Helmand that were clearly “violations
in spirit, if not the written word” of the
Doha accord, Miller said. During the
last three months of 2020, after the pris-
oner releases, violence spiked across Af-
ghanistan, and civilian casualties rose
by forty-five per cent, compared with
2019. The onslaught “exacerbated the
environment of fear and paralyzed many
parts of society,” the U.N. reported. The

Taliban also protested many American

strikes carried out in support of Af-
ghan forces, calling them a violation of
the Doha accord’s annex on managing
combat. Like aggressive corporate lit-
igators seeking to drown their oppo-
nents in paper, the guerrillas filed more
than sixteen hundred complaints to
Khalilzad’s team, and used them to jus-
tify their intensifying military campaign
against Kabul.

hen Joe Biden ran for Senate in
1972, at the age of twenty-nine,
he campaigned on his opposition to the
Vietnam War. He did not claim that the
war was immoral; rather, he believed
that it was “merely stupid and a horren-
dous waste of time, money and lives
based on a flawed premise,” as he later
wrote in his memoir. Biden has ap-
proached the Afghan war with similar
skepticism. In 2009, as Vice-President,
Biden met Karzai, the Afghan President
at the time, who urged him to work
harder to end Pakistan’s support for the
Taliban. “Mr. President,” Biden replied,
according to Karzai and another Afghan
present, “Pakistan is fifty times more
important to the United States than Af-
ghanistan.” In 2015, Ghani and Abdul-
lah joined Biden for breakfast in Wash-
ington, where he told them that the
Afghan war was “unwinnable.” Accord-
ing to Mohib, Ghani’s national-security
adviser, Afghan officials were left con-
vinced that if Biden were ever President
“he will probably want to withdraw.”
After Biden was elected, in Novem-
ber, 2020, he named Jake Sullivan as na-
tional-security adviser and Antony
Blinken as Secretary of State. Both men
had years of experience working in gov-
ernment, and they were well acquainted
with the miserable set of policy options
in Afghanistan. It was unclear whether
Biden would follow Trump’s deal to the
letter, abandon it, or make adjustments
in response to the Taliban’s violence.
During the Presidential transition, Sul-
livan, Blinken, and other advisers sent
Biden a memo reporting that the talks
with the Taliban weren't going anywhere.
Khalilzad had apparently failed to get
the Taliban and the Islamic Republic to
work together, but Biden asked him to
stay on as special representative at least
through the spring. He knew all the play-
ers, and if the Biden Administration
wanted to meet the Doha accord’s May 1st



deadline for a full U.S. troop withdrawal,
it would have to work quickly.

As soon as Biden took office, Mohib
sought a meeting at the White House,
but was told that only a phone call would
be possible. Mohib, who had earned a
doctorate in electrical engineering in
Britain and had served as Afghanistan’s
Ambassador in Washington from 2015
to 2018, had been Ghani’s national-
security adviser for three years. Method-
ical, calm, and hard to read, he was in-
tensely loyal to Ghani, whose ideas
inspired him, but he was increasingly
seen as the instrument—if not the in-
stigator—of Ghani’s micromanaging.

On January 22nd, Mohib spoke on
the phone with Sullivan. The new Ad-
ministration sought to preserve Af-
ghanistan’s social and economic gains,
Sullivan said, including “democracy,
rights of women, and rights of minori-
ties.” If the Taliban did not engage in

“meaningful and sincere negotiations”

in Doha, “they will bear the conse-
quences of their choices.” He added
that he did not mean this with “a view
to escalate the conflict but to take a
hard-nosed look at the situation.”

Sullivan inaugurated an interagency
policy review at the National Security
Council: briefings and debates that
would inform Biden’s decision on Af-
ghanistan. The U.S. troop presence had
fallen to twenty-five hundred. Miller,
the Resolute Support commander, felt
strongly that Biden should keep these
troops in place beyond the deadline,
pessimistic about what would happen
to the Afghan military if U.S. forces
left. Much of the discussion came down
to whether it made sense to keep try-
ing to forge a deal between the Taliban
and the Islamic Republic, and, if so, for
how long.

“Sir, we're not for staying forever,”

Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs,
and Austin, the Defense Secretary, told
Biden during the policy review. But they
proposed extending the U.S. troop pres-
ence for up to a year, hoping to pressure
the Taliban to take power-sharing ne-
gotiations more seriously. It was not clear
why a short extension of the American
deployment might facilitate talks that
had repeatedly failed to advance. White
House officials regarded the Pentagon’s
scenario as just another way of recom-
mending that the troops stay indefinitely.

If the Taliban attacked NATO, Biden
might have to commit more troops or
order a withdrawal under pressure. The
Pentagon proposals were set aside, and
the discussion shifted to what would

happen if the U.S. pulled out.

M eanwhile, at the Sharq, in Doha,
the talks between Taliban envoys
and Kabul’s team offered little evidence
that any diplomatic breakthrough was
possible. Ghani’s delegates lived at the
resort and had few ties to Qatar. The
Taliban envoys, who had homes in
Doha, as well as families and businesses,
generally turned up at the resort “every
two or three days,” and then only at
night, Sarabi, the delegate from Kabul,
recalled. “The time management was
not good.” In early January, the Taliban
delegations did not even appear for talks
as scheduled.

By now, many of the Kabul delegates
had lost any remaining faith that they
had in Khalilzad. Sarabi accused him of
“taking the side of the Taliban.” She said
it was “very clear” that Khalilzad “wanted
the Taliban to be the head of the gov-
ernment’ as part of a transitional, power-
sharing arrangement, and that he wanted
Ghani to leave office. Khalilzad did be-
lieve that Ghani would have to give up
power for a transitional government to
be formed, but he said that he “never,
ever” supported putting a Taliban leader
in charge. To some extent, he blamed
the impasse on Ghani’s intransigence.

Later, Khalilzad said that his biggest
mistake was failing to put even more
pressure on Ghani to compromise.

In early 2021, Khalilzad and Blinken
came up with a work-around. They
would jump-start an “accelerated” peace
process that would set aside the nego-
tiations in Doha in order to leap to a
final power-sharing deal between the
Islamic Republic and the Taliban. Khalil-
zad helped write an eight-page draft of
a so-called Afghanistan Peace Agree-

ment, which was breathtakingly ambi-
tious: it imagined a new constitution; a
transitional government with an ex-
panded parliament, to accommodate
many Taliban members; reconstituted
courts; a new body, the High Council
for Islamic Jurisprudence; and a national
ceasefire. He hoped that the Taliban
and the Islamic Republic would agree
to attend a peace summit in Turkey.

On March 22nd, Blinken met with
NATO foreign ministers, who insisted
that the U.S. should be doing more to
try to forge a political settlement in Af-
ghanistan. Blinken called Biden and
said that he wanted to explore whether
a troop withdrawal could be delayed
until after the summit in Turkey, even
though the Taliban had not yet agreed
to participate. This would show NATO
allies that the U.S. was listening, Blinken
argued, but it would also mean break-
ing the Doha agreement.

Khalilzad met with the Taliban and
argued that, if they wanted Afghani-
stan to enjoy international aid and rec-
ognition, they should accept a delay in
the U.S. withdrawal so that a power-
sharing agreement could be negotiated
in Turkey. When Taliban negotiators
observed that the Americans were
talking about breaking the Doha ac-
cord, they did not directly threaten to
renew attacks against U.S. and NATO
forces. But they made clear that “bad
things would happen,”a State Depart-
ment official involved said.

On April 5th, Jon Finer, Biden’s dep-
uty national-security adviser, called
Mobohib and said it was unlikely that the
U.S. would withdraw from Afghanistan
before May 1st. But any extension, he
said, would be “for a limited time.” The
White House continued to hope that
talks with the Taliban might ease the
transition. “It’s important that the Af-
ghan government speak with one voice,”
support the peace process “unambigu-
ously,” and adopt a “constructive and
mindful attitude” toward talks with the
Taliban, Finer said. Mohib shared the
news with Ghani: the American era in
Afghanistan would end soon.

Ghani and Mohib both assumed
that Biden would schedule a withdrawal
for after the summer fighting season,
when winter snows would likely limit
Taliban mobility. Nine days later,

when Biden announced his decision,
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he described the Trump Administra-
tion’s deal with the Taliban as “perhaps
not what I would have negotiated my-
self,”but proceeded to order a full with-
drawal by September 11th. Ghani posted
a statement on Twitter expressing “re-
spect” for Biden’s decision. “Afghani-
stan's proud security and defense forces
are fully capable of defending its peo-
ple and country,” he wrote. Within days,
the Taliban made clear that they would
not participate in Khalilzad’s peace sum-
mit in Turkey. The years-long diplo-
matic effort by the United States to
broker peace between the Taliban and
the Islamic Republic had failed.

For years, the Taliban had been op-
erating shadow governments in var-
ious rural areas, but they had never con-
quered and held a sizable Afghan city.
NATO and, later, the Afghan Air Force
had a monopoly on air power. The Tal-
iban had no warplanes and no effective
high-altitude anti-aircraft missiles, al-
though they could bring down helicop-
ters and low-flying planes with smaller
arms. Whenever the Taliban massed for
a major assault, or on the few occasions
when they temporarily seized a city, they
were vulnerable to devastating air strikes.
After 2018, when Miller took command
of Resolute Support, he had encour-
aged Ghani’s forces to redouble the use
of élite Special Forces backed by air
power. By 2021, the Afghan Air Force

had eight thousand personnel and more
than a hundred and eighty aircraft.
After Biden’s announcement, Miller
began to pull U.S. soldiers from the
country. As he did, the international
contractors who maintained Afghani-
stan’s helicopters and fighter planes de-
parted, too. “The companies are not
going to keep people there if they don't
have blanket protection either from the
U.S. or the NATO forces,” Miller said.
This past May, Yasin Zia, the chief
of Army staft and acting minister of
defense, learned that Central Com-
mand, the U.S. headquarters in charge
of the Afghan war, would attempt to
provide aircraft “tele-maintenance” by
video, on iPads, employing specialists
in Qatar. “They said the mechanic from
our side would sit in front of the Zoom
and the person from Qatar would ad-
vise him to do this or do that,” Zia re-
called. Central Command also planned
to open an aircraft-repair shop in the
United Arab Emirates, about a thou-
sand miles from Afghanistan, but Af-
ghan helicopters could not fly that far,
and Afghan airplanes had to traverse
Pakistani airspace, requiring compli-
cated negotiations with the Pakistani
military. A senior State Department of-
ficial involved said that by June “you
could see there wasn't going to be any-
thing there”to keep Afghan aircraft fly-
ing. Maintenance aside, the essential
problem, according to a senior Defense

“Do you have an ant? He prefers ants.”

Department official, was that “we were
leaving.” The entire Afghan military
was designed to operate around U.S.
systems and expertise, and when that
was gone the Afghan forces unravelled.

In recent years, the Afghan military
had inherited dozens of bases. Accord-
ing to Saleh, the First Vice-President,
the bases were “defendable but not easy
to supply.” They were especially so as
the Taliban captured more territory and
closed oft highways. That spring, Saleh
wrote, in an e-mail, “There were days
when I would get up to a thousand mes-
sages on my WhatsApp or phone from
these besieged [bases] asking for help.”
Many stranded soldiers posted stories
of desperation on social media. “The
desertion rates increased up to seven
hundred per day, due to hunger, thirst,
lack of medivac, lack of logistics and air
support,” Saleh said.

In early July, Ghani and his advisers
returned from their visit to Washing-
ton, where they had made a show of
their fortitude and optimism. But,
Mohib recalled, “we were quite desper-
ate.” When the U.S. troop withdrawal
had started, the Taliban controlled
around eighty of Afghanistan’s approx-
imately four hundred administrative dis-
tricts, according to estimates by the Long
War Journal. By July 10th, the Taliban
controlled more than two hundred. They
quickly seized border crossings leading
to Iran and Pakistan, and with them lu-
crative customs revenue. Then they
choked off major cities and conquered
new districts close to Kabul. “We couldn't
control the flow of it, and we weren’t
entirely sure what the Americans could

or could not provide,” Mohib said. “And
the collapse started very quickly.”

O n July 23rd, Biden called Ghani.“I
need not tell you the perception
around the world, and in parts of Af-
ghanistan, I believe, is that things are
not going well in terms of the fight
against the Taliban,” he said. American
generals had been trying to persuade
Ghani to devise a new military plan that
concentrated airpower on the defense
of major population centers, such as
Kabul. Biden proposed that Ghani hold
a press conference the following week
with well-known Afghan politicians,
including Abdullah, Dostum, Karzai,
and Mohammad Mohaqjiq, a leader of



Afghanistan’s Hazara minority. Biden
envisaged “all of you standing together”
with Bismillah Khan, the minister of
defense, “backing up this new strategy”
to defend Kabul and major cities.

“I'm not a military guy,” Biden con-
tinued, “so I'm not telling you what a
plan should precisely look like,” but, if
Ghani agreed to this idea, “you’re going
to get not only more help”from the U.S.
military but foster a change in percep-
tion. “We will continue to provide close
air support, if we know what the plan
is and what we are doing,” Biden added.

Ghani said that he would hold the
press conference, but that his forces
needed more American planes to con-
duct air strikes on the Taliban: “What
is crucial is close air support.”

“Look, close air support works only
if there is a military strategy on the
ground to support,” Biden replied. He
said that he would have one of his top
generals call Ghani immediately, to syn-
chronize military plans.

Two days later, the Pentagon an-
nounced that it had begun to carry out
intensified air strikes against the Tali-
ban, which would continue in the “com-
ing weeks.” Ghani staged an appear-
ance with political leaders and travelled
to provinces and military bases to rally
the armed forces. On August 2nd, as he
presented his government’s new mili-
tary strategy to parliament, he lashed
out at the Biden Administration. “The
reason for our current situation is that
the decision was taken abruptly,” he said.
Still, he forecast that his government
would have matters “under control
within six months.”

Ghani decided to travel to Tehran
to attend the inauguration of Ebrahim
Raisi, the new Iranian President, on Au-
gust 5th. For some years, Ghani had
been negotiating a security and eco-
nomic agreement with Iran. Before he
departed, he talked with Blinken. They
spent the first ten or fifteen minutes re-
viewing the potential consequences for
U.S. foreign policy of an agreement be-
tween Kabul and Tehran. Blinken
warned Ghani, “If U.S. laws are violated,
that would jeopardize our support.” The
discussion presumed the Islamic Re-
public’s prolonged existence.

When they turned to the war, Ghani
launched into a soliloquy about Amer-
ican mistakes, particularly the long pur-

suit of negotiations with the Taliban.
Ghani’s negotiators in Doha had in-
formed him, he told Blinken, that “all
the Taliban want is military victory. With
enormous respect, our international col-
leagues have misread the intentions and
character of the Taliban. ... The cur-
rent posture of the Taliban is ‘Submit,
submit, submit.’. .. Do your colleagues
and your staft have any other sense?”
Blinken said that there still might be
a way for Ghani to find a deal “with-
out compromising yourself.” Khalilzad
was working on a new pro-
posal: a one-month ceasefire
in exchange for both sides
releasing three thousand W
prisoners. Ghani rejected
this outright. If he released
thousands more Taliban
prisoners, “the country will
break. ... Our security forces
will not fight ever again.”
On August 6th, the Tal-
iban captured Zaranj, in
Nimruz Province, in the south, the first
provincial capital to fall. The next day,
the U.S. Embassy urged all American
citizens to leave Afghanistan. Ghani’s
office continued to post progress reports
on social media about Afghanistan’s
modernization drive. The press releases
conveyed more than a whiff of unreal-

ity. “Maybe it was a coping mechanism,”

Akbar, the chair of the human-rights
commission, said, but the daily pretense
of normalcy “just seemed like a paral-
lel universe.” On August 10th, Ghani’s
official Facebook page announced new
infrastructure projects, including one in
the northern city of Kunduz, where the
Taliban flag now flew.

hen the Taliban conquered Af-

ghanistan during the mid-nine-
teen-nineties, they sometimes seized
Afghan cities with minimal fighting,
accepting the surrender of enemies with-
out inflicting immediate reprisals.
Quick, bloodless changes of power were
a recurring pattern in the Afghan civil
war, reflecting combatants’sense of kin-
ship, even amid merciless violence. Sur-
render, parole, and temporary local
truces were established practices, along-
side revenge killings and summary ex-
ecutions. Last summer, Bismillah Khan
reported that the Taliban were offering
Islamic Republic soldiers money, and a

letter of passage, to protect them from
harassment after they surrendered and
went home. By August, “money was
changing hands at a rapid rate,” a se-
nior British military officer said, with
Afghan security forces getting “bought
off by the Taliban.”

For weeks, the U.S.and its European
allies had tried to avoid evacuating their
personnel or Afghans who worked for
them, for fear that this would look like
a rush to the exits, but by early August
the British military had evacuated an
Afghan intelligence outfit
that intercepted communi-
cations by the Taliban. Pro-
vincial capitals now toppled
one after another; on Au-
gust 12th, Ghazni fell. That
evening, Blinken and Lloyd
Austin, Biden’s Secretary of
Defense, called Ghani to
inform him that three thou-
sand U.S. troops would fly
in to seize the Kabul air-
port. The troops were not being sent to
defend Kabul against a Taliban assault;
they were meant to protect evacuating
American personnel. The next day, the
Taliban took the major cities of Kanda-
har and Herat. Dostum, under siege, left
the country for Uzbekistan, as did Ata
Mohammad Noor, another powerful
and independent leader in the north.

Khalilzad and his team, still grasp-
ing at a deal that might halt a Taliban
assault on Kabul, asked Ghani to ap-
point a delegation led by Abdullah and
Karzai that would fly to Doha and work
out an orderly transition with Baradar
and his colleagues. The idea was that
Ghani would accept whatever this del-
egation negotiated—including his own
departure from office. Ghani said that
he was willing to give up power, but
only if there were elections to identify
his long-term successor. The Ameri-
cans dismissed this as wildly unrealis-
tic. On Saturday, August 14th, amid re-
ports that Taliban units were already
inside Kabul, Ghani dropped his de-
mand. Now he simply hoped for an
orderly transfer of power endorsed by
a loya jirga.

He told Blinken that he was ready
to accept whatever his envoys and the
Biden Administration agreed on with
the Taliban. Blinken asked him to “get
the delegation to Doha” as quickly as
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possible, “to show the Taliban this is a
serious process. We need a ceasefire to
process this.”

“Please lean as much as you can on
adignified process,” Ghani said. He re-
mained adamant that any transfer of
power should be endorsed by the Af-
ghan assembly. “Please convey to the
Taliban that this is not a surrender.”

“Dignified is exactly what we want
as well,” Blinken said.

