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CONTRIBUTORS

Lawrence Wright (“The Glut Economy,” 
p. 42), a staff writer since 1992, is an 
author, screenwriter, and playwright.

Jonathan Blitzer (“Trapped,” p. 20) is a 
staff writer.

Julia Rothman (Sketchbook, p. 51) is an 
author and illustrator. Her work has 
appeared in the Times, the Washing-
ton Post, and New York, and her chil-
dren’s book “Brick: Who Found Her-
self in Architecture” will be published 
this spring.

James B. Stewart (“The Virtuoso,” p. 28), 
a contributor to the magazine since 
1993, is on the faculty at Columbia Jour-
nalism School. He also writes the 
“Common Sense” column for the Times. 

Bridget Lowe (Poem, p. 48) published 
her début poetry collection, “At the 
Autopsy of Vaslav Nijinsky,” in 2013.

Adam Gopnik (Comment, p. 15; Books,  
p. 66), a staff writer, has been contrib-
uting to the magazine since 1993. His 
most recent book is “At the Strangers’ 
Gate: Arrivals in New York.”

Lauren Collins (“The Home Front,”  
p. 34) is the author of “When in French: 
Love in a Second Language.”

Colin Barrett (Fiction, p. 54) won the 
2014 Frank O’Connor International 
Short Story Award for “Young Skins.”

Jane Hirshfield (Poem, p. 39) is the au-
thor of, most recently, “The Beauty: 
Poems” and a collection of essays, “Ten 
Windows: How Great Poems Trans-
form the World.” 

Amos Barshad (The Talk of the Town,  
p. 16) has written for Grantland, The 
Fader, and New York. He is currently 
working on a book about powerful  
behind-the-scenes operators, from pop 
culture to politics.

Sarah Bernstein (Shouts & Murmurs,  
p. 27), a playwright and satirist, regu-
larly contributes to Reductress.

George Booth (Cover) is a longtime 
New Yorker cartoonist. His show, 
“George Booth: A Cartoonist’s Life,” 
is up at the Society of Illustrators, in 
New York, until December 30th.
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the stories that shaped 2017.
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Dan Piepenbring writes about what 
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terestingly, research suggests that there 
is a particular dynamic at play between 
fake news and alternative facts: third 
parties, including the news media and 
respected individuals, can be effective 
anti dotes to the toxicity of alternative 
facts, sapping their staying power and 
lessening their impact. Trump’s consis-
tent attacks on the objective reporting 
that he dislikes weaken the persuasive 
effects of these vital—and all too scarce—
counterweights to his false narratives. 
In other words, every alternative fact 
that Trump disseminates on Twitter, in 
interviews, and in statements serves to 
further de legitimatize sources of accu-
rate information, and also to normalize 
both the act of spreading misinforma-
tion and the misinformation itself.
Mark Bayer
Arlington, Va.

Part of the difficulty of identifying 
fake news is that the public and the 
media place so much trust in Twitter. 
Tweets are essentially the modern- 
day equivalent of unsigned, typewrit-
ten letters; they should not be given 
the same weight as statements and 
press releases from the White House. 
That’s especially true when it comes 
to Trump’s Twitter accounts. I find it 
frustrating that the President can 
throw out one inanity after another 
and not have to answer for them; in-
deed, the White House has gone so 
far as to claim that it can’t say for sure 
whether he even wrote particular 
tweets. Why, then, should tweets from 
his accounts have the force of an offi-
cial statement from the President? The 
more attention we pay to Twitter, the 
more our political discourse is de-
graded, and the lower our standards 
for political leaders sink.
John D. Pasco
Tucson, Ariz.

SONTAG’S	LEGACY

Tobi Haslett, in his thoughtful article on 
Susan Sontag, perpetuates a long- 
standing error about the Vietnam War 
(A Critic at Large, December 11th). He 
writes that, in 1968, Sontag “flew to Hanoi 
and visited the Vietcong,” and that 1978, 
the year of Sontag’s “I, etcetera,” was 
“three years after the official Vietcong 
victory.” North Vietnam, however, was 
not the Vietcong. The term, an epithet 
that meant “Vietnamese Communist,” 
was employed by the Saigon government 
to designate a guerrilla movement in 
South Vietnam—the movement was offi-
cially called the National Front for the 
Liberation of South Vietnam, and more 
commonly known as the N.L.F. Though 
the exact relationship between North 
Vietnam and the N.L.F. remains the sub-
ject of heated debate among historians, 
the N.L.F. operated independently, at 
least in part, of North Vietnamese sup-
port. This mistake in terminology has 
long obscured and oversimplified the 
complex history of that tragic conflict.
Gene H. Bell-Villada
Williams College
Williamstown, Mass.