Ghani told him that if the Taliban
rejected this last effort to bring about
an orderly transition, or did not nego-
tiate in good faith, “I will fight to the
death.” He appointed the delegation
that Blinken had requested—thirteen
people, including a son of Dostum, and
Karzai, Abdullah, and Mohib—and an-
nounced that they would decide the Is-
lamic Republic’s fate in discussions with
the Taliban. Ghani told Mohib that,
with this decision, he felt the Islamic
Republic had all but ceased to exist.

n the world’s failed states, Ghani

wrote, in a book published in 2008,
“vicious networks of criminality, vio-
lence and drugs feed on disenfranchised
populations and uncontrolled territory.”
That problem lies “at the heart of a
worldwide systemic crisis.” Afghanistan
was poor but stable and peaceful for
much of the twentieth century, until the
Soviet invasion of 1979, which ignited
forty-two years of continual warfare,
much of it caused by outside powers.
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the U.S.
funded and armed Afghan extremists
fighting the Soviet occupation of the
eighties. Pakistan armed and funded
the Taliban’s rise to power during the
mid-nineties. The U.S.-led invasion
after 9/11 empowered corrupt warlords
around Afghanistan in the name of
counterterrorism and, after the Taliban’s
tall, failed to prevent Pakistan from fos-
tering the movement’s revival. By the
time Ghani became President, in 2014,
the resurgent guerrillas had enjoyed a
decade of sanctuary and covert aid from
Pakistan’s Army and intelligence ser-
vice, and they had badly shaken the Is-
lamic Republic’s capacity to govern and
defend itself. In the U.S. and Europe,
public opinion had soured on the war,
leading to reductions of troops and aid.

For all of Ghani’s efforts to bolster Af-

ghanistan’s young democracy, it was
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never likely that he would overcome
this history, certainly not after 2017, when
the Islamic Republic had to cope with
the reckless decisions of Donald Trump.

Ghani’s last decision as President, to
leave his country, is difficult to fully as-
sess. Last August, a former Afghan Am-
bassador to Tajikistan accused Ghani
of stealing more than a hundred and
fifty million dollars while fleeing Af-
ghanistan, although the Ambassador
offered no evidence to back up his claim.
Ghani has described these allegations
as “completely and categorically false.”
In the U.S., the Special Inspector Gen-
eral for Afghanistan Reconstruction has
opened an inquiry, but the accusations
remain a mystery.

It was in late July that Ghani and
Mobohib first discussed the possibility
that they would be forced to flee. One
of Ghani’s priorities was to remove his
book collection from harm’s way. His
preference was to retreat from the cap-
ital to eastern Afghanistan, where he
had political and military allies. Mohib
thought that if it became necessary to
go abroad Tajikistan and Uzbekistan
seemed the most plausible initial des-
tinations, since both could be reached
in a single flight aboard one of the Af-
ghan President’s four Mi-17 helicopters.
In August, Mohib asked Qahar Kochai,
the director of the Afghan President
Protective Service, to develop an emer-
gency plan along these lines. But as the
Taliban arrived at the outskirts of Kabul
and the U.S. accelerated its evacuation
of American and Afghan allies, Mohib
didn’t know whether he and Ghani fig-
ured in Washington’s evacuation.

On the fourteenth, Mohib learned
that one of his colleagues at the Presi-
dential palace was on a list of at-risk
Afghans approved by the U.S. Embassy
for evacuation. That afternoon, Mohib
spoke by phone with a contact at the
State Department. During a discussion
about peace talks, Mohib paused to ask,
“Is there an evacuation plan for us, for
me and Ghani?” The official asked for
something in writing.

“I would like to request that I and
PG be included in your evacuation plan
in case the political settlement doesn't

work,” Mohib texted, referring to Pres-
ident Ghani.

“Received.”

The indefiniteness of the exchange

unsettled Mohib. “I thought, My part-
ners are not going to rescue us,” he re-
called. He contacted a senior official in
the United Arab Emirates, who assured
him that the U.A.E. would provide for
Ghani and his top aides. He said that
the kingdom would dispatch an exec-
utive jet to Kabul on Monday the six-
teenth, and that the plane would stand
by at the airport, with pilots ready to
fly on short notice.

M ohib belonged to a Signal group
chat that included some of the

country’s top intelligence and security
officials. On the night of the fourteenth,
bad news poured across the channel.
Nangarhar had fallen to the Taliban, as
had several other provinces. On Sunday
morning, the fifteenth, Mohib walked
from his official residence to Ghani’s of-
fice, for their daily staff meeting, at nine
oclock. The channel now reported that

members of the Taliban had reached
Kabul. The gunmen might be local Tal-
iban who had decided to show them-
selves, they might be criminals posing
as Taliban, or they might be the van-
guard of an invasion force. There were
also many reports that Kabul policemen,
soldiers, and guards were taking off their
uniforms and going home.

In Doha that morning, Khalilzad re-
called, he met Baradar at the Ritz-
Carlton. During their discussion, Bara-
dar “agreed that they will not enter
Kabul” and would withdraw what Bara-
dar described as “some hundreds” of
Taliban who had already entered the
capital. Based on Ghani’s concessions
the previous day, Khalilzad hoped to ar-
range a two-week ceasefire and an or-
derly transfer of power in Kabul, to be
sanctified by a “mini /oya jirga.” Khalil-
zad was in WhatsApp contact with
Abdul Salam Rahimi, an aide to Ghani,
and informed Rahimi of this plan. Ra-
himi told Ghani that the Taliban had
pledged not to enter Kabul. Yet this was
based on assurances from Khalilzad and
the Taliban, and Ghani regarded both
as unreliable sources.

The Arg palace and the U.S. Em-
bassy were in Kabul’s so-called Green
Zone, protected by blast walls and armed
guards. Resolute Support monitored
the streets from a surveillance blimp
equipped with high-resolution cameras.
Ataround nine that morning, Ross Wil-



son, the U.S. chargé d’affaires in Kabul,
concluded from a variety of reports that
so many police and guards had aban-
doned their posts that the Green Zone’s
web of security on the streets had ef-
tectively collapsed. He consulted with
Wiashington and ordered the immedi-
ate evacuation to the Kabul airport of
all remaining U.S. personnel at the Em-
bassy compound. To protect against
leaks that might reach the Taliban or
the Islamic State, Wilson did not in-
form Ghani that the Green Zone was
no longer safe or of the decision to va-
cate the Embassy. Defense Department
officials maintained a list of Afghan
generals and high-ranking defense of-
ficials who would be evacuated from the
country if necessary, but the Pentagon
regarded Ghani’s possible evacuation as
an issue for the State Department. Ac-
cording to State officials, the matter was
never formally considered.

August 15th was a hot morning. At
around eleven, Mohib joined the

President and a diplomat from the
U.A.E. at an outdoor meeting area, on
a lawn beside the President’s office. As
they discussed their possible evacuation
plan, they could see a swarm of Amer-
ican Chinook and Black Hawk heli-
copters on the horizon, their motors
thumping in the distance like muffled
drums. Then they heard gunshots com-
ing from somewhere outside the palace
grounds. Ghani’s bodyguards hustled
him inside.

At noon, Mohib joined Ghani in his
library. They agreed that Rula, Ghani’s
wife, and nonessential staff should leave
for the U.A.E. as soon as possible. Mo-
hib’s U.A.E. contacts offered seats on an
Emirates Airlines flight scheduled to de-
part Kabul at four that afternoon. Ghani
asked Mohib to escort Rula to Dubai,
then join the negotiating team in Doha,
to finalize talks with Khalilzad and Bara-
dar about the handover of Kabul.

At roughly one oclock, Mohib re-
ceived a text message that Khalil
Haqqani, a leader of the Taliban faction
named for his family, wished to speak
with him. He took a call from a Paki-
stani number. Haqqani’s message, Mohib
recalled, was, essentially, “Surrender.” He
said that they could meet after Mohib
issued an appropriate statement. When
Mobohib proposed that they negotiate
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Aren’t you overdoing the chiaroscuro over there?”

first, Haqqani repeated himself and hung
up. Mohib called Tom West, a deputy
to Khalilzad in Doha, to inform him of
the call. West told him not to go to any
meeting because it might be a trap.

Mohib returned to Ghani’s residence
at around two. He escorted Rula in a
motorcade to a helipad behind the
Dilkusha palace. They were to fly to
Hamid Karzai International Airport,
to make the Emirates flight. Three of
the President’s Mi-17s were now at the
Arg; the fourth was at the airport. He
learned that the pilots had fully fuelled
the helicopters because they wanted to
fly directly to Tajikistan or Uzbekistan,
as soon as possible, as other Afghan
military pilots seeking refuge had done
in recent days. The pilots did not want
to hop over to the airport with Rula,
because they had received reports that
rogue Afghan soldiers were seizing or
grounding helicopters there. Kochai,
the head of the Presidential guard, ap-
proached Mohib.

“If you leave, you will be endanger-
ing the President’s life,” he said.

“Do you want me to stay?” Mohib
asked.

“No, I want you to take the Presi-
dent with you.”

Mohib doubted that all of Ghani’s
bodyguards would remain loyal if the
Taliban entered the palace grounds, and

Kochai indicated that he did not have
the means to protect the President.
Mohib helped Rula onto the President’s
helicopter and asked her to wait. With
Kochai, he drove back to the residence.

He found Ghani standing inside and
took his hand. “Mr. President, it’s time,”
Mohib said. “We must go.”

Ghani wanted to go upstairs to col-
lect some belongings, but Mohib wor-
ried that every minute they delayed they
risked touching oft a panic and a revolt
by armed guards. Ghani climbed into
a car, without so much as his passport.

At the helipad, staff and bodyguards
scuffled and shouted over who would
fly. The pilots said that each helicopter
could carry only six passengers. Along
with Ghani, Rula, and Mohib, nine
other officials squeezed aboard, as did
members of Ghani’s security detail. Doz-
ens of other Arg palace staffers—in-
cluding Rahimi, who was still talking
with Khalilzad about a ceasefire, and
had no idea where Ghani or Mohib had
gone—were left behind.

At about two-thirty, the pilots started
the engines. The three Mi-17s lifted
slowly above the gardens of the palace,
banked north, and flew over Kabul’s
rooftops toward the Salang Pass and,
beyond that, to the Amu Darya River
and Uzbekistan. ¢

(This is the first story in a two-part series.)
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PROFILES

RITCHEN CONFESSIONAL

Food-world star Alison Roman lets it all hang out.

BY LAUREN COLLINS

lison Roman approves of
creamed greens, knobby lem-

ons, and iceberg lettuce. She’s
a slicer of onions, not a dicer; a “ride-
or-die corner person” when it comes to
lasagnas and cakes. She doesn' sift flour,
soak beans, or peel ginger. Instapots are
a no, as are runny dressings, tomatoes
on sandwiches, apples as snacks, and
drinks served up. Breakfast is savory.
Naps are naked. Showers are “objec-
tively boring”and inferior to baths. The
thing to do, according to Roman, is to
start the water, put on a towel, and head
back into the kitchen. The amount of
time it takes to fill the tub is roughly
equivalent to the time it takes to tear
up a loaf of stale bread, for croutons
fried in chicken fat.

“You either like my style or you don'’t,
you're into the vibe or not,” Roman told
me, in October, sitting on a low-slung
moss-colored velveteen chaise longue
in a corner of her apartment, in Brook-
lyn's Boerum Hill. She had moved in a
tew months earlier, having outgrown a
smaller nearby apartment and its snug,
Internet-famous kitchen. FreshDirect
bags that she had used to haul her be-
longings were still visible in a corner.
The bones of the new place were in-
dustrial chic: exposed pipes, a brick wall
painted white. Roman had added hang-
ing plants, a rattan Papasan chair,and a
modular sofa she got from Joybird, giv-
ing the loft-style living area a seventies-
tolksinger energy.

Dusk was falling. Marigolds sat on
a coffee table in a green glass vase.
Roman had just lit a candle and was
playing moody music. Eighteen months
after a disastrous interview and its at-
tendant miseries—*I was single, I was
cancelled, I was in a pandemic”™—she
was feeling reflective. “The only way I
will be successful is if I'm myself, be-
cause (a) I can have a really shitty atti-
tude if somebody asks me to do some-
thing I don’t want to do and I can’t be
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myself, and (b) there’s so much noise
out there, so many people that develop
recipes, so many places that you can
find one.”

It’s hard, even for Roman, to put a
concise label on what she does. She’s
always a cook, often a writer, occasion-
ally a performer, and never a pushover,
even when she’s getting in her own way.
“In a world where everyone feels the
need to be excessively polite, she’s ex-
cessively herself,” David Cho, a busi-
ness adviser who consults on her proj-
ects, told me. Roman made her name
as a food columnist and the host of
cooking videos for Bon Appétit and the
Times. Her cookbooks, “Dining In”
(2017) and “Nothing Fancy”(2019), have
together sold around four hundred and
fifty thousand copies. She also main-
tains a popular Instagram account
(“Does broccoli undo alcohol? & ®&”),
a YouTube channel (half a million views
for a summer pasta salad),and a monthly
newsletter (titled, somewhat pissily, “A
Newsletter”). She is home cooking’s
most relentless polemicist, pairing a
preference for high-acid, crunchy,
creamy, herby, briny, chili-flaky food
with salty takes.

Roman writes in the preface to
“Nothing Fancy” that she has “always
been allergic to the word ‘entertaining.””
Yet teaching her audience how to en-
tertain—even if she calls it “having peo-
ple over”—is a large part of what she
does. The distinction seems to be about
the appearance of caring overly much.
In Roman’s world, an admission of ef-
fort must be offset by an ungiven fuck.
“Roasting a nice chicken for people is
such a good way to say, ‘I love you, ” she
writes. “I recently found this note to
myself scrawled on the back of an elec-
trical bill that I had probably forgotten
to pay, written one night after a dinner
party.” If Roman is putting out little
things for people to eat, she’s calling
them “snacks,” not canapés. If she’s

I still have not seen a successful story of a



e o T T Sy 1 PR, K ’ 4 i AN
oy P g 1 f" Ay %y Yookt oY [ e " : W e
) ) e VA Y S L v o I I S A T e

5 | 1 !
§0 T ’ '*‘TM I3

woman getting dragged to hell in the way that I was and then coming back publicly and being able to talk,” Roman said.
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batching up Martinis, she’ll be serving
them in a repurposed flower vase.
Roman’s studied imperfectionism
lowers the threshold for emulation, cre-
ating a strong sense of intimacy with
her fans. “They have to care about you
for them to care about the chicken,”she
told me. Ina Garten was half a century
into her career before she publicly dis-
cussed her decision not to have children.
Roman, who is thirty-six, will accom-
pany a recipe for matzo-ball soup with
her feelings about “injecting myself with
hormones that will encourage my ova-
ries to produce more eggs than usual so
that a nice doctor can go into my body,
pluck them from my insides and freeze
them for a later date.” Garten gave us
the dish that became known as Engage-
ment Roast Chicken; Roman writes of
Goodbye Meatballs, named after a din-
ner so bad it may have got her dumped.
This year, at least five American adults
dressed up as Alison Roman for Hallo-
ween. In Roman’s home office, she has
a framed note hanging above her desk.
It’s handwritten on thick card stock with
alengthy monogram: “SENT WITH LOVE
AND HUGS FROM THE DESK OF TAY-
LOR SWIFT.” The note begins, “Full dis-
closure, this is a full fan letter.” Swift’s
favorite Alison Roman dishes, it turns
out, are Baked Ziti, Tomato-Poached
Fish with Chili Oil and Herbs, and a
Caramelized Shallot Pasta that became
a viral hit early in 2020. The recipe for
the pasta was simple: bucatini, if you
could find it, with a jammy sauce of to-
mato paste, heaps of alliums, and a whole
tin of anchovies. “The quintessential
Roman recipe has an accessibility and a
complexity, and, much like with all of
Alison Roman, there are two things in
direct conflict with each other that don’t
seem like they should work,” Cho said.
Shortly after the recipe was published,
the pandemic shifted Roman’s field of
expertise—dining in—to the center of
the conversation. She seemed to be ev-
erywhere: drinking spritzes with Katie
Couric during an Instagram pasta tuto-
rial; comparing different types of tinned
fish, remotely, on “The Late Show with
Stephen Colbert”; cooking chicken with
lentils on Zoom and popping a caramel-
ized onion into her mouth as though she
were taking a shot. Eventually, the shal-
lot pasta would be NY'T" Cooking’s most
popular recipe of 2020, a tubular strand
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connecting social media to solitude and
celebrity to civilian, with Roman occu-
pying the charged territory in between.

“The shallot lady is about to get
caught up in something,” the comedian
and actor Brittani Nichols tweeted, on
May 8th.“There’s simply no way a white
woman can survive this kind of atten-
tion.” The joke was apt: that week, an
online publication called the New Con-
sumer featured an interview with
Roman in which she blasted the tidy-
ing expert Marie Kondo and the model
and cookbook author Chrissy Teigen,
making a mess of her own career in the
process. Roman says she didn't realize
that she had chosen two Asian women
as the target of her criticism—Kondo
is Japanese, and Teigen’s mother is from
Thailand—but plenty of people did,
detecting in her comments mean-spir-
itedness or casual racism. Teigen, with
more than twelve million followers,
tweeted her disappointment.

Maybe because people were starved
for scandal at the height of the lock-
down, the back-and-forth between
Roman and Teigen dominated various
sectors of Twitter (food, feminist, anti-
racist, New York media, celebrity gos-
sip), and overflowed into the general
press (“Good Morning America” de-
voted a segment to “Alison Roman’s
foodie fight with Chrissy Teigen”).
Maybe because in some corners Roman
had a reputation for insensitivity, few
of her peers leaped to her defense. She
had lived by the social-media sword and
was now dying a slow and gory death
by it. “alison roman may be cancelled
but the turmeric stain on my mattress
from when i made one of her chicken
recipes and threw up is forever,” Lau-
ren Budd, a TV writer, tweeted, garner-
ing more than a thousand likes. The
social-media maelstrom eddied until
everyone who went anywhere near it
had been somehow damaged.

When I met Roman, this fall, she
compared the experience to that of a
lobster in a pot of cold water. “You bring

it up to a boil, they never know,” she
said. “And then they’re dead.”

his fall, Roman was shooting a
Thanksgiving special for her You-
Tube series, “Home Movies,”which she
launched in January. The series is shot
in a vérité style, with free-flowing ban-

ter from the sidelines, overlaid in produc-
tion with cutaways and meme-friendly
graphics. In the development phase,
Roman had created a mood board; it
referenced “High Maintenance” and
“Broad City” rather than cooking shows.
She wanted the videos to feel “more
lived-in, more real,” her personality less
sanitized than “the really wholesome
version” of herself in the videos shed cre-
ated for other outlets.

Roman sits awkwardly within the tra-
dition of the “domestic goddess”: the ex-
pert on food and festive gathering who
is always a woman and who has histor-
ically often been attractive, wealthy, and
white. The Australian Broadcasting Cor-
poration once noted that Roman has
been called “the millennial generation’s
Nigella Lawson’—a clichéd description
that’s nonetheless helpful in understand-
ing what categories Roman is operating
within and against. The classic domes-
tic goddess orients herself toward oth-
ers; her register is the second person (“You
take the Parmesan . ..”). Roman’s peda-
gogy, on the other hand, is proudly ego-
centric. Hospitality is foremost about
pleasing herself. “And then to serve it, if
I were having you over, which I'm not, I
would probably just, like, bring this whole
pot to the table,” she says in one video.
“And then I would set out cheese, with
a Microplane, and you can do it your-
self, ‘cause I'm not your mom.”

Embedded in Roman’s recipes, there
is a lot of anxiety about money;, class,
success, travel, and real estate, and about
staying true to some primal early-adult
identity as she has gained access to those
things. For all her renegade attitude, she
is strongly concerned with perception.
She often seems to be working away
from things she finds off-putting,
whether that’s Martha Stewart-esque
chatelaine style (reminiscing about eat-
ing tomatoes at a “fantasy upstate house,”
she’s sure to note that it “definitely did
not belong to any of us”) or the earnest
PBS travelogue voice (“Sure, I could tell
a story about how this Very Good
Salmon, smothered in a tangy dressing
made from whole lemons, diced shallot
and just the correct amount of fresh
oregano, reminds me of a trip to Greece
I once took. But I am an honest woman
and I have never been to Greece, so con-
sider yourself spared”).

In New York, Roman told me that



she had a fraught history with Thanks-
giving, having “spun every spin” over years
of producing seasonal content for vari-
ous employers. (She said that shed de-
cided to quit Bon Appétit during a meet-
ing for a Thanksgiving issue. “Everyone
was shitting on every idea: ‘How do we
make it new? How do we make it dif-
ferent?”) In 2020, she sat the holiday out.
This year, fully freelance, she was doing
it her way, which turned out to be pretty
classical—a “regular-ass Thanksgiving,”
she was calling it. The shoot was to take
place over two days at her apartment.
She would prepare the entire meal by
herself in sequential order—no sub-ins
or switch-outs—and then serve it, on
the second evening, to a group of friends.

Just before 10 A.M. on the first day of
the shoot, Roman came home with the
shopping, which she had done in her
neighborhood, camera in tow. Now she
was in her kitchen, barefoot, hydrating
from a plastic pint container. Crumbs
and garlic skins rustled underfoot. The
atmosphere was orderly and relaxed, with
the slightly slaphappy energy that comes
when a group of people agree to be shut
in a warm room for hours on end.

“He filmed the first part with mas-
cara on my face,” Roman was saying to
the crew, which included David Cho;
Dan Hurwitz, the director; a camera-
man; a sound person; and Roman’s as-
sistant, Jane Morgan. “It’s a boring story,
but it’s because I wear a serum that makes
my face look healthy and dewy and—"

“You're not wrong about that story,”
Cho said, making everybody laugh.

Roman’s first task was to make tur-
key stock, roasting the wings before
throwing them in the pot with the neck
and the liver—"“not required of any-
body,” but worth it, she swore. While
the stock was simmering, she seasoned
the turkey. “I like doing this so much,”
she said, gently rubbing a mixture of
brown sugar, pepper, and kosher salt
into the crevices of the bird. “It’s kind
of romantic . . . you're taking a lot of
time and tender care with something.”

She even appeared to be blushing, al-
though it could have been the heat and
the smoke. “It’s honestly like decorating
a cake with sprinkles,” she said, model-
ling a cupping motion with her hand.
Alert, even in the midst of doing so many
things, to the possibility that the meta-
phor might not make sense to inexperi-

enced cooks, she segued to a new one:
“Almost like if you've ever built a sand-
castle.” She carried the turkey to the re-
frigerator, clearing out some vegetables
to make room: “Step aside, leeks!”

The next day, the crew convened at
8 A.M. The day’s agenda included an
apple tart, two pans of stuffing, butter-
milk mashed potatoes, roasted mush-
rooms and green beans, leek-and-greens
gratin, roasted squash, two salads (“mak-
ing two is optional, but making one is
mandatory”), and, of course, the turkey
and gravy. Roman started with the tart,
rolling out the dough, filling it with disks
of apple, and sealing the crust with an
egg wash.

“If you don't have a hairbrush, use
your fingers,” she said. “If you don't have
a pastry brush, use your fingers. If you
don’t have a paintbrush, use your fin-
gers. I bet there’s some sicko out there
who would watch five hours of apply-
ing egg wash.”

“Hey, we don't kink-shame here,” Cho
chimed in.

Between takes, Roman checked her
phone, grousing at a negative comment
on her Instagram feed and poring over
an article in the San Francisco Chroni-

cle that wondered how Grey Poupon had

managed to sell out its “terrible mustard
wine” in one day. The article concluded
that the product’s success was “possibly
due in part to the fact that cooking ce-
lebrity Alison Roman peddled it in an
ad during a frittata demonstration video.”

“Do you think Grey Poupon will give
us a raise?” she said.

It was five oclock—time to get started
on the sides.

“Mashed potatoes, let’s fucking go!”

At her best, Roman is the loose,
whistle-twirling swim instructor of the
kitchen, urging you to jump on in, the
water’s fine! Her audience is made up
of home cooks of all levels, but she is
especially sympathetic to the misgivings
of beginners. She tends to work with
ingredients that are readily available,
validating omissions and substitutions,
respecting budgets, and keeping the
dishwashing burden light. Attempting
shrimp cocktail at home? Don't bother
deveining. Brining a chicken? Use a zip-
lock and whatever pickle brine, butter-
milk, or beer you've got in the fridge.

Roman typifies a narrow demographic
while appealing to a wide audience—her
own cohort; younger people, who aspire
to her sophistication; older people, whod
like to recapture their quasi-bohemian

1 like to come out here and watch planes sit on the tarmac for hours,
then see everyone get kicked off and rebooked for tomorrow.”



youth. At her place, it’s nighttime, the
plates don’t match, your phone’s on the
table, and the candle’s burning down to
a nub. Her high-spirited, ofthand qual-
ity makes you feel that the most impor-
tant element to any meal is gameness. If
you could “throw your own hot dog party,”
why wouldn’t you?

Watching her cook, I learned that
you don't have to take the seeds out of
a honeynut squash before roasting it,
that you can avoid gummy mashed
potatoes by warming up the milk be-
fore you add it, and that the old trick
of adding a hint of soy sauce to a green-
bean casserole—from a recipe on the
Campbell’s soup can—works equally
well for a modern cousin, Frizzled Green
Beans, Mushrooms, and Onions. “What
makes Alison really unique is blending
that high level of detail with a totally
casual tone and attitude,” Francis Lam,
the editor-in-chief of Roman’s cook-
book publisher, Clarkson Potter, told
me. “She never makes her recipes feel
like an imposition.”

Preparing one of the Thanksgiving
salads, Roman said, “If you think about
what is going on here, it’s literally just
me talking to myself for forty-eight
hours.” She plunged a thermometer into
the breast of the turkey, breaking into
gigoles. “One-fifty-five, baby!”

Roman’s mother once compared her
palate to that of “a little deer on a
salt lick.” She grew up in Los Angeles
and the San Fernando Valley, where her
favorite restaurant was Tail o’ the Pup,
a hot-dog stand shaped like a hot dog.
She liked to eat chicken bouillon straight,
dipping her fingers into the packet. “I
always had a large milk-carton-shaped
box of Goldfish from Costco under my
bed for snacking, which is a gross thing
to admit,” she recalled. As a Southern
Californian, she had access to fine pro-
duce and an array of international cui-
sines. She learned to tell Thai basil from
Italian basil and stained her clothes with
pomegranates so often that her mother
stopped buying them. Her father told
me, “I remember going to sushi and Al-
ison was eating urchin.”

Roman’s father worked as a salesman,
her mother as a court reporter. (The
family’s last name was originally Roma-
noff, but Alison’s paternal great-grand-
tather “offed the oft” after immigrating
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to America from Russia as a child.)
Roman went to a private Catholic high
school, where she tried hard to fit in,
blowing her Jamba Juice paychecks on
scented body lotion and attending a rave
in the desert with friends “after getting
invited by two dudes we met in front of
the movie theatre.”

Eventually, she started to want to be
somebody other than “Valley Ali.” She
bounced between community colleges.
She had an older boyfriend who was
into food; he introduced her to Sona, in
West Hollywood—*“the most ambitious
restaurant to open in Los Angeles in a
long while,” according to a 2003 review
in the Los Angeles 7imes. The restau-
rant, run by David and Michelle Myers,
had a reputation for “intricate, cerebral
cuisine”: thirty-six-course tasting menus,
“albacore scattered with pumpkin seeds
and wasabi caviar.” Ron Mendoza, a for-
mer Sona pastry chef, recalled, “A lot of
places just wanted to please anyone that
came in the door, but the idea was more,
O.K.,youre coming into our house right
now and kind of have to accept our rules.”
One day, she knocked on Sona’s back
door; Mendoza answered, and she told
him that she was thinking about culi-
nary school. He advised her to save her
money, and hired her.

At first, Roman worked in a high-
end pastry shop that the Myerses also
ran. She spent her days cutting marsh-
mallows. (“They wiggle around when
you put your knife in—never try,” she
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recalled.) “I walked home crying every
day, but not once did I think about quit-
ting,” Roman said. “I figured, I'll stop
crying when they stop being mean to
me, and they’ll stop being mean to me
when I stop screwing up.” She remem-
bers herself, at this time, as “an annoy-
ing little puppy”in black-framed glasses
and thick bangs. Karen Yoo, who super-
vised her at the restaurant, added that
she could be headstrong. She joked, “I

named my first gray hair Alison Roman.”

Every afternoon, Roman would run
a tray of petits fours to Sona for the
dinner service. “I loved the energy of
the kitchen, and how fast people were
moving, and how gruft and short with
each other they were,” she said. She
soon became a cook for the restaurant.
She lived with two co-workers and, in
their free time, they participated in
seaside workouts that David Myers
had dreamed up after reading a book
about Navy SEAL Team Six. “Mara du-
bois/tangerine saftron granita/carda-
mom i.c./basil puree/black olive pow-
der/chai spiced foam/orange tuile,”
reads a page from a notebook that
Roman kept in 2005. Another entry, in-
volving a cake made from beets and
white chocolate, reads as though she
were trolling her future self.

After a couple of years at Sona,
Roman wrote “fourteen thousand
e-mails” to Daniel Patterson, the chef
at Coi, in San Francisco. (“Never re-
sponded to one of em. Fuck that guy!”)
She moved to the Bay Area anyway,
where she worked as the pastry chef at
a Peter Thiel-backed club and restau-
rant called Frisson, and ran the pastry
department at Quince, an Italian-influ-
enced contemporary-Californian restau-
rant that now has three Michelin stars.
Roman moved to New York in 2009,
seeking “general life change and explo-
ration.” Soon, she landed a part-time
job as a “Milk Maid” at Milk Bar, the
trendy dessert shop. She took on a sec-
ond gig, at Pies’n’ Thighs, in Williams-
burg, rolling buttermilk biscuits eight
hours a day. Bon Appétit was looking for
a recipe tester, and Roman, looking for
a way out of restaurant kitchens, went
for an interview. Roman writes in “Din-
ing In,” “They showed me a photo of
biscuits and asked, ‘Can you make a rec-
ipe for biscuits that look like this?’” She
got the job, immortalizing the experi-
ence in the introduction to a recipe that
she calls Luckiest Biscuits in America.

At the time, Bon Appétit was led by
Adam Rapoport, a former style editor.
Critics have said that, under Rapoport,
the magazine developed a clubby ethos,
which manifested itself in everything
from the internal culture to a video on
pho; members of the staff said that em-
ployees of color were disrespected and
underpaid for video appearances. (Like
this magazine, Bon Appétit, for which I



once wrote an article, is owned by Condé
Nast. The company says that it con-
ducted an extensive study of Bon Appé-
tit’s video pay practices, and found that
employees had been fairly compensated.
Rapoport resigned last year after the
writer Tammie Teclemariam tweeted a
2004 picture of him dressed, for Hal-
loween, as a “Puerto Rican.”) Roman
rose steadily at the magazine. In four
years, she went from recipe tester to se-
nior food editor, evolving from wide-
eyed transplant (“My job does not suck,”
she marvels, in an early video) to cul-
tural arbiter (“Every Dinner Party Needs
a Pre-Game”).

In 2018, she joined the Times as a food
columnist. (“Alison Roman! Alison
Roman!” read the headline on a piece
announcing her appointment.) At the
Times, she specialized in visually entic-
ing recipes that brought a sense of youth-
tul glamour to the staid domain of week-
night cooking. If you wanted to bake
some salmon, you went to Mark Bitt-
man; if you went to Alison Roman, you
wanted to bake some salmon. She de-
veloped a robust following on social
media. “Alison has a very strong visual
sense and is a quick wit—a combination
that made her a trailblazer on Instagram,”
Lam told me. Home cooks made her
recipes and posted pictures; Roman la-
boriously reposted their handiwork to
her account, showing her fans love while
making the agnostics wonder if they were
missing out on something.

oman’s interview with Dan From-

mer of the New Consumer was in-
tended as a business move. She and
David Cho had been tossing around the
idea of adding some merchandise to her
Web site. “He was, like, Hey, 'm gonna
introduce you to my friend Dan. He
does this newsletter that’s for people in
the tech world and business, and not
really your demographic, and I think
itd be really good for you,” Roman told
me. “Normally I would have passed and
just been, like, ‘What the fuck is the
New Consumer?’”

The interview began with the usual
pandemic chitchat. As the conversation
picked up, it centered on Roman’s de-
sire to build a bigger business without
sacrificing her principles or the messi-
ness that had made her successful. “Is
there anything you really want to do or

“Be honest. I don’t want to order anything monogrammed
z'f our marriage is on shaky ground. 7

really don't want to do?” Frommer asked.
Roman had sold a TV show to Hulu,
though she said production had been
stalled by COVID. She was collaborating
with a cookware company on a limited-
edition line of vintage-inspired spoons.
She dreamed of buying a house upstate.

She also knew what she didn’t want
her future to resemble. “The idea that
when Marie Kondo decided to capital-
ize on her fame and make stuff that you
can buy, that is completely antithetical

to everything she’s ever taught you,”

Roman said. “I'm like, damn, bitch, you
tucking just sold out immediately! Some-
one’s like, “‘You should make stuft, and
she’s like, ‘Okay, slap my name on it, I
don't give a shit!"”

She continued, “Like, what Chrissy
Teigen has done is so crazy to me. She
had a successful cookbook. And then it
was like: Boom, line at Target. Boom,
now she has an Instagram page that has
over a million followers where it’s just,
like, people running a content farm for
her. That horrifies me and it’s not some-
thing that I ever want to do. I don't as-
pire to that. But like, who’s laughing

now? Because she’s making a ton of
fucking money.”

At first, Roman thought that the in-
terview had gone well. She was getting
positive feedback for having spoken
frankly about money. Still, there were
rumblings of doubt on Twitter: Wasn't
all the high-minded talk about creative
integrity a bit rich coming from some-
one with a limited-edition vintage-
spoon line? Roman accused one critic
of bullying a successful woman, then
tweeted, “Just wishing I had someone
to hold my hand during baby’s first in-
ternet backlash.”

Roman decided to get oft social media
for a while. She had just baked a choc-
olate cake for a friend’s bachelorette
party when her manager called, saying
that Chrissy Teigen’s manager had told
her that Teigen’s feelings were hurt by
Roman’s comments. (Kondo has not
said much about any of this, but recently
told the Daily Beast that “it’s completely
natural for everyone to have different
opinions.”) “This is a huge bummer and
hit me hard,” Teigen soon tweeted, add-
ing that she “genuinely loved everything
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about Alison.” Roman dashed off an apol-
ogy tweet to Teigen and went to bed. “I
put my phone away, and then woke up
the next morning to a bajillion texts, more
texts than I had ever seen in my life,” she
recalled. “And I picked up my phone and
was just, like, ‘Holy Moses, oh, my God,
now we're talking about race.”

On May 11th, Roman issued a lengthy
formal apology, saying that she had been
“stupid, careless and insensitive,” and
that “the fact that it didn’t occur to me
that I had singled out two Asian women
is one hundred percent a function of my
privilege.” (She had also made a com-
ment—"For the low, low price of $19.99,
please to buy my cutting board”—that
she said was based on an inside joke
about an Eastern European cookbook.)
Roman told me that it hadn’t occurred
to her that Teigen would take offense.
“It was, like, “You're a hot billionaire su-
permodel married to John Legend, and
I'm here covered in cat hair and a total
mess, ” she said.

The Times suspended Roman’s col-
umn, a move to which Teigen objected,

setting off another cycle of headlines.
(This spring, Teigen stepped away from
Twitter amid allegations of bullying,
acknowledging that earlier in her ca-
reer she had been “a troll, full stop.”)
In one of the more incisive analyses of
the affair, Navneet Alang, at Eater,
wrote, “The backlash to Roman’s com-
ments, like most backlashes, was a com-
bination of legitimate grievance and
the way that Twitter refracts and con-
centrates reaction.” Alang concluded,
“If it felt as though people had been
sitting around waiting for her to mess
up, it was probably because many of
them had.”

“I never thought I would be at the
center of this,” Roman told me, in the
immediate aftermath. “I thought I could
hide behind chicken thighs my whole
life and be, like, ‘Oh, whatever, I'm just
over here making food,” and now I'm
in a very important conversation that
I feel very ill-equipped to handle. But
I'm going to handle it.” She continued,
“Sometimes I wake up and I'm, like,

‘Oh, my God, is this navigable, and will

“But, Burr, do you demand satisfaction so
much as to go to New Jersey for it?”

I ever recover? Did I throw my entire
life away?’ And then there’s also, like,
‘That’s a pretty big cop-out, and, if
youre gonna fucking step into it, step
into it.””

decided to write about Roman in

March of 2020, a few months before
the New Consumer debacle. I didn't own
either of her books, and I don’t watch
many cooking videos, but I had made
and enjoyed a number of her recipes.
(The Swiss Chard and Mushroom
Galette ought to be up there with the
Caramelized Shallot Pasta.) Usually, it
takes some time to locate the pressure
points of a story, and to find sources
willing to speak about them, but, in this
case, almost as soon as I started report-
ing, my phone and e-mail lit up. I heard
from a number of women working in
the food world; some were white, oth-
ers were Black and brown. Several spoke
on the record; others preferred not to,
knowing that their comments would in-
evitably be construed as personal griev-
ance when, in fact, they were less inter-
ested in singling Roman out than in
making a wider critique of the food
world. Two themes emerged: the sense
that Roman was both a product and a
perpetuator of structural racism in food
media, and a wish that her sense of so-
cial responsibility was commensurate
with the size of her platform. Osayi
Endolyn, who writes about food and
identity, told me, “You can't really ex-
plain the phenomenon of Alison Roman
as a figurehead without understanding
how whiteness functions in America,
and how whiteness functions in food
and food media.”

In contrast to the geek-out approach
tavored by writers like J. Kenji Léopez-
Alt, Roman often presents herself as less
informed than she is, or maybe ought to
be. “I am not a vegetable scientist (lol)
so I am not saying this is a FACT,” she
writes, “but it *feels™ like green beans
have an especially tough, highly impen-
etrable exterior, but when they are warm,
they seem to really accept flavor much
better than when cold.” For all her out-
spokenness, she is reticent on certain
issues. She’ll recommend a brand of
pepper mill (Unicorn), or tell you what
lipstick she’s currently wearing (Lasting
Passion, a “really awesome orangey-red”
from MAC), but she has little to say about



the sustainability of tuna. “I speak to
what I know,” Roman told me, adding
that accessibility and affordability are
also important aspects of the conversa-
tion. “I'm not a scientist, I'm not a food
reporter, 'm not spending my time doing
that research. How far does my respon-
sibility extend?”

As the writer Andrea Nguyen has ob-
served, the brash, prescriptive “bro tone”
that has served many a male food-world
personality so well is increasingly be-
coming gender-neutral. Roman has been
one of its premier female purveyors, rarely
shying away from—and occasionally
picking—a fight. “Rice has always seemed
like filler to me,” she wrote in 2016's “Din-
ing In,” dismissing the world’s second
most important cereal crop as though
she were swiping left.

At the end of 2018, Roman débuted
what became known as #TheStew (né
Spiced Chickpea Stew with Coconut
and Turmeric). To make it, you soften
garlic, ginger, and onions in olive oil.
You add chickpeas, frying them with
red-pepper flakes and turmeric, then
simmer them in coconut milk. After
wilting in greens, you serve the dish with
mint leaves, a dollop of yogurt, and
toasted flatbread. The recipe was health-
ful. It was warming. It was, to some read-
ers, obviously an Indian chana masala
or chole or, alternatively, a Jamaican chick-
pea curry. “This is neither a soup nor a
stew, it’s called chana masala, and Indi-
ans have been eating it for centuries. Se-
riously,®,” an Instagram user named
Priya Ahuja Donatelli wrote, in the com-
ments of a post in which Roman had
announced a giveaway with an equity-
focussed spice company, inviting read-
ers to respond with their “favorite ideas
for dismantling the patriarchy OR cook-
ing with turmeric.”

Roman was speaking the language of
social justice, but she wasn't crediting the
cultures from which she drew certain
techniques and ingredients. She was shine
theory in her head, but Sun Tzu in her
heart. “I don’t read other cookbooks, I
don't follow anybody on Instagram,”she
told me one day. “That clouds shit for
me.” Nor did she acknowledge that her
branding implied personal ownership
over deep-rooted dishes. (“I wasn't very
thoughtful about it,” she said recently.)

“There’s a sense in editorial, publish-
ing, and T'V spaces that, if you are from

a nonwhite background, what you talk
about has to be generated from your
identity in some way,” Endolyn told me.
“But if you're a white person you can go
anywhere you want. You can talk about
Asian cuisines, you can talk about Afri-
can or African American cuisines, you
can talk about South American cuisines.
No one’s saying you can’t cook with tur-
meric—cook with turmeric, turn orange
if you want to! The point is to recognize
that people from nonwhite, non-Euro-
centric cultures tend to be pigeonholed
by their identity (which isn’t necessarily
a measure of expertise) and not offered
the same leeway to experiment, play, and
‘discover’ things.”

When Jezebel asked Roman about
the issue of cultural appropriation, she
dug in her heels. “Y’all, this is not a curry,”
she said. “I've never made a curry.” She
added, “I come from no culture. I have
no culture. I'm like, vaguely European.”
Through years of being told online that
she was fat, that her pants were ugly, that
her voice was annoying, Roman had
learned to tune out negative feedback,
positioning herself in opposition to
whomever she perceived as a hater. She
sometimes lent her support to progres-
sive causes, but she was also hesitant to
stray from her area of expertise, once tell-
ing Cherry Bombe, “Compared to a lot
of women in our field and industry,I am
definitely on the quieter side of politics,
but that’s mostly because of my educa-
tional level.”

Her justifications and her critics’ ob-
jections converged at a certain point, with
everyone agreeing that she just liked to
make food that tasted good, without
going much deeper. Her occasional at-
tempts to take a more scholarly approach
could feel half-hearted. “I've taken a neg-
ative public stance on rice in the past,
and generally speaking, I stand by that
stance,” she wrote in 2019’s “Nothing
Fancy,” introducing a recipe inspired by
tahdig, a Persian rice specialty. “But peo-
ple can grow—so let me say this: Rice,
sometimes you are great.” Her recipe, she
said, “more or less gets the job done, with-
out requiring the patience or technique
(I have neither!).”

“Maybe that’s her genius, to say that
the thing that she’s done exists in a
complete vacuum,” the writer Alicia
Kennedy told me. “It’s not new, but
people don't want new—they want what

she’s selling.” You can detect the inten-
tionality of her branding in her recipe
titles and tags: The Only Piecrust, Ev-
eryone’s Favorite Celebration Cake,
#'heStew, # TheCookies. “Low key, a
lot of what I do is marketing,” Roman
admitted to me one day, with typical
frankness. She later added, “Marketing
is not a pejorative.”

“The thing is that she Aas a culture,
and it’s actually the dominant culture,”
the food writer Charlotte Druckman
told me. “It’s white-people food in that
sort of aspirational, fratty, life-style-mag-
azine area. And for her to call it ‘no cul-
ture’ is to dismiss the fact that she’s part
of this cultural event.” Roman was will-
ing to sound off on almost anything—
why not a few words about the origins
of turmeric? She was famously combat-
ive—why not fight a good fight, recog-
nizing the flaws of a system that wasn't
her fault but nonetheless wasn't fair? Why
not make it her business to know what
a chole is, if she’s getting paid to make
chickpea stew?

In our early conversations, Roman
claimed to understand, to some extent,
the criticism. “I had a lot of friends—
people of color—who were, like, ‘We ex-
perience this all the time,”” she told me,
in April of 2020.“We do things for years
and years, and all of a sudden a white
person does it, and it’s, like, ‘Oh, look at
this thing!”” But she was ambivalent
about the charge of cultural appropria-
tion. Eventually, she revised # TheStew’s
headnote to include a reference to “stews
found in South India and parts of the
Caribbean.” Roman said that she had
made the change because of the Inter-
net outcry. “I didn’t call it a curry be-
cause it’s not a curry,” she said. “And I
think that, if I Aad called it a curry, the
same amount, if not more, people would
have responded, “That’s not a real curry.
Why are you calling it a curry?’ So, in
that context, I could not win.”

oman launched “A Newsletter” in

June of 2020, acknowledging her
choice of “a title so uncreative it could
only have come from someone who never
planned on launching a newsletter.”
At first, it functioned both as a sort of
missing-person bulletin, in which she
could keep her fans updated on her
whereabouts, professionally and emotion-
ally, and as an instrument of penance,
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“T'll let you kids in, but youre gonna have to pay
taxes and deal with your own mortality.”

with which she would try to make
amends. “While this newsletter is free
and without a paywall, there will always
be an option to subscribe for a small do-
nation, with 100% going to a rotating
monthly charity,” she wrote in the first
dispatch, which was about tuna salad,
the only food, she wrote, that shed re-
cently been able to summon the will to
make. She published her e-mail address,
promising to read and respond to every
message she received. Within a few
months, though, one could detect hints
of her old pugnaciousness intermingling
with newfound caution. Writing in Au-
gust about making bean salads at a shared
vacation house, she acknowledged that
“it might become apparent I am not
cooking alone, and I refuse to pretend
that I am for the sake of sparing my
friends and myself a Covid-dining-
related public shaming.”

According to Roman, the 7émes told
her that August that it wasn't bringing
back her column. In an e-mail to me,
she wrote that she'd been led to believe
that she would be returning, “so didn’t
think I needed to figure out a plan re:

income (in retrospect, very naive lol).”

(A Times spokesperson said that Ro-
man’s “column went on hiatus in May
2020. She informed us that September
that she had decided to pursue other
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opportunities.”) Roman was now the
sole proprietor of a business she had
never really intended to launch. The
product she needed to scale up and
even disrupt was herself. “I'm not try-
ing to pivot to being, like, ‘All right,
buckle up, this is my new food blog,
and I'm going to teach you about rac-
ism,”” she said last year. “It’s about con-
tinuing to be myself, a more sensitive
version of myself.”

Roman also lost the TV show that
she had signed on to do with Hulu. “No-
body felt comfortable saying, ‘We think
what she did was wrong,’ but nobody
wanted to support me, so they just
dropped me,” she said.

Soon, Roman switched to a for-profit
model for her newsletter, though she
makes a contribution of at least two
thousand dollars a month to charity.
With subscribers numbering in the five
digits, she earns considerably more
money than she ever did as an employee
at Bon Appétit or the Times. But, more
than a year after What Happened (as
she often refers to the events of May,
2020), she is still raw. In the weeks that
followed the public turmoil, she told
me that she was going to get a publi-
cist, “because it’s very clear that I cant
do this on my own anymore.” She defi-
nitely didn't get one, as an awkward in-

terview with the comedian Ziwe Fu-
mudoh, in June, 2020, demonstrated.
(Roman said that she had hoped to
prove, by going on the show, that she
wasn’t running away from dialogue
about race.)

At one point during the Thanksgiv-
ing shoot, she pulled me aside to ex-
press her anxieties. “I have this facade
that everything’s O.K., but sometimes
I feel like if you blow on it, it’ll all fall
down,” she said. “I just have to accept
the fact that, regardless of what I said,
there would still be people who would
be, like, ‘Youre an ignorant white lady.””
Atanother point, she added, “I still have
not seen a successful story of a woman
getting dragged to hell in the way that
I was and then coming back publicly
and being able to talk. It’s like you ei-
ther have to slink away into oblivion or
just pretend it never happened.”

Roman recently began work on a third
cookbook, about desserts. She had signed
on to do it in 2018 but deferred the con-
tract last year, feeling too depleted to
conjure up a new angle on cookies and
cakes. “I'm just trying to have as much
fun with it as possible, because, honestly,
I could not get it up for another cook-
book,” she told me. Looking at images
for the project, she added, “I think cook-
books can be very lonely books.” She ex-
plained, “It’s generally just a person with
a plate of food.” To counteract her bore-
dom—with herself, with the style she
had spawned—she was going for a whim-
sical, sensual look, “even though I hate
the word ‘sensual, ”she said. There would
be cornbread in a field! A floating pie!
Pineapples in rowboats! Her first two
books had been filled with realistic cel-
ebration, bringing the FOMO of Insta-
gram into print. Now she was calling at-
tention to the staginess of it all. “I cant
feed the machine anymore. I need to be
a different machine,” she said.

Her idea of a good time was also
changing: for a recent shoot, shed asked
her friends to bring their kids. “I'm a
generation older than the hottest, young-
est, coolest people right now,” she said.
She told me about a recent conversation
with a friend: “We were talking about
how old people think we are. Because
they’re all, like, twenty-six! And she was,
like, ‘We came of age being young. And
now we’re in this weird in-between stage
where we aren’t young and sexy but also



don’t have kids and haven't transitioned
to being hot moms.””

Last year, at the urging of her ther-
apist, Roman took an Enneagram per-
sonality test. She found out that she’s a
Type Four, the Individualist, an “expres-
sive, dramatic, self-absorbed, and tem-
peramental” profile to which she strongly
relates. “I'm so at odds with myself con-
stantly,” she told me. “I'm, like, ‘When
will it be enough, what will be enough,
what will make me feel secure? I have
these issues with friendships and ro-
mantic relationships, the feeling that
love is finite, the feeling that attention
is finite, the feeling that there are only
so many people that can share a space,
and that I'm fighting for it all. It’s psy-
chotic, because if I were more of a se-
cure person I could just be, like, ‘Every-
one can write a cookbook—who cares,
I know I'm good.””

Roman had been explicitly avoiding
food that might revive the cultural-
appropriation debate, sticking to Amer-
icana-style classics like shrimp cocktail
and cinnamon rolls. The week before we
met, though, she had published a news-
letter titled “Gentle Lentils,” about a dish
she had cooked for friends after medi-
cal procedures. “It should come as no
surprise that nothing about me, includ-
ing the food I cook, could be described
as gentle,” she wrote. “But for those I
love: I can be gentle! For those I love: I
can cook gently!” Shed taken pains to
provide cultural context, referring to the
dish as daal. Some readers applauded her
efforts. Others posted negative com-
ments. “In my heart of hearts, I was, like,
“You fucking idiot. Don't cook with len-
tils,”” she told me.

I asked why she had done it anyway.

“Because I don’t want to operate out
of fear,” Roman said. She concluded, “It
just goes to show that food is very sen-
sitive for people, and they feel under-
represented if they see someone with a
large platform not taking it seriously. But
there’s also a part of me that’s, like, Can
we all just lighten up? Can I make a pot
of lentils? Call it whatever the fuck you
want, I don’t care.”

At around eight-thirty on the sec-
ond evening of the Thanksgiving
shoot, Roman’s guests started drifting
into her Brooklyn apartment. They
poured themselves drinks from a bar

that she had stocked with various kinds
of vermouth. Roman slipped into her
bedroom and emerged several minutes
later, having traded her sweaty, smoky
jeans and shirt for a cropped cardigan,
a chartreuse strapless dress,and an ankle
mike that made it look a little like she
was under house arrest.

“Let’s start Thanksgiving!” Roman
yelled, just past nine-thirty, leading every-
one to the table. They were being filmed,
but it was a real party, too. At Roman’s
left were Michael Wooten, a marketing
director at the art gallery Hauser &
Wirth, and Wooten’s boyfriend, who had
slid into his D.M.s after Roman tagged
Wooten in her Instagram stories. At Ro-
man’s right was her boyfriend of nine
months, a financial-services entrepre-
neur. (They met on Raya, a membership-
only dating app, during lockdown.)

“There’s red wine, there’s white wine,
there’s orange wine, there’s sparkling
wine,” Roman said, standing to propose
a toast. “You know, because you brought
most of it!” The party lasted until 2 A.M.,
with the last stragglers sprawled on the
couch, listening to Sarah McLachlan.
Roman passed out immediately, and her
boyfriend took a picture—the filthy
soles of her feet sticking out from under
a white duvet.

The following morning, Roman was
heading to the Catskills. Last winter, she
had finally bought a ramshackle mixed-
use Victorian at the main
intersection of Bloomville,
a hamlet of about two hun-
dred people, in Delaware
County. We set out from
Brooklyn in her white VW
Tiguan. There were sun-
flower seeds in the crevices
of the driver’s seat,and a euro
in one of the cup holders.
(She had been to Greece, at
last, over the summer, and
was proud of herself that, in an attempt
to draw some boundaries, she hadn’t
posted a thing about it.) The farther
we got from the city, the brighter the
leaves—a perfect ombré effect up the
ED.R. Drive, across the George Wash-
ington Bridge, and toward the Goshen
Turnpike. “The house is quirky and it’s
old as hell and it’s really interesting,”
Roman said. “I'm putting more money
into it than I thought I was going to, but
I think it wants to have new breath in it.”

=

“Hey, girl!” someone called out to
Roman as she pulled up to the gas pump
at a service station in Delhi, the last town
before Bloomville.

“Oh, hey, girl!” Roman replied. “Are
you selling pies this weekend?”

A few minutes later, we pulled up to
the house. Three narrow upper floors
made up the residential area. On the
ground floor was a retail space, which
most recently housed Table on Ten, a lo-
cavore pizzeria and community space.
Roman had bought the place for less
than three hundred thousand dollars, in-
heriting with it an industrial-grade cof-
fee machine and a wood-burning oven.
She was planning to open a little mar-
ket, selling pantry items. “If I want to do
chicken broth, I'll just make it in my
kitchen upstairs,”she said. She was think-
ing of hosting small dinners once she
got the dining room in shape. “I'm doing
all these different things, and I'm not
sure I would have taken any of those
leaps had last year not happened,” she
said. “T'm trying to create things that will
outlive this moment, and that will be
able to exist without me.”

Inside, the Roman trifecta—plants,
candles, music—was in effect, and some
sage sticks sat alongside a tarot deck on
the coffee table. Some of the windows
had been open for weeks, and it was cold.
We bundled up and went to dinner at
Brushland Eating House, a tavern owned

by Roman’s friends Sohail
and Sara Zandi. As we ate
borlotti beans and rabbit rou-
lade, a woman approached
Roman. “I'm absolutely ob-
sessed with you,” she said.

Early the next morning,
a rooster was crowing in a
neighbor’s yard. Sun filtered
into the kitchen through an
open door, weak and geo-
metric. Roman made pour-
over coffee, decanting it into an earth-
enware mug. She said that she was
planning to name her store First Bloom—
after Bloomville, and after the flowering
that occurs when you pour water over
fresh grounds. She checked her boots for
spiders, put them on, and went to take
the compost out. She had Joni Mitch-
ell’s “Free Man in Paris” on the stereo,
playing loud: 7%e way I see it, he said/ You
Just can’t win it/ Everybodys in it for their
own gain/ You can’t please em all. #
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here were three pages to go,and

I it was already past midnight.
Lu had asked her big daughter

to edit her report for tomorrow’s Pur-
chasing meeting. This daughter, who
was eleven, excelled at things like that.

“Mom,” the girl said, “why did you
ask it a ghost hit the back of my head?”

“Because you told your father I was
home late, and I specifically told you
not to do that. So why did you? Did a
ghost hit the back of your head?”

“Oh, ha.”

They were whispering back and
forth in two languages, the girl in En-
glish and Lu in Cantonese. Tomorrow
was a school day, and Lu could guess
what Husband would say if he woke
up and found them still working.

The girl yawned and made further
corrections to the page. “This part here,
where you say ten teapots and nine
lids? That’s funny, and I get what you
mean, but I think you should just say
supply doesn't equal demand. You know
way too much about sales tax, and now
I do, too.”

“Don’t be sarcastic.”

“Like you?”

“Me? I'm not sarcastic. Life is
sarcastic.”

“We’re almost done. The English is
all O.K. now.”

“Talk, talk! Just finish my work
already!”

“Mom?”

Would this girl never be quiet?

“What’s good about being my age?”

This particular daughter already
seemed to be bending under life’s trou-
bles, and it might be Lu’s fault. All
these late nights the girl had spent help-
ing her find the right words. Regret
washed over Lu. “You tell me.”

“If I knew, I'd be happy.”

Lu rubbed her eyes, reached for the
teapot, and refilled both their cups.
“You'll have to pee all night,” she said
apologetically.

“I hate people,” the girl burst out,
her eyes reddening.

“What happened? Who'’s bother-
ing you?”

“Can’t I just stay at home and read
books and learn about the world that
way? In books things happen for a rea-
son, and everything ends as it should.”

Lu smacked the table. “Should!
What is ‘should’®”

“If I could give you a pill that would
change your whole life, let you go back
in time and fix things, and maybe be a
whole other person, would you take it?”

“Of course.”

“Seriously?”

“All my life I've wanted to change
shapes. Change skins. That was my
dream when I was your age.”

Brightening now, her daughter said,
“Oh, my God, Mom. You're so weird.”

“You're the one who just said you
want to learn about life from books. I
wanted to learn from living life. But
then I got married and had you. So
thanks a lot.”

The girl giggled.

“Look,1 A.M.,” Lu said. “Stop kick-
ing tangerines around.”

“What?”

“You know exactly what I mean.
Stop wasting time.”

he next morning, Lu was late for

the department meeting. She hur-
ried through the swinging glass doors,
an apology on her tongue. Her coat
was wet with rain, copies of the report
slid from her arm, and the doughnut
box was crushed on one side.

But the conference room was empty.
A fountain pen gleamed at the head
of the table: Sheila’s expensive Parker,
with its marbled green shell.

It was Tuesday. Lu checked her
watch: 8:43. Not a single soul. Bewil-
dered, she placed the Duffin’s box on
the table, turning the mangled side to
the wall.

After a moment, she put the reports
down, pulled off her coat. A seaplane
was descending toward Burrard Inlet,
seeming to accelerate even as it slowed.
This view from the twenty-seventh
floor could hardly be believed. The
plane’s nose was tilted up very slightly,
as if it disliked getting its face wet.
Down it went, hurrying to meet the
water. Lu felt as though someone had
punched her in the chest. Really? she
wondered. That old panic, here, now?
Big ball of wax. Messed-up string. Crushed
lungs. Sweat matted her forehead. She
slid into the nearest chair and, just as
she settled, the seaplane touched down.
It seemed to rush effortlessly forward,
the curl of dark sea in its wake remind-
ing her of the fold of an ankle.

The white walls, the massive table,

the twelve swivel chairs, her two hands
seemed like objects recovered by some-
one else’s memory.

As unexpectedly as the panic had
arrived, it fled. She breathed. Breathed
again without pain. Neither wax nor
string. No explanation.

It felt strange to be alone in the con-
ference room. Two walls, from floor to
ceiling, were entirely glass. Lu gazed
out at Stanley Park and the North Shore
mountains, at the morning sky reflect-
ing in the water. A thread of traffic, no
more than a series of tiny lights, crossed
the Lions Gate Bridge. Yellow sulfur
hills glowed on a distant dock.

On her first day at the company,
shed felt the unstoppable joy of rising
past floor after floor and stepping out
into a floating world: the Purchasing
Department. Shed entered another life.
That was fourteen years ago.

The door opened.

“Lu?”

She turned. Antoinette peered at
her. Lovely thick hair tousled on top
of her head. Gray jacket and slacks,
soft pink blouse. Lu said hello, relieved
that there was a meeting, after all.

“I saw you rush by,” Antoinette said.
“Didn’t you hear?”

“What do you mean?”

“Everyone got a call this morning.
There’s no meeting. Because of the
investigation.”

Lu, uncomprehending, said, “Oh.”

“I mean . ..you won't be surprised,
I guess?” Antoinette was still holding
the glass door, which caught the light
with each small movement she made.
“Are you surprised?”

Lulooked at her and wondered what
this meant for her report. “Oh, well,”
she said, and then, “Here are the dough-
nuts. My turn, this week.”

Antoinette studied her curiously, im-
patience, amusement, and also derision
passing across her face. Or that was
what Lu sensed. “Sheila was looking
for you,” Antoinette said. “You should
probably go to your office, not wait
around here.”

S uch was life, Lu thought, standing
in her windowless office. Or, at least,
her current life. Waiting in line for the
dangled carrot of understanding.

She watered her three plants. They
had been bequeathed to her when Bob
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Jarvis retired in 1980. Lu had been pro-
moted to his position—Senior Pur-
chaser—the same title she held now,
almost a decade later. At the time, Bob
told her, “If the plants keel over, let
them die, got it? Stand up to the team
or they’ll fritter your time away with
pointless work. Conquer that exam and
get PML.A.C.-certified! None of them
bother, so if you excel sky’s the limit.
Got it, Lu? Sky’s the limit.”

Ten years was a long time for plants
to stay alive in a windowless room. They
must have been living oft
their memories of the sun.
All three were snake plants,
otherwise known as mother-
in-law’s tongue. She thought
of the plants, always, as the
Mothers-in-Law. Lu had
warned the three of them
that they all had to share
this space. Everyone’s leaves
would be cut back so that
no one keeled over. Light
and air were precious, supply-chain
management was crucial—and, if all
goes well, you will outlive me. Maybe you
will be promoted to the corner office. Or
even the atrium.

Lu had a habit of keeping her car keys
in the soil: she stuck them in the pot on
arrival, fished them out at day’s end.

Those keys gave her a rush of hap-
piness whenever she handled them.
Husband called the car her second
home, but she called it Mrs. Benchi.
Hands down, the only thing she'd ever
bought that gave her pleasure every
day. Mrs. Benchi was an emerald-green
Mercedes, used but dignified. She'd
bought it for six thousand dollars. Big
improvement on the rattling copper-
colored van she had when her side job
was as a delivery driver. That had started
about a year after she joined the Pur-
chasing Team. Her friend Arduous Wu,
a florist, had given her the extra work
and paid her cash.

Arduous’s father had swum from
China to Hong Kong in 1957. Wu Fa-
ther had told his wife, “We’ve got no
future here. You know what that means,
don’t you? It’s like dying before you're
born.” Eight hours in Deep Bay, then
crawling on hands and knees over oys-
ter beds to freedom. Wu Father sur-
vived, but his wife did not. Broken, he
adopted the son of a distant relative,
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adding an English name, Arduous, to
the baby’s Chinese one, Kin Hei. Ar-
duous grew up working in his father’s
plastic-flower business. Wu Father sold
the business sometime in the seventies,
and he and Arduous immigrated to
Canada. Arduous started his own fresh-
flower emporium, and swam regularly
at the Hastings community pool. He
had attractive shoulders and hands that
smelled of lilies.

When Arduous died suddenly, four
years ago, Lu and her copper-colored
van—what was it her big
daughter called it? “The
Flower Coffin”—made their
final delivery to his funeral.
First stop, St. Francis Xavier
Church. Last stop, Ocean
View Cemetery, where she
arranged the flower stands
in rings around his grave.
Arduous’s wife and small
children held Wu Father
tightly in the rain.

Lu returned a week later to collect
the flower stands. The wind had top-
pled them. So many flowers face down
in the dirt. She cried despite herself,
pouring Arduous three shots of Co-
gnac, straight into the soil. Arduous
Wu, you old playboy, see your broken-
hearted lilies?

“You're a wrapped candy,” Arduous
had liked to tell her, when they lay
naked in bed, occasionally, happy.
“There’s something sweet and all too
soft in your center.”

“Take your time,”she would encour-
age him. “Good things want to last.”

“Bless you, Wang Luk. You're that
kind of pleasure.”

He was married, she had Husband
and two girls—she was a mother.
What kind of thing was a mother? 4
balloon tied to a wrist. If too much
time passed, the balloon would lose
pressure, descend.

“The way you watch men,” Ardu-
ous had once said playfully. “I see what
you're looking for. Life doesn’t ask us
to pay a debt of shame, Wang Luk. I
see everything you feel.”

Lu enjoyed the feel of different lov-
ers, the newness of strangers. Her pres-
ent interest was a former prosecutor
from Shanghai, now working in a ware-
house in Port Moody. He had a disre-
spectful look in his eyes. His skin, the

softest she had ever touched, had an
addictive fragrance. But he was not
what she'd hoped hed be. Dissatisfied
with other aspects of his life, he needed
to control everything in bed, which was
why, she already knew, it would have
to end.

heila was in the doorway, watching

her. “Here you are, Lu. I called this
morning, but youd already left.”

Lu nodded, holding up the Duf-
fin’s box.

Sheila chose the Honey Dip, a pop-
ular option, resting it on a square white
napkin. “So,” she said, nudging the
door closed behind her. “How are
things, Lu?”

“Not too bad.”

“There’s something we need to talk
about.” In a roundabout way, as if sew-
ing on a button, her boss disclosed the
situation. Expense reporting, Camp-
bell River, and dinners. Dinners? Lu did
not follow. Then: Complaints against
a senior manager. Financial irregular-
ities on the Campbell River file. Inap-
propriate behavior. A matter for Person-
nel. They had brought in an External
Investigator. All members of the Pur-
chasing Team, plus clerical support,
would have to be interviewed.

The Mothers-in-Law were doing
something strange. As if their leaves
had glimpsed something. The door
had slid open, and the hallway lights
beckoned. Nutrients? Their stems
swivelled almost imperceptibly to-
ward the opening.

“The Investigator will likely want
to see you this afternoon. But things
could move faster or slower.”

“I understand. Thank you.”

“I know this will be a difficult pro-
cess. You were . . . well, friendly with
John Sadler.”

“Yes, he is everyone’s friend.”

The leaves fluttered, wriggling as if
they were wearing something itchy, but
it was only a draft from the vent.

Sheila cast her eye over Lu’s office—
the stack of reports, the framed PML.A.C.
certificate on the wall, the Arduous
Flowers desk calendar beside the beige
phone. She paused, seemingly nostal-
gic. “You’re an invaluable member of
our team, Lu. You were hired the year

before me, right?”
“Right.” She nodded. “In seventy-



five.” Most of the team had been to-
gether for more than a decade.

Sheila shifted the Honey Dip to her
other hand. “Even when someone is
our friend,” she said, “even when we
care about him, or hope he cares about
us, we have to act in a principled way
when he does wrong. Especially if
there’s a pattern to this kind of thing. . ..
Now we've got a mess on our hands.”
She reached for the door and hesitated,
surprised to see it already open.

“I am not sure I know anything.”

Sheila turned back to her, and Lu
telt as if Sheila were laying a hand on
her cheek, the way one might caress a
child’s face—with a mix of wonder and
benevolence—but she was actually
standing three feet away, her gaze ra-
diating understanding. “You feel as I
do, I know. As we all do.”

Wishing neither to agree nor to dis-
agree, Lu tilted her head to indicate 1@
rather not get involved. Or, I prefer to
eat peanuts while watching the movie,
but she didn’t think Sheila would un-
derstand this idiom.

“I'm relying on everyone to pull
together. Especially you, Lu.” Sheila
smiled gently before turning and go-
ing out.

ate afternoon and Lu still hadn’t

been summoned. While waiting,
she'd updated the preferred-vender
list and readied herself for Wednes-
day’s operational-efficiency briefing.
Spreadsheets sat freshly printed on
her desk.

She called home. Her two daugh-
ters had a new game, making Holy
Communion by crushing circles of
Wonder Bread between a Bible and a
dictionary. That was probably what
they were doing now, and why it was
taking them so long to answer.

At last, they picked up. The big one
told her they were just reading.

“Just reading?” Lu said doubtfully.

“Oh, Mom!”

They were snickering.

“How’s tricks, Ma?” the small one
said, her voice garbled.

Lu knew the child was squishing
her face into the germ-laden phone.
“Pull your face back,” she cried. How
troublesome they were.

“Huh?”

Lu sighed. “Stop with the tricks.”

They bounced her words around for
fun: “Mom doesn’t miss a trick! There
she goes, up to her old tricks!” The big
one shouted something about their fa-
ther, about ordering Hawaiian pizza—
it was Two-for-One Tuesday and Dad
said it was cool.

“Fine,” Lu agreed. “O.K., must go.”

“O.K.! Wake me up before you
go-go!”

Lu hung up.

Her daughters were mystified by
her English. It was the one thing about
her that seemed to both entertain and
perturb them. They deployed her ex-
pressions to taunt her and the world
at large. “I have eaten more salt than
you have eaten rice,” they shouted at
each other, at their dolls, at strangers
on the street.

Would it be improper to leave
early? She could take Mrs. Ben-
chi for a spin to Spanish Banks, where
she might do what others did, throw
rocks repeatedly at the water. The
Mothers-in-Law counselled against.
Her liaison with John Sadler had
lasted three months. If lighthearted-
ness were a species of happiness, those

final months in 1988 had perhaps been
her happiest in recent memory. Sadler
had been a confident lover. He had
wanted to luxuriate, while she, always
behind schedule with something, profes-
sional or personal, felt pressed for time.
“O.K.,,0.K.,”hed said, after locking the
door of their hotel room and turning
around to find her half-undressed. “No-
body’s going to barge in.”

“I get carried away. I need to act
quickly.”

“Come here. We have all the time
in the world.”

Sadler, in his smooth way, seemed
to believe his own assurances. But he
was wrong. There were spouses, bills,
dishes, and, in her life, the kids. Still,
they agreed on other things, on the im-
portance of seeking out risk and plea-
sure, and the joy of a temporary room
with its own evolving rules.

1don’t really know, Lu tells the Moth-
ers-in-Law, whose command of Can-
tonese is exemplary, why I rarely get at-
tached. To Sadler or someone else, to the
very good sex, to tenderness. I always feel
that pleasure shouldn't become habitual.
By December, she'd found his jokes
less original. When they lay spent on
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top of the sheets, she thought of far-
away people and things.

“What’s up?” he would ask when
she drifted off.

Lovely expression when it came from
him, as if moments were an ascent, an
unstoppable rise.

Lu knew enough to end an affair
when it was at its most satisfying, when
it gave her new senses, a different body,
a changed reality, and, therefore, cour-
age. Only with Arduous, who had read
her so effortlessly, could she have kept
going forever. He was the lover she
would never have turned away from.

At her desk, she clicked open the
year-end data sheet for Campbell River.
Sheila had referenced financial irreg-
ularities. Lu began proofreading the
document, entry by entry.

he jangling telephone made her

jump. Lifting the receiver, she ex-
pected to hear the unhappy tones of
the Shanghai man, but it was just Hus-
band, fretting. “Wang Luk, you plan to
sleep there? It’s already eight oclock. I
promised to work Kwun’s shift tonight
and now I'm late. You don’t care enough
to remember.”

She grabbed her bag and coat, shut
the door, ran past the empty offices. In
the underground parkade, Mrs. Benchi
clicked open to welcome her. The car was
fragrant. The car was peaceful. Mrs. Ben-
chi purred her way from P4 to the surface.
Lu drove on quiet roads, rain needling
down, the beat of the wipers calming her
thoughts. She had found nothing ques-
tionable in the financial documents. She
felt it was impossible for there to be ir-
regularities that she had missed. So what
was the true accusation, and whose was
the real guilt? A spreadsheet, she thought,
was a set of conditions, with every cell
holding a value, and each value recorded.
Certain cells were products of formulas,
of derivations upon derivations, of knowl-
edge pieced together across the whole.
Those cells were recipients of data, sin-
gle circles in an ever-circling form.

She felt tall in her car and drove
with confidence.

he truth was, even though she had
reported to John Sadler for a time,
even though Sadler had lobbied for her
promotion when Bob Jarvis retired, he
had barely entered Lu’s thoughts. He
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CALYPSO BEAN

I ordered the seeds months before quarantine

orca-marked

yin-yangs

months before we found our black-and-white dog

spotted like a bean

brought him home

between the planting and the harvest

shelling time he took a fallen bean in his mouth
and held it under his tongue all afternoon

crying to it

as he does to his most precious possessions

dead hummingbird  plush foot torn from the toy alligator
a bite of rib eye fallen to the floor

too good to swallow
frenzied whimper

cannot stop time

he digs
abandons the new holes

and crucial

panic of holding
no place
but the mouth is not safe enough
he cries and paces with his bean
frantic for a burial place

safer than the mouth
the mouth

cries in his keeping
the bean smooth on his tongue

I tell him

small dog: the seeds were already here

time is legume-smooth
time is high-contrast
beneath which the interior
in the form of a tendril

sun dirt
which is also itself

the dirt is as safe as the mouth

was handsome, yes, but he was a reg-
ular sort of person. Most of his being,
Lu thought, sat easily on his surface,
open to view.

At first, all of them—Lu, John, An-
toinette, Miranda, and Billy—had been
a group. Friday drinks had been fun.
But after a while Lu had felt herself to
be, as her mother might say, unfit for
the occasion. Something appeared on
certain faces each time Lu spoke, an
expression—of forbearance, distaste?—
that was difficult to name. It appeared
in their eyes so quickly that they could
hardly be aware of it. Recalling Bob
Jarvis’s advice, she paid for PM.A.C.
courses out of her own pocket and
studied ferociously. Certification would
be indisputable proof of her expertise
and fitness for the job. In fact, she

is meal and germ
patterned like a whale
winds around the future

it grows a copy of itself

—Melissa Ginsburg

loved the technicality of procurement
and supply chains, where optimal ef-
ficiency depended on exacting details.
She enjoyed seeing goods move swiftly,
painlessly, to where they could be prop-
erly utilized.

She thought of herself as reliable, a
team player, but others mistook her for
a natural subordinate. She didn’t reg-
ister the misconception until it was too
late. As the others were all promoted,
the years slipped away.

The rest of the group was, as Lu’s
daughters would say, #ight. Others came
and went, but the core group held. They
blurred the categories of their lives,
mixing private and professional needs.
It was their way of belonging wherever
they went. On the positive side, Lu did
not feel obligated to socialize with them



on Friday nights anymore. Without
Husband’s knowing, the evenings could
be put to better uses.

year ago, around the time of

Campbell River, the team had set-
tled on regular Friday-night dinners,
which Lu attended once in a while, re-
luctantly. It unsettled her to see how
the group could twist the way a crowd
does, turning on one person and then
the next.

After Antoinette returned from the
Gulf of Thailand, where her favorite
brother, Jared, had married a local
woman, Miranda and Billy had teased
her cruelly. Antoinette wanted to talk
about snorkeling and tea plantations
in the Cameron Highlands, but they
wanted to discuss squat toilets. Also,
pedophilia. Thai girls. “Women,” Mi-
randa corrected. They all shot a quick
glance at Lu, who wasn't Thai or Malay,
they reminded themselves, but had be-
come, Lu thought, implicated. Lu had
finished her supper, taking comfort
in the restaurant’s stunning view, the
floating lights. John picked up his cig-
arettes and went out. Antoinette de-
scribed in detail how her brother had
gorged on spiky, hairy rambutans, and
got sick. Billy, laughing, spluttered out
her drink. The team was smart, but
acted otherwise, as if this kind of bra-
vado were proof of freedom. It hadn't
been like that in the beginning, but
midlife dissatisfaction was what was
new. The women joked about who
loved Thai food the most. “John can’t
get enough of it,” Miranda volunteered,
then colored and stared down at her
empty glass.

Lu thought she might take her leave.
She had an exam coming up on Sup-
ply Chain Management for Major Proj-
ects, which was necessary to keep her
certification up to date, and she wanted
to go and study in Mrs. Benchi. Her
presence felt superfluous.

Sadler returned and said he had an-
other engagement. Antoinette began
to cry, repeating, “God, I'm sorry, I'm
so embarrassed,”and Miranda squeezed
her shoulder. Lu filled out the paper-
work for everyone’s meal reimburse-
ment, minus the wine. Billy had already
gone home. It was just another Friday.

The following Monday, Sadler came
into her office and stood beside the

Mothers-in-Law. “Forgive me, Lu. I
shouldn’t have abandoned you at that
dinner. I'm sorry.”

They agreed to have a drink together
after work.

She was curious.

Was Sadler sorry the world was the
way it was?

She knew hed like to hear about
how she had grown up at the end of
the war, lost her father and brother
when she was fifteen, immigrated to
Canada on her own, and struggled
with a language completely foreign
to all her ancestors. But those weren’t
the stories she thought worth telling.
People said all the right things until
they didn’t. Lu was accommodating
until she wasn’t. And yet she felt
bonded to her colleagues in a hard-
to-explain way, because co-workers
were strangers upon whom she relied.
And they seemed to want, in some
intangible fashion, not her respect but
her love. To know that she thought
well of them.

Lu missed the retired managers, Mr.
Gordon and old Bob Jarvis, who had
seemed to genuinely care for her and
want her to rise. Both came from blue-
collar families and had considered her,
perhaps, one of them.

At the bar, she and John Sadler
both ordered spritzers. “You've been

there, I guess,” she said as they waited
for their drinks. Mrs. Benchi looked

distinguished parked out front, as if
she felt at home in this well-kept
neighborhood.

“Malaysia? No. But I've travelled to
lots of places.”

“Yes, I have, too.”

here were two women in the con-
ference room with Lu. They were
Susan Harris, the External Investiga-
tor, and the Clerk, Penny.
“I'm sorry we couldn’t meet with

you yesterday, Mrs. Wang,” Susan said.

“Thank you for your time now. My aim
is to make every step of the process as
simple and clear as possible.”

“Yes, Susan. Call me Lu.”

“Great. So, Lu, you've been with the
company for—"

“Fourteen years.”

“Right, fourteen years.”

If the hand of fortune passes over
you, Lu’s mother used to say, you
should be grateful. To be overlooked
is its own kind of fate and perhaps
freedom. It was strange, Lu thought,
how Mother rose in her thoughts every
tew years, as if memory had its sea-
sons. Panic hovered in her chest. “You
don’t worry enough about remember-
ing,” Mother had often told her. She
must remember to repeat this to her
own daughters.

Susan asked a string of questions,
almost none of which Lu felt she could,
or knew how to, answer.

Susan’s face softened as she came
around the table and settled in the
chair beside Lu. She rolled the chair
backward to keep a small distance. “I've
spoken to the Purchasing Director,”
she said, angling forward. “She told
me you may not feel confident provid-
ing a verbal statement. She says that
your written English is strong. Impres-
sive, in fact.”

Lu thought of her big daughter and
smiled sadly.

Susan continued, “I have a Micro-
soft file you can work through on your
own. Is that something youd prefer?”

For a moment, she felt at a loss.
She recalled the sensation of being
inside a crowd searching for power
within itself. You were transformed
by such crowds when you were young,
she thought. The crowd swallowed
you up and gave you a common pur-
pose. In Kowloon, she and her five sis-
ters used to squeeze into the crowded
tram on Nathan Road. Her sisters had
been her life, a part of her own self.
All five had emigrated, each to a dif-
terent country, no one left in Hong
Kong when Mother died quietly in
her sleep. They had put all their sav-
ings together so that one of them could
tly home. Over the years, Lu’s col-
leagues had sometimes looked at her
as if she were someone’s forgotten
coat, but it hadn’t mattered to her all
that much. Now she had a clear feeling
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that Sadler had protected her, or tried
to. Long before that brief affair, John
had lauded her. He had argued for
her to be further promoted, which
would have meant a better salary, an
easing of financial burdens, a three-
bedroom apartment for the family,
but she had been left to twist in the
same position for ten years. Despite
her tireless efforts, L.u had stayed near
the bottom of the ladder.

A strange calm washed over her.
Was that what Susan would now rec-
tify, on her behalf? Her professional
stasis, and all the reasons that things
had turned out the way they had, all
the lost chances for advancement and
security? No.

Lu stared at Susan for a long time.
The Investigator’s growing discomfort
was like a weight passing into Lu’s
hands. Investigator Susan cannot read
me, which makes her nervous, but also
resentful because she’s the one in charge.
But here Lu’s powers of discernment
ended. Lu now saw her colleagues lay-
ing nets she had to avoid lest she get
entangled. She could not say why they
drew lines between one person and an-
other, or why they had to pity certain
people in order to see them. It was true
that their measure of Lu had never
aligned with her worth, but when had
she ever confused her worth with their
opinions? Such self-effacing routes
were not for her.

“I understand,” Susan said, “that
there is a history of behavior. Things
said and done by someone in a super-
visory position that should not have
been said or done.”

“Should not?”

Susan frowned. Lu couldn’t help
mirroring the expression and frowned
back.

“As one of the people you report to,”
Susan explained, “John Sadler is your
superior.”

“We have an expression for this,”
Lu said. “To eat from a bowl and then
turn it over.”

Susan was thrown by Lu’s non-
contextualized English, and responded
by nodding seriously.

“It means to betray somebody. And
play them for a fool.”

“Were you played for a fool, Lu?”

Oh, Susan was more alert than she

let on. Lu liked the challenge. “We all

62 THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 20, 202|

were. Even John Sadler. That’s life.”

“No, that is noz life,” Susan said.
“Others have given statements. He
took advantage of your position as an
outsider and a subordinate on the
Purchasing Team. You were not the
only one. It’s not you who should feel
ashamed.”

Lu couldn't stop looking at Susan,
couldn’t stop wondering.

Who was it who demanded shame?
Fourteen years at the company. Where
had all that time gone? Was John Sadler
responsible for that?

“No,” she said. “No one takes ad-
vantage of me. If I lived that way, I
would have vanished long ago.”

Susan was saying other things, but
Lu had already floated free.

hat night when the phone rang,

Lu got to it first. No one responded
to her irritated “What?” So she switched
to Cantonese. Hey, who’s there and what
do you want, huh?

“Lu?”

Oh, for heaven’s sake. John Sadler.

Husband was at the stove, making
ketchup rice.

“What’s up?” Lu said, turning away
from Husband and toward the girls.
They were lying on the floor, pretend-
ing to be dead. It was always the hol-
idays for them.

“I'm such an idiot. ... I don’t know
anymore. I don't know. Lu, I'm so sorry.”

She waited.

“Wasn't I fair to you? Wasn't I good?”

“Yes, you were fair and good.”

She nudged her small daughter with

her toe. There were crumbs in the girl’s

hair. Motioned for her to get up off the
tloor. The girl just rolled over and
looked at the ceiling with glazed eyes
and a silly smile.

“We had an affair, that’s all. It’s
over.” He began crying. “I wasn't the
one who ended it. 'm not ... Lu? I'm
truly sorry. But I didn’t do what Mi-

randa is saying, what they’re all say-
ing. I didn’t. I'm alone,” he said. “I'm
all alone now.”

She didn’t have an answer for him
and said nothing.

He cried harder.

“We’re having dinner now,” she said
at last. “I must hang up the phone.”

The line clicked.

She stood with the receiver, com-
forted by the weight of it. A balloon
tied to a wrist, she thought. What was
it to live as a mother, as a wife, and
as herself? A balloon that loves the
ceiling, that floats away in order to
touch it.

She must have muttered some of
this aloud, because her small daughter
gigeled, shouting, “I'm ballooning!” She
curled into a ball and opened in beau-
tiful slow motion, all her limbs reach-
ing as if forced apart by the pressure
of the tide.

Lu laughed, too, until her eyes be-
came watery, thinking of the sea.

hat night, Lu sat down at the fam-
ily computer. She pushed the floppy
disk Susan had given her into the drive
and opened the file. She stared for a

long time at the first question.

In this space, please tell us what you witnessed.
I saw other women grieving. [Delete]

In this space, please tell us what you witnessed.
I never grieved. [Delete]

Lu tried switching to Cantonese.
She printed the page and wrote by hand.

In this space, please tell us what you witnessed.

I saw the lines of a long net in which we
were all trapped, caught up. I saw men and
women who had excelled within these lines,
but also wanted to escape them. I saw my chil-
dren growing up without their mother, and
that’s why I never left my marriage. And, for
fourteen years, I came to know a power that
was more shadow than substance. But wait:
before you say that I know little about power,
let me tell you that shadows have a strength.
Nothing can dissolve these quiet things, which
are nourished by what is within reach. And the
other kind of power, the kind that kept me in
my place, well, my co-workers say they do not
see it. And do I? I have learned not to. I have
learned to cross the street and look the other
way, because you can’t stop someone else’s con-
tempt. You can’t change the earth, the sky above
your head, the disrespect, you can’t change the
electrical wires in your path, but you have to
teach your children to sense their presence, to
step over them smoothly, without a single note



of fear. They have to keep moving, after all.
Why am I writing this in a language you can’t
understand? So that my dead mother can read
it? She already knew.

Lu reread the paragraph. Only her
big daughter would know how to trans-
late it. But something turned over in
her. It was out of the question to ask
the child. Was this something, after all,
that a mother should do?

She crumpled the page and dropped
it in the bin.

In this space, please tell us what you witnessed.

Lu returned to English.

Two people had an affair. Nothing more.
But also nothing less. [Save.]

fter the investigation ended,

the Purchasing Department
was reorganized. It took months for
everything to be finalized. Fortu-
itously, around this time Husband’s
firm offered him a good job in Sili-
con Valley.

Sometimes she was visited by an
image or a memory. That stunning
view from the twenty-seventh floor,
the controlled landing of a seaplane
in the blue of the inlet. It wasn't just
the investigation that brought things
to a head. It was the human nature
that the investigation had revealed.
Things Lu couldn’t account for, all the
sorrow and spite, the vitriol and piety,
that suddenly had free rein. Sometimes
when justice prevailed it left a bad
taste. Sadler was hospitalized; no one
knew exactly why. Some people in the
company pitied him, others didn't. It
wasn't about pity, anyway, Lu thought.
It was the web of understandings and
almost-loyalties that bound them to-
gether, lines quietly zigzagging through
their legs, tied and retied in the same
old ways. Miranda was promoted to
John Sadler’s position and became Lu’s
immediate supervisor. Lu was not sur-
prised. The next day, she handed in
her notice and took the Mothers-in-
Law home. They flourished, half-hid-
den from the window. Soon afterward,
she and Husband moved the family
to San Jose. Lu started teaching night
school. She taught Import and Export
regulations, NAFTA trade rules, and
supply-chain management to new im-
migrants. The course was at the com-
munity college, and her students had

“Ob, gee. Thanks. A saddle.”

meagre incomes. Their ability to re-
main unfazed, combined with their
original uses of English, their distance
from the right words, made it hard for
them to thrive as employees. They had
little savings but were determined, still,
to grow their own fortunes and be
their own bosses. It was the only way
to really live.

These were good years for Lu. The
students’ entrepreneurial spirit gave her
comfort, and nothing felt wasted. She
enjoyed the steep walk up to the col-
lege, and taking Mrs. Benchi, indul-
gently, on long drives to the Golden
Gate Bridge, admiring the views of
what others had named the Valley of
Heart’s Delight.

Overnight, it seemed, her girls went
off to university.

Her panic attacks—that ball of
wax, crushed lungs, and then a slow
release, like forgiveness—recurred
every few years. “You are re€nacting
your mother’s death,” she told herself.
“Stop it.” By now, Lu was in her fif-
ties. I want to change my shape again,
she thought, but how? Morning could
sink into nightfall without her notic-
ing, as if while she gazed at the sur-
face of her desk, at the shine of her
screen, the supply of hours crept away
behind her back. She did not dwell

on her lovers. But sometimes she re-

membered a long rise of pleasure, a
touch, a knowing look. She remem-
bered how belonging and ecstasy min-
gled together.

She would die in her sleep one day.
She would change shape quietly, with-
out causing any inconvenience. She
felt sure of it. Her husband would
grieve his unfaithful wife and even-
tually remarry, and find a different
species of happiness. That was life,
she wanted to tell her daughters. You
wanted to change it but it changed
you, remodelled you for every age.
One day, you were an immigrant,
loaded down with inexplicable shame;
the next you were middle-aged, a
mother, and all the risks youd taken—
to live freely, to not be subdued—also
made you feel ashamed, as if you'd
done nothing but kick the tangerines
around. But if, by then, you didn’t have
it in you to explain the world away,
to reduce it or be certain of it, maybe
you never would. Lu accepted that in
herself. She'd eaten from the bowl and
turned it over; she had been unfaith-
tul and yet faithful, wrong and yet
right, lonely and yet beloved, and that
was the bitter, that was the sweet quan-

dary of it all. ¢
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Madeleine Thien on immigrants’ loneliness.
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THE CRITICS

oosevelt Montds was born in
Ra rural village in the Domini-

can Republic and immigrated
to the United States when he was
eleven years old. He attended public
schools in Queens, where he took
classes in English as a second lan-
guage, then entered Columbia Col-
lege through a government program
for low-income students. After get-
ting his B.A., he was admitted to Co-
lumbia’s Ph.D. program in English
and Comparative Literature when a
dean got the department to reconsider
his application, which had been re-
jected. He received a Ph.D. in 2004
and has been teaching at Columbia
ever since, now as a senior lecturer, a
renewable but untenured appointment.
He is forty-eight.

Arnold Weinstein is eighty-one.
Although he was an indifferent stu-
dent in high school, he was admitted
to Princeton, spent his junior year in
Paris, an experience that fired an in-
terest in literature, and received a Ph.D.
from Harvard in 1968. He was hired
by Brown, was tenured in 1973, and is
today the Richard and Edna Salomon
Distinguished Professor of Compar-
ative Literature. These two men started
on very different life paths and ended
up writing the same book.

They are even being published by
the same university press, Princeton.
Montis’s is called “Rescuing Socra-
tes: How the Great Books Changed
My Life and Why They Matter for a
New Generation”; Weinstein’s is “The
Lives of Literature: Reading, Teach-
ing, Knowing.” The genre, a common
one for academics writing non-schol-
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A CRITIC AT LARGE

TOO GOOD FOR THIS WORLD

What do we want from great-books courses?

BY LOUIS MENAND

arly books, is a combination of mem-
oir (some family history, career anec-
dotes), criticism (readings of selected
texts to illustrate convictions of the
author’s), and polemic against trends
the author disapproves of. The po-
lemic can sometimes take the form of
“It’s all gone to hell.” Montis’s and
Weinstein’s books fall into the “It’s all
gone to hell” category.

Both men teach what are called—
unfortunately but inescapably—“great
books” courses. Since Weinstein works
at a college that has no requirements
outside the major, his courses are de-
partmental offerings, but the syllabi
seem to be composed largely of books
by well-known Western writers, from
Sophocles to Toni Morrison. At Co-
lumbia, undergraduates must com-
plete two years of non-departmental
great-books courses: Masterpieces of
Western Literature and Philosophy,
for first-year students, and Introduc-
tion to Contemporary Civilization in
the West, for sophomores. These
courses, among others, known as “the
Core,” originated around the time of
the First World War and have been re-
quired since 1947. Montds not only
teaches in the Core; he served for ten
years as the director of the Center for
the Core Curriculum.

Although Montéds and Weinstein
are highly successful academics at two
leading universities, where they are, no
doubt, popular teachers, they feel alien-
ated from and, to some extent, disre-
spected by the higher-education sys-
tem. As they see it, they are doing God’s
work. Their humanities colleagues are
careerists who have lost sight of what

education is about, and their institu-
tions are in service to Mammon and

Big Tech.

I t will probably not improve their spir-
its to point out that professors have
been making the same complaints ever
since the American research university
came into being, in the late nineteenth
century. “Rescuing Socrates” and “The
Lives of Literature” can be placed on a
long shelf that contains books such as
Hiram Corson’s “The Aims of Literary
Study” (1894), Irving Babbitt’s “Litera-
ture and the American College” (1908),
Robert Maynard Hutchins’s “The
Higher Learning in America” (1936),
Allan Bloom’s “The Closing of the
American Mind” (1987), William Der-
esiewicz’s “Excellent Sheep” (2014), and
dozens of other impassioned and some-
times eloquent works explaining that
higher education has lost its soul. It’s a
song that never ends.

So, although Montés and Weinstein
seem to think that things went wrong
recently, things (from the point of view
they represent) were wrong from the
start. The conflict these professors are
experiencing between their educational
ideals and the priorities of their insti-
tutions is baked into the system.

That conflict is essentially a dispute
over the purpose of college. How did
the great books get caught up in it? In
the old college system, the entire cur-
riculum was prescribed, and there were
lists of books that every student was
supposed to study—a canon. The canon
was the curriculum. In the modern uni-
versity, students elect their courses and
choose their majors. That is the system
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the great books were designed for use
in. The great books are outside the reg-
ular curriculum.

The idea of the great books emerged
at the same time as the modern univer-
sity. It was promoted by works like Noah
Porter’s “Books and Reading: Or What
Books Shall I Read and How Shall I
Read Them?” (1877) and projects like
Charles William Eliot’s fifty-volume
Harvard Classics (1909-10). (Porter was
president of Yale; Eliot was president
of Harvard.) British counterparts in-

cluded Sir John Lubbock’s “One Hun-
dred Best Books” (1895) and Frederic
Farrar’s “Great Books” (1898). None of
these was intended for students or schol-
ars. They were for adults who wanted
to know what to read for edification and
enlightenment, or who wanted to ac-
quire some cultural capital.

The idea made its way into universi-
ties after 1900 as part of a backlash against
the research model, led by proponents
of what was called “liberal culture.” These
were professors, mainly in the human-
ities, who deplored the university’s new
emphasis on science, specialization, and
expertise. For the key to the concept of
the great books is that you do not need
any special training to read them.

In a great-books course of the kind
that Montds and Weinstein teach, un-
dergraduates read primary texts, then
meet in a classroom to share their re-
sponses with their peers. Discussion is
led by an instructor, but the instructor’s
job is not to give the students a more in-
formed understanding of the texts, or to
train them in methods of interpretation,
which is what would happen in a typi-
cal literature- or philosophy-department
course. The instructor’s job is to help the
students relate the texts to their own lives.
For people like Montds and Weinstein,
it is also to personify what a life shaped
by reading books like these can be. “The
teacher models the still living power of
the book,” as Weinstein puts it.

You can see the problem. Universi-
ties like Brown and Columbia make big
investments in training scholars and re-
searchers in their doctoral programs, and
then, after they are credentialled and
hired as professors, supporting their work
with office and laboratory space, libraries,
computers and related technology, re-
search budgets, conference and travel

funds, sabbaticals,and so on. Why should
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an English professor who got his degree
with a dissertation on the American Tran-
scendentalists (as Montds did), and who
doesn’t read Italian or know anything
about medieval Christianity, teach Dante
(in a week!), when you have a whole de-
partment of Italian-literature scholars
on your faculty? What qualifies a man
like Arnold Weinstein, who has spent
his entire adult life in the literature de-
partments of Ivy League universities, to
guide eighteen-year-olds in ruminations
on the state of their souls and the nature
of the good life?

It’s not an accident or a misfortune
that great-books pedagogy is an anti-
body in the “knowledge factory” of the
research university, in other words. It
was intended as an antibody. The disci-
plinary structure of the modern univer-
sity came first; the great-books courses
came after. As Montds says, “The prac-
tice of liberal education, especially in the
context of a research university, is point-
edly countercultural.”

Montis is using the term “liberal ed-
ucation” mistakenly. Virtually every course
at an élite school like Columbia, from
poetry to physics, is part of a liberal ed-
ucation. “Liberal” just means free and
disinterested. It means that inquiry is
pursued without fear or favor, regardless
of the outcome and whatever the field
of study. Universities exist to protect that
freedom. But Montis is right about the
countercultural part. Great-books courses
tend to be taught against the grain of
academic disciplinary paradigms.

This has obvious educational value.
Many students who take a great-books-
type course enjoy encountering famous
texts and seeing that the questions they
raise are often relevant to their other
coursework. And some students experi-
ence a kind of intellectual awakening,
which can be inspiring and even trans-
formational. For students who are mo-
tivated—and motivation is half of learn-
ing—these courses really work. They are
happy to read Dante in translation and
without a scholarly apparatus, because
they want to get a sense of what Dante
is all about, and they know that if they
don't get it in college they are unlikely
to get it anywhere else.

Undergraduate teachers, whatever
their training, can play a role as a tran-
sitional parent figure, someone students
can talk to who is not privy to their per-

sonal or social lives, someone who will
let them have the keys to the car no
questions asked. And students profit
from learning how universities operate
and arguing about what college is for.
It opens up the experience for them,
gives the system some transparency and
the students some agency.

So why the tsuris? At this point, great-
books-type courses—that is, courses where
the focus is on primary texts and student
relatability rather than on scholarly lit-
erature and disciplinary training—are
part of the higher-education landscape.
Few colleges require them, but many col-
leges happily offer them. The quarrel be-
tween generalist and specialist—or, as it
is sometimes framed down in the trenches,
between dilettante and pedant—is more
than a hundred years old and it would
seem that this is not a quarrel that one
side has to win. Montds and Weinstein,
however, think that the conflict is exis-
tential, and that the future of the academic
humanities is at stake. Are they right?

B etween 2012 and 2019, the number
of bachelor’s degrees awarded an-
nually in English fell by twenty-six per
cent, in philosophy and religious studies
by twenty-five per cent, and in foreign
languages and literature by twenty-four
per cent. In English, according to the
Association of Departments of English,
which tracked the numbers through 2016,
research universities, like Brown and Co-
lumbia, took the biggest hits. More than
half reported a drop in degrees of forty
per cent or more in just four years.

The trend is national. Some depart-
ments have maintained market share,
of course, and creative-writing classes
seem to be popular everywhere. But, in
general, undergraduates have largely
stopped taking humanities courses. Only
eight per cent of students entering Har-
vard College this fall report that they
intend to major in the arts and human-
ities, a division that has twenty-one un-
dergraduate programs.

The decline in student interest af-
tects doctoral programs as well, and this
fact is crucial, because doctoral programs
are the reproductive organs of the en-
tire system. Fewer graduate students are
admitted, because the job market for
humanities Ph.D.s is contracting. More
important, no one is sure how to teach
the students who do get in. If courses



in the traditional subfields of literary
studies (medieval poetry, early-modern
drama, the eighteenth-century novel,
and so on) are not attracting undergrad-
uates, shouldn’t new Ph.D.s be trained
differently? If so, given that faculties are
mostly trained in the traditional sub-
fields themselves, who is going to do it?

And, even if you could completely
redesign doctoral education, it takes at
least six years to get a Ph.D. in the hu-
manities (the median time is more than
nine years) and another six years, min-
imum, to get tenure. An academic dis-
cipline is a big ship to turn around, es-
pecially when it is taking on water.

Montis and Weinstein don't cite these
figures. They don't cite any figures, ac-
tually, because even if business were
booming it would make no difference to
them. But this is the real-world context
in which they are publishing their books.
This is the moment they have chosen to
inform readers that academic humanists
are not doing their job. “Liberal education
is impaired and imperiled,” Montis re-
ports. “Too often professional practi-
tioners of liberal education—professors
and college administrators—have cor-
rupted their activity by subordinating
the fundamental goals of education to
specialized academic pursuits that only
have meaning within their own insti-
tutional and career aspirations.” “Cor-
rupted” is a pretty strong word.

What humanists should be teaching,
Montis and Weinstein believe, is self-
knowledge. To “know thyself”is the proper
goal. Art and literature, as Weinstein puts
it, “are intended for personal use, not in
the self-help sense but as mirrors, as entry-
ways into who we ourselves are or might
be.”Montis says, A teacher in the human-
ities can give students no greater gift than
the revelation of the self as a primary ob-
ject of lifelong investigation.” You don’t
need research to learn this. Research is
irrelevant. You just need some great books
and a charismatic instructor.

For the advocates of liberal culture a
century ago, the false god of literature de-
partments was philology. Today, the false
god is “theory.” Montds complains that
contemporary theory—he calls it “post-
modernism’—subverts the college’s ed-
ucational mission by calling into ques-
tion terms like “truth” and “virtue.” A
postmodernist, in his definition, is a per-
son who believes that there is no capital-T
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The Power of Women, 4y Denis Mukwege (Flatiron). In the
past twenty-five years, conflicts in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo have created an epidemic of sexual violence. In 1999,
the author, who trained as a gynecological surgeon, founded
the Panzi Hospital, in one of the country’s most troubled areas;
since then, the facility has treated the rape injuries of sixty thou-
sand women. Mukwege, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2018,
recounts his story and offers resonant portraits of the women
who have most affected him. One of them is Wamuzila, a teen-
ager who was kidnapped by a militia, forced into sex slavery,
and then abandoned in the rain forest, before arriving at the
Panzi clinic. Her experience was one among many that inspired
Mukwege’s campaign for gender equality and nonviolence.

The Least of Us, by Sam Quinones (Bloomsbury). This layered
chronicle traces how methamphetamine and fentanyl became
scourges of American life. Beginning in the nineteen-nineties,
doctors and drugmakers overprescribed and oversold opioids,
creating a population primed for addiction,; later, these people
would turn to stronger, deadlier substances. Quinones places
the narrative in a range of illuminating contexts, including the
brain chemistry of addiction; how an overdose in Akron, Ohio,
led investigators to dealers based in China; and the decline of
America’s deindustrializing towns and cities. He also finds mo-
ments of resilience, in which families, local governments, and
former addicts overcome stigmas to support people in recovery.

Harsh Times, 5y Mario Vargas Llosa, translated from the Span-
ish by Adrian Nathan West (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). The No-
bel-winning Peruvian writer’s latest novel is a partly fiction-
alized retelling of the overthrow of the Guatemalan President
Jacobo Arbenz, who wanted the United Fruit Company to
pay taxes and respect labor laws. The anti-government agi-
tators use such weapons as public relations and C.I.A. con-
nections, and spend the rest of their time getting drunk at
brothels and chasing one another’s wives. Their machinations
are complemented by invented family scandals. “If you want
me to tell you the truth,” one character, bedridden with can-
cer, says to a visiting friend-cum-rival, “I couldn’t give less of
a damn about politics. I was just trying to provoke you.”

Search History, &y Eugene Lim (Coffee House). An unnamed
narrator goes looking for a friend who has been reincarnated
as a dog in this humorous philosophical novel, which entertains
questions about the nature of narrative and the aesthetic im-
plications of technology. Subversions of the conventional struc-
ture of the novel abound. One character builds a neural net
that will produce award-winning books; another notes that,
as “narrative animals,” humans are “oriented toward the sharp
turns, the plot twists. . . . And yet most of life is the drift itself,
as when a rock glides over a frozen lake.” As the book toggles
between the narrator’s autobiography, a meandering quest for
the friend, and conversations among the search party about
grief, selthood, and Asian American authorship, Lim evokes
the disorienting idiosyncrasy of an Internet search history.
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truth, that “true” is just the compliment
those with power pay to their own be-
liefs. “T'his unmooring of human reason
from the possibility of ultimate truth in
effect undermines all of Western meta-
physics,” he tells us, “including ethics.”
(He blames this all on Friedrich Nietzsche,
whom he calls “Satan’s most acute theo-
logian,”which is an amazing thing to say.
Nietzsche wanted to free people to em-
brace life, not to send them to Hell. He
didn't believe in Hell. Or theology.)

Weinstein’s criticism of theory is
somewhat less apocalyptic. For him, the-
ory represents a desperate and wrong-
headed attempt—he calls it “the human-
ities” ‘last stand’ ”—to introduce rigor
and objectivity into literary studies. He
doesn't think rigor and objectivity have
a place in an undergraduate literature
course. “You won't find very much of
them in my classroom,” he assures us.
“In my crazier moments I think that
rigor may be akin to rigor mortis.”

But questioning the meaning of ac-
cepted values has been a major theme
in Western thought since Socrates, and
“truth” and “virtue” were never exempt.
Postmodernism is not a license to shop-
lift. People who see “truth” and “virtue”
as functions of power relations tend to
be hyperethical, because they see power
disparities everywhere. Postmodernists
do not run more red lights than evan-
gelicals do.

And if, as these authors insist, edu-
cation is about self-knowledge and the
nature of the good, what are those things
supposed to look like? How do we know
them when we get there? What does it
mean to be human? What exactly is the
good life?

Oh, they can't say. The whole busi-
ness is ineffable. We should know bet-
ter than to expect answers. That’s quant-
thinking. “The value of the thing,”
Montis explains, about liberal educa-
tion, “cannot be extracted and delivered
apart from the experience of the thing.”
Literature’s bottom line, Weinstein says,
is that it has no bottom line. It all sounds
a lot like “Trust us. We can't explain it,
but we know what we’re doing.”

I n the creation of the modern univer-
sity, science was the big winner. The
big loser was not literature. It was reli-
gion. The university is a secular insti-
tution, and scientific research—more
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broadly, the production of new knowl-
edge—is what it was designed for. All
the academic disciplines were organized
with this end in view. Philology pre-
vailed in literature departments because
philology was scientific. It represented
a research agenda that could produce
replicable results. Weinstein is not wrong
to think that critical theory has played
the same role. It does aim to add rigor
to literary analysis.

For Montis and Weinstein, though,
science is the enemy of ethical insight
and self-knowledge. Science instrumen-
talizes, it quantifies, it reduces life to
elements that are, well, effable. Wein-
stein can see that students might think
that science courses are useful for a suc-
cessful career, but he thinks that “suc-
cess” is just another false idol. He writes,
“One has read a great deal about ‘quants’
being gobbled up by investment firms,
hired on the strength of their mathe-
matical prowess, hence likely to add to
bottom lines. What actually does a bot-
tom line mean? Is anyone asking about
judgment? Does any university or grad-
uate school transcript even whisper any-
thing about judgment? Values? Prior-
ities? Ethics?”

Weinstein won't even call what stu-
dents learn in science courses “knowl-
edge.” He calls it “information,” which
he thinks has nothing to do with how
one ought to live. “Life is more than
reason or data,” he tells us, “and liter-
ature schools us in a different set of
affairs, the affairs of heart and soul
that have little truck with information
as such.”

For Montis, the trouble with sci-
ence is that it answers the important
questions—Who am I? How shall I
live?—in “purely materialistic terms.”
He blames this on a writer who died
in 1650, René Descartes. “Today, the
heirs to Descartes’s project are perhaps
most visible in Silicon Valley,” Montis
says, “but the ethic that informs his
approach is pervasive in the broader
culture, including the culture of the
university.”

What did Descartes write that set
us on the road to Facebook? He wrote
that scientific knowledge can lead to
medical discoveries that improve health
and prolong life. Montas calls this prop-
osition “Faustian.” He says that it im-
plies that there is “no higher value than

the subsistence and satisfaction of the
self,” and that this is what college stu-
dents are being taught today.

H umanists cannot win a war against
science. They should not be fight-
ing a war against science. They should
be defending their role in the knowl-
edge business, not standing aloof in the
name of unspecified and unspecifiable
higher things. They need to connect
with disciplines outside the humanities,
to get out of their silos.

Artand literature have cognitive value.
They are records of the ways human be-
ings have made sense of experience. They
tell us something about the world. But
they are not privileged records. A class
in social psychology can be as revelatory
and inspiring as a class on the novel. The
idea that students develop a greater ca-
pacity for empathy by reading books in
literature classes about people who never
existed than they can by taking classes
in fields that study actual human behav-
ior does not make a lot of sense.

Knowledge is a tool, not a state of
being. Universities are in this world, and
education is about empowering people
to deal with things as they are. Students
at places like Brown and Columbia want
to make the world a better place, and
they can see, as Descartes saw, that sci-
ence can provide tools to do this. If some
of those students make a lot of money,
who cares?

Isn't it a little arrogant for human-
ists like the authors of these books to
presume that economics professors and
life-science professors and computer-
science professors don't care about their
students’ personal development? The
humanities do not have a monopoly on
moral insight. Reading Weinstein and
Montis, you might conclude that En-
glish professors, having spent their en-
tire lives reading and discussing works
of literature, must be the wisest and
most humane people on earth. Take my
word for it, we are not. We are not bet-
ter or worse than anyone else. I have
read and taught hundreds of books, in-
cluding most of the books in the Co-
lumbia Core. I teach a great-books
course now. I like my job, and I think I
understand many things that are im-
portant to me much better than I did
when I was seventeen. But I don’t think
I'm a better person. ¢
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THE THEATRE

BIRTHDAY BLUES

A buoyant Sondheim revival and a new musical look at the perils of aging.

BY ALEXANDRA SCHWARTZ

« C ompany,” Stephen Sondheim’s

gimlet ode to the eternal fear
of shrivelling up and dying alone—
that is, of being thirty-five and sin-
gle—is now itself fifty-one: a brassy
older broad, two generations removed
from the people it describes so bru-
tally and so well. Three years before
it premiered, in 1970, Benjamin Brad-
dock sprang Elaine Robinson from
her wedding ceremony with the ur-
gency of a fireman rescuing a baby
from a burning building, only to ride
into their joint future with a look of
numb horror on his face. That was
commitment in the age of sexual rev-
olution—the end of joy, the ruin of

Patti LuPone and Katrina Lenk in Marianne Elliotts reconception of “Company. 7
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youth, the kiss of death. “Company”
took that queasy closing shot of “The
Graduate” as its starting point. “It’s
things like using force together/shout-
ing till you're hoarse together/ getting
a divorce together/that make perfect
relationships,” the show’s couples sing.
They're like prisoners arguing against
their own parole. Sure, they could
choose to be free. But why?

Have the marital pressures that the
show examines changed in half a cen-
tury? Utterly—women have allegedly
been liberated; the end of men has
been heralded by pundits far and
wide—and, somehow, not at all. Maybe
it depends whom you ask. In Mari-

anne Elliott’s bristling, buoyant re-
vival (at the Bernard B.Jacobs)—which
was supposed to open in March, 2020,
on Sondheim’s ninetieth birthday,
and now, in a bittersweet trick of tim-
ing, comes to us just after his death—
Bobby, the musical’s avowed bachelor,
has become Bobbie (Katrina Lenk),
a post-feminist, post-“Sex and the
City” singleton in present-day New
York, who is pursued not by a trio
of marriage-hungry gals but by three
eligible gents who think she’s crazy
not to settle down. Her friends, all of
them long ago partnered, heartily agree.
Even the set (designed, with flair, by
Bunny Christie, who is also responsible
for the costumes) seems to conspire
against her. The show opens on Bob-
bie’s thirty-fifth birthday—closer to
her eightieth, if were counting in ovary
years—and it won't let her forget it.
A block of brownstones are all night-
marishly numbered 35, and the same
digits appear in a Jasper Johns pas-
tiche hanging on a living-room wall.
Spot a clock onstage and you can bet
that its hands will be pointing to five
minutes past three. It’s the middle of
the afternoon, but for Bobbie the hour
is growing late.

Bobbie would like to celebrate her
dubious milestone quietly, alone in
her apartment with a bottle of Mak-
er’s Mark. Her married friends have
other ideas. No sooner has she come
through the door than the many-happy-
returns voice mails begin to flood in,
tollowed by the friends themselves, who
cram, clown-car style, into Bobbie’s
tiny foyer. In the theatrical equivalent
of azoom shot, the apartment, framed
in white neon, glides toward us, yield-
ing a glimpse of Bobbie, wry, skepti-
cal, and more than a little alarmed.
There will be a surprise party later,
but this overstuffed scene is happen-
ing inside her overstufted mind, where
the cacophony of well-wishes threat-
ens to drown out any she might have
for herself.

Sondheim, as the moving outpour-
ing of homages occasioned by his death
attests, has become such a monumen-
tal figure that it can be easy to over-
look how truly weird his work often
is. The first big revolution in Ameri-
can musicals arrived in the middle of
the last century, when the revue style
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perfected by Cole Porter, Irving Ber-
lin, and the Gershwins gave way to
the Rodgers and Hammerstein model,
shows with scores that expressed emo-
tion and songs that deepened charac-
ter and progressed the plot. Sondheim,
Hammerstein’s protégé, elevated that
tradition to unforeseen heights, but he
also liked to toy with it. “Company,”
which was based on a series of one-
act plays by George Furth, who wrote
the book, dispenses with dramatic arc
in favor of stand-alone vignettes, clus-
tered around one of Sondheim’s favor-
ite themes: growing up.

In the course of the musical’s two
and a half hours, Bobbie, who is seen
by her cohort as a kind of willful kid,
visits with her various friends and lov-
ers, and what she observes does not
tempt her matrimonial appetite. Harry
(Christopher Sieber) and Sarah (Jen-
nifer Simard) sublimate their simmer-
ing aggression in bouts of jujitsu; Susan
(Rashidra Scott) and Peter (Greg Hil-
dreth), a picture-perfect couple, are
getting a divorce. David (Christopher
Fitzgerald) claims to dote on his wife,
Jenny (Nikki Renée Daniels), but can’t
stop ogling Bobbie; Paul (Etai Ben-
son) is devoted to his fiancé, Jamie
(Matt Doyle, who coasts through the
terrifyingly tricky “Getting Married
Today”), and Jamie repays him by call-
ing off their wedding. As for the sin-
gle men, forget it. PJ. (Bobby Conte)
is a loony toon with an Illuminati tat-
too and faux-spiritual pretensions; sen-
sitive Theo (Manu Narayan) just got
engaged to someone else. Then, there’s
Andy (Claybourne Elder), a flight at-
tendant whose godly body comes trag-
ically attached to an empty head. “You're
not dumb, Andy,” Bobbie reassures
him, to which he replies, “To me,I am.”
The logic is bulletproof.

All this could, as the show puts it,
drive a person crazy, and it does. Bob-
bie, in Elliott’s production, is an Alice
trapped in a surreal New York Won-
derland. She slithers down a manhole,
and comes home to discover that her
apartment has shrunk to the size of a
doll house. After she goes to bed with
Andy, a vision of their possible do-
mestic future together flashes, liter-
ally, before her eyes. The stage fills
with substitute Bobbies: Bobbie preg-
nant, Bobbie with a baby on her chest,

Bobbie wiping up the piss that splat-
ters around the toilet every time Andy
takes a leak. It’s funny, it’s true, and
it’s petrifying.

Change is a risk. So is not chang-
ing. Thanks to the gender switch, when
Joanne (Patti LuPone), Bobbie’s salty,
seen-it-all older friend, raises her vodka
Stinger to “the girls who just watch,”
in “The Ladies Who Lunch,” she’s no
longer talking only to herself but to
Bobbie, too, warning of what might
happen if she stays on life’s sidelines.
Joanne’s marriage—her third—to the
adoring, and usefully rich, Larry (Ter-
ence Archie), is the most complex cou-
pling in the show. She distrusts Lar-
ry’s love for her, because trust is what
gets you hurt; there’s a soft heart be-
neath that carapace of knowingness.
Over the years, LuPone has concocted
a signature, bouncy version of Jo-
anne’s ferocious song, maybe to distin-
guish hers from that of Elaine Stritch,
who originated the song and made
it a classic; LuPone’s pronunciation
of the words “ladies,” “caftan,” “sit-
ting”—her pronunciation of any word,
really—is, like sunrise at the Grand
Canyon, a phenomenon that should
be experienced in person at least once
in this life.

If there’s a weak link here, it’s Lenk.
She certainly looks the part of Bob-
bie, slinky and seductive in blood red,
and she acts it, too, with sharp comic
timing and ironic emotional armor to
spare. What she can’t totally do is sing
it. Lenk seems to push her voice, strain-
ing where she should soar. There’s
nothing wrong with a little roughness;
it can even be good to have some sand
in the oyster. But Lenk gives the im-
pression of holding herself apart from
the music. Bobbie gets one chance to
cut through the detachment that she
has so carefully cultivated, and it is
one of the greatest moments in musi-
cal theatre, or, you might argue—if
you are feeling especially grateful to
Sondheim in this newly Sondheim-
less world—in music or in theatre: the
song “Being Alive,”a five-minute jour-
ney from cynicism to hope. The song’s
aesthetic and emotional beauty lies
in its steady build. But Lenk chops
each verse up into short, disconnected
phrases, and her tendency to break
into her speaking voice brings to mind

the devastating moment, in D. A. Pen-
nebaker’s documentary about the mak-
ing of the original “Company” cast
album, when the studio engineer asks
a vocally exhausted Stritch to “sing”
her next take. Perhaps to compensate,
Elliott has Lenk overact the scene to
the point of pantomime, kneeling
prayerfully, at the song’s climax, to sig-
nal that she’s ready to make her wish
for human connection come true. If
she could forget all that jazz and trust
the music, the feelings would follow.

They always do.

Another big birthday is at the heart
of “Kimberly Akimbo,”a new mu-
sical (directed by Jessica Stone, at the
Atlantic Theatre Company) composed
by Jeanine Tesori and based on a play
by David Lindsay-Abaire, who wrote
the book and the lyrics. Kimberly Le-
vaco, the show’s protagonist, is about
to turn sixteen, but the occasion is far
from sweet. She suffers from a rare ge-
netic disorder that turns her into a kind
of reverse Benjamin Button, aging at
warp speed. While her peers are hit-
ting puberty, Kimberly (played by the
sixty-two-year-old Victoria Clark, with
shy adolescent charm) has already gone
through menopause. Worse, the statis-
tics suggest that the coming year may
be her last.

Yet this grim premise yields some-
thing refreshingly off-kilter, with more
than a dash of Roald Dahl, who, like
Sondheim, tended to dress optimism
in a cynic’s clothing. Kimberly has a
deadbeat drunk for a dad (Steven Boyer)
and a chirpy narcissist for a mom (Alli
Mauzey). Her aunt Debra (a bawdy
Bonnie Milligan) is appropriately af-
fectionate, but also, alas, a crook whose
latest scheme involves roping Kimberly
and a gang of her fellow New Jersey
high schoolers into committing mail
fraud. (Rarely has such loving artistic
attention been paid to Bergen County.)
And, as in a Dahl story, it’s the kids
who have moral sense and sympathy.
Seth (Justin Cooley), a tuba-playing
nerd, isn’t afraid to march to his own
beat, and he sees, in Kimberly, some-
one whom he might march with. Life
may be long, or vanishingly short.
Whatever the case, this tender show
tells us, it’s worth finding good com-
pany on the way. ¢
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THE CURRENT CINEMA

SOMETHING’S COMING

“West Side Story” and “Don’t Look Up.”

BY ANTHONY LANE

ixty years ago, Robert Wise began his

film of “West Side Story” with a view
of Manhattan from the sky. He took us
from the heel of the island, over the Em-
pire State Building, and down to terra
firma—an opening that Wise would echo,
four years later, in “The Sound of Music.”
(How do you solve rwo problems like
Maria?) True, we landed on a lung-bust-

which the original “West Side Story”
was taking shape, ahead of its Broadway
premiere, in 1957. Cute or what?

For Lieutenant Schrank (Corey Stoll)
and Officer Krupke (Brian d’Arcy James),
whose job is to keep the peace between
the neighborhood gangs, the Sharks and
the Jets, the rebuild can’t come soon
enough. No more turf wars, once the turf

Rachel Zegler and Ansel Elgort star in Steven Spielberg’s film of the musical,

ing nun instead of a finger-snapping Jet,
but the trajectory was the same.

Steven Spielberg, kicking off 4is film
of “West Side Story,” skips the sky and
takes a trip through rubble. The camera
glides over bricks, twisted metal, and a
wrecking ball before alighting on a kid,
who pops up out of the ground like a
mole. A sign reads “Slum Clearance,”
and we realize where we are: the blast
area around Lincoln Square, which is
being demolished to make way for grand
construction projects. Later, we see a bill-
board advertising new apartments, avail-
able from May, 1958. In short, Spielberg
and his screenwriter, Tony Kushner, have
brought us to Robert Moses’s promised
land. The period in which the movie is
set could well be—get this—the time at
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has been ripped up. It pleases Schrank
to plague both houses; on the one hand,
he anticipates “rich people in nice apart-
ments employing Puerto Rican door-
men,” and, on the other, he scorns the
Jets, whose industrious forebears have
moved out, as “the last of the can’t-
make-it Caucasians.” It’s alarming how
charming he is.

These early diatribes matter, because
“West Side Story,” from its inception,
has traded on an uneasy pact of the fan-
tastical and the real. (No one knew that
better than the late Stephen Sondheim,
whose lyrics formed a pas de deux with
Leonard Bernstein’s music.) That is why
the theatre remains the natural home of
the show. In the flesh, Jerome Robbins’s
choreographic conceit—of violence re-

born as dance—is thrilling to behold,
whereas, onscreen, a hint of the ridicu-
lous dogs every graceful step. You watch
the initial combat scene of Wise’s film
and ask yourself, What do these boys
think they’re doing? Who’s hurting
whom, given that they’re punching empty
air? When one of the Jets is actually hit,
we see the tiniest dab of blood. Contrast
Spielberg’s take on the same blow; his
Jet gets jabbed with a nail, right through
the earlobe, and Schrank, the bad Sa-
maritan, yanks it out.

The message is plain: this “West Side
Story”wants to fight dirtier than its pre-
decessor ever did, and the ethnic spite
will be notably more acidic. “Sooner or
later, the gringos kill everything,” one
of the Sharks declares. Narrative touches
are designed to add earthiness and sweat;
Bernardo (David Alvarez) is now not
merely the chief Shark but a boxer to
boot,and, after a jittery standoft, his op-
posite number, Rift (Mike Faist), the
captain of the Jets, wipes his hand across
his forehead and then on his shirt. With
his pale, squashed features, Faist—the
keenest dramatic presence in the film—
resembles a wicked pixie, and we be-
lieve in his desperation. If only that were
true of Tony (Ansel Elgort), the resi-
dent Romeo, who has, we are told, al-
ready spent a year in prison for assault.
Yeah, right. He looks about as homi-
cidal as a tuna melt.

It’s the old conundrum: the nearer
you get to the nub of “West Side Story,”
the weaker its claim to authenticity grows.
What do skewered ears have to do with
the unsoiled innocence of Tony’s love
for Maria (Rachel Zegler), Bernardo’s
sister? Not that it’s an equal relationship;
Zegler shines with energetic sweetness,
while Elgort, who appears to be twice
her height, is more of a baffled chump.
“Tonight,” their big duet, is staged on a
fire escape, as custom demands. A sen-
sible choice. If they were facing each
other, her top notes would be beamed
straight into his sternum.

"To be fair, the romance was even trick-
ier in 1961. Natalie Wood and Richard
Beymer, as Maria and Tony, were both
dubbed when they sang, and Wise chose
to signal the glory of their first encoun-
ter by blurring the screen around them.
They seemed to be peering through a
large hole in a wall of Vaseline. That
movie owes its life to the supporting
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players—to Russ Tamblyn as Riff, George
Chakiris as Bernardo, and the ace in the
pack, Rita Moreno, as Anita, Bernardo’s
fiery beloved. Moreno, who turns ninety
on December 11th, returns with unquelled
spirits to the fray; for Spielberg, she plays
Valentina, who runs the store where Tony
toils, and the role of Anita passes to Ar-
iana DeBose, who arms it with her own
strength and sass. “I am not American,
I'am Puerto Rican,”she says in defiance,
in Spanish, without subtitles.

Other shifts and tinkerings abound.
“I Feel Pretty” is carolled in Gimbels,
where Maria and her comrades work as
cleaners after hours. “One Hand, One
Heart” finds Maria and Tony uptown at
the Cloisters, where the stained glass
bathes their devotion in a glow of serene
cheesiness. “Officer Krupke”is staged at
a police station, not on the street, and
“America” tilts in the other direction—
no longer belted out on a rooftop, after
dark, but summoned by Janusz Kamiriski,
Spielberg’s regular cinematographer, into
the clear light of day, amid pedestrians
and traffic. To be honest, I still prefer the
tighter, more intimate swoops and jolts
with which Moreno and her troupe elec-
trified “America,” more than half a cen-
tury ago. Or, indeed, the tribute that Mar-
tin Scorsese paid to “West Side Story”
in his music video for Michael Jackson’s
“Bad” (1987). That lasted eighteen min-
utes, and the dance moves were like knives.

Spielberg’s panache and command
are evident in every nook of this hand-
some film. Yet somehow it feels dutiful,
and the duty weighs it down (more so,
unexpectedly, than was the case with
“Lincoln,” from 2012, which Kushner
also wrote). Homage to one classic is
paid in the strenuous bid to become an-

other. Set pieces outweigh grace notes.
If I had to pick a favorite musical mo-
ment in Spielberg, aside from the John
Williams scores, it would be the sound
of Elliott’s brother, in “E.T.” (1982), com-
ing home from football practice, going
to the fridge, and chanting snatches of
Elvis Costello’s “Accidents Will Hap-
pen.” That is how most of us sing, if we
sing at all, and only Spielberg would no-
tice it, but is there room for such close
observational skill in the picture-perfect
world of “West Side Story”?

There is, at least in the quieter mo-
ments. When a gun is pointed at Riff,
for example, he advances and presses
his brow against the barrel, as if to say,
Something’s coming, so it might as well
come now. At the other extreme, we are
softly swept away as Valentina, in the
movie’s most daring switch, delivers
“Somewhere.” Usually, the number is
sung by Tony and Maria, athrob with
yearning as they vent their particular
hopes. Rita Moreno transforms it into
a wistful hymn to everyone: the young,
the elderly, the Jets, the Sharks, and those
who have come to America and left an-
other somewhere behind. She sits alone
at a table, but her voice and her expres-
sion tell of a time and a place where the
dancing never stops.

he latest Adam McKay film, “Don't

Look Up,”is a farce about the end
of the world. In Michigan, the astro-
nomically good news is that Kate Di-
biasky (Jennifer Lawrence), a grad stu-
dent working with the nicely named
Dr. Mindy (Leonardo DiCaprio), has
discovered a comet. The slightly less wel-
come news is that it’s racing toward Earth
and will be dropping in on us, accord-

ing to Dr. Mindy’s math, in six months.

We have met such bombshells before,
in movies like “Armageddon”and “Deep
Impact,”a twin pack of doomsayers from
1998. The difference, in “Don't Look Up,”
is that the doom barely registers—nei-
ther on TV, where Mindy and Dibiasky
try spelling it out for a couple of snarky
anchors (Cate Blanchett and Tyler Perry)
on a morning show, nor at the White
House, where the bumptious President
Orlean (Meryl Streep) decides to “sit
tight and assess,” on the advice of her
son, Jason (Jonah Hill), who is also her
chief of staff. The joke is that the heads
of human beings are now so easily turned,
and so full of dumb detritus, that we may
not even notice, let alone comprehend,
our own extinction.

McKay has a point, though his frame
of reference hardly stretches beyond the
United States, and the stink of localized
political contempt all but overpowers the
plot. Orlean is a neo-Trumpist, and only
her supporters, it is implied, will refuse
to gaze heavenward (hence the title) and
acknowledge the obvious; any resem-
blance to anti-vaxxers and climate-change
deniers is wholly intentional. Still, we
get a laughably crowded cast, rounded
out by Timothée Chalamet as a skater
dude with a sideline in prayer and Mark
Rylance as a tech billionaire, at once
creepy, childlike, and voracious. And
there’s a tempting heresy in the idea of
being aroused by apocalypse, as Blanch-
ett’s character is, rather than petrified or
numbed. “Tell me we're all going to die,”
she moans, dragging Dr. Mindy into a

hotel room. Whatever turns you on. ¢

NEWYORKER.COM
Richard Brody blogs about movies.
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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 week’ cartoon, by Drew Dernavich,
must be received by Sunday, December 19th. The finalists in the December 6th contest appear below.

We will announce the winner, and the finalists in this weeks contest, in the January 17th issue. Anyone age
thirteen or older can enter or vote. Io do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

THIS WEEK'S CONTEST

THE FINALISTS

“So, tell me, do you get steamed easily?”
George Jodaitis, Woodstock, Conn.

“Maybe its time for you to stop being so
good for everyone else and just be good for yourself.”
Steven Perry, Williamsport, Pa.

And how did being left on the plate make you feel?”

Tom Garry, London, England

THE WINNING CAPTION
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‘I so rarely meet a person of your calibre.”

Bruce Nufer, Menasha, Wis.



NEW YORKER

STORE

NY’ER

BODEGA |
CAT .

THE APOLLO
DIM SUM  LITTLE TIBET
4 MRMET
= THE OYCLONE [

IN THE HEIGHTS

DR ZEZMOR BARY PIGEON
DOLLAR SLICH

it TAKE THE A TRAIM
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Shop for original and
NEW YORKER limited-edition items,

Siakep

now available at

The New Yorker Store.

Scan to shop.

newyorker.com/store



BY KAMERON AUSTIN COLLINS

PUZZLES & GAMES DEPT.

THE
CROSSWORD

A challenging puzzle.

ACROSS
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Aromatic blocks originally from China

Best Picture winner titled after a
fictional film

“Negatory”

Held control?

Onetime purveyor of Nano technology
“Yeesh!”

War opener

Bog

Edible corkscrews

Stony Brook University’s Alan
Center for Communicating Science

Feels contrition

Leaf

Messaging service used by more than
two billion people worldwide

David Archuleta song “___ Sleep”
Pans, e.g.

Penn of the “Harold and Kumar”
comedies

__Kola (soft drink popular in Peru)
They’re often logos

Tropical fruta

N.Y.C. mapper

Prop (up)

Toss (about)

Bottom point of a dive?

Street dance banned in Cuba under the
Machado regime

Hardly bristled at?

Start of a dramatic question
Switch handles

Give props to

Paint and ___ (social art event)
No mere surplus

It covers tips

“The Suicide Squad” co-star
Did a bit of swinging

Break on a staff

Band of brothers?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 9 10 1 12 13 14
15 16
17 18
22
30
33
36

51
53
DOWN 35 Pipe part
1 Succumb to tension 36 Kansas senator for twenty-seven years
2 Primo 38 Try to make contact with mid-flight,
3 Spotter’s activity maybe
4 Zip 39 Associate
5 Fortified complex 41 Kweli of underground hip-hop
6 General admission? 43 Cause of some head-scratching
7 THC component 44 Point
« »
8 d’amore (period instrument) 45 “Ah...
o Honoring 46 Many adjunct profs
10 Service that once proposed making 49 Kind of wood
deliveries via drone 50 Twitch headache
11 Knife-edge ridges
12 Four-time Emmy winner who starred in Solution to the previous puzzle:
HBO’s “Watchmen” sl|T
13 Big fan of shoots T|E
14 Shown off o1l
' N|E
22 What may lead in or out =lrls
23 Shawkat of “Search Party” H{O|N Els
24 Glacier (Swiss Alps locale) EJRLA M SIHILE
Sof for babi N|T|G|O|N|N|A|[H|A|P | P|E|N
25 Soft spot for babies ailic MEND T E [alli
26 Who the nominees aren’t L|E E D|E|D
27 Pattern used to distinguish prints SIPIRIALY
. . . HII1|V|E
28 Aromatic blocks originally from Belgium sTtilons
29 Scuttle ticltilE
32 “That would suck . . . EIE|D|S
33 Barrier between the indoors and the

outdoors, often

Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at

newyorker.com/crossword




London Review
OF BOOKS

[t’s thought that counts
Give an LRB gift subscription for only $35

Exclusive holiday offer:
Save up to 79% off the cover price

This year, give your friend a gift that lasts with a
subscription to the London Review of Books. It’s not
just 1 gift, but 24 thoughtful and engaging gifts that
will inspire them throughout the entire year.

The lucky recipient of your gift will receive:

» The magazine delivered direct to their door
every two weeks, containing the world’s best
writing by the world’s best writers

+ Unlimited, exclusive, subscriber-only access
to the searchable online archive containing
every essay, poem and review ever published
by the LRB

» The latest issue to read offline on their Apple
or Android device with the LRB app

To place an order, visit:

www.Irb.me/newyorker




SEAMASTER AQUA TERRA
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lang line of ocean-watches, it shares DMNA with our most rugqs rts chronomet
vet is infused with the design sensibility of a classic dress watch ntinuing tha I

today’s Co-Axial Master Chronometer models are tested and certified at fl
leve oy the Swiss Federal Institute of Metrology (METAS). This quarantees:
racy, reliability and supreme resistance to magnetism from

such as phones and laptops, making the Agua Terra the ultimote evervday watch
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