Before Sontag became the preëminent 
public intellectual of her generation, she 
was the little-known teacher of a course 
on aesthetics in the philosophy depart-
ment at City College, in New York. In 
the spring term of 1960, Sontag, speak-
ing intently while she chain-smoked, 
demanded that the class confront clas-
sic questions of aesthetics, and insisted 
that we purchase a group ticket to the 
French dramatist Jean Genet’s highly 
stylized play “The Balcony,” at Circle 
in the Square, in Manhattan. Sontag 
was an exemplary teacher who brought 
her students face to face with the “se-
riousness” that Haslett describes.
Ed Hundert
Vancouver, B.C.
1

HOW	FAKE	NEWS	HURTS

Steve Coll, in his editorial, writes about 
President Trump’s use of the term “fake 
news” (Comment, December 11th). In-

THE MAILTHE MAIL

•

Letters should be sent with the writer’s name, 
address, and daytime phone number via e-mail to 
themail@newyorker.com. Letters may be edited 
for length and clarity, and may be published in 
any medium. We regret that owing to the volume 
of correspondence we cannot reply to every letter.



Midtown Manhattan is going green—at least at the New York Botanical Garden, where the Holiday 
Train Show sports a skyline fashioned from foliage (above). The construction materials of the miniature 
buildings include hickory bark, honeysuckle twigs, grapevine tendrils, mimosa seedpods, magnolia leaves, 
and canella berries. (The MetLife tower called for some orange slices.) The trains will traverse their 
nearly half-mile-long track in the Enid A. Haupt Conservatory through Jan. 15.

PHOTOGRAPH BY DINA LITOVSKY
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DANCE

New York City Ballet / “The Nutcracker”
As a young dancer in St. Petersburg in the 
nineteen-tens, George Balanchine performed 
the lead in the Harlequins’ “Hoop Dance” in 
the Mariinsky Ballet’s “Nutcracker.” By all 
accounts, he was rather proud of his perfor-
mance, and when he created his own “Nut-
cracker” for the New York City Ballet, in 1954, 
he included the dance verbatim in the second 
act and renamed it “Candy Cane.” With its dou-
ble hoop jumps, it is still one of the most be-
loved sections of the ballet, performed by one 
adult dancer and eight children from the school. 
This merging of past and present, adult prowess 
and youthful flair, has helped to insure the pro-
duction’s enduring appeal for more than sixty 
years. (David H. Koch, Lincoln Center. 212-721-
6500. Dec. 27-31.)

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre
During the troupe’s final week at City Center, 
the season’s novelties are on display. There are 
the brand-new pieces: Gustavo Ramírez San-
sano’s generic ensemble piece “Victoria” and 
“Members Don’t Get Weary,” an impressive first 

CLASSICAL MUSIC
1

OPERA

Metropolitan Opera
Eight years after opening the Met’s 2009-10 
season to a lusty round of boos, Luc Bondy’s 
rather seamy staging of “Tosca” is being retired. 
Equally unsurprising is the person who has been 
entrusted with replacing it. David McVicar has 
logged more new productions than any other 
director of the Peter Gelb era, and he gets an 
ace cast—Sonya Yoncheva, Vittorio Grigolo, 
and Željko Lučić—to introduce his version of 
Puccini’s hair-raising melodrama to New York 
operagoers, on New Year’s Eve; Emmanuel Vil-
laume conducts (replacing James Levine). Dec. 
31 at 6:30. • The velvety-voiced American mezzo- 
soprano Susan Graham is accustomed to high 
tragedy on the opera stage, but she has taken 
full advantage of the two operettas in the Met’s 
rotation—Strauss’s “Die Fledermaus” and Le-
hár’s “The Merry Widow”—to cut loose a bit. As 
Lehár’s wealthy and worldly-wise Hanna Gla-
wari, she’ll hold court among a gaggle of preen-
ing Parisian suitors and fend off designs on her 
fortune from a motley cast of characters (played 
by Paul Groves, Thomas Allen, and Taylor Stay-
ton); Ward Stare. Dec. 27 and Jan. 2 at 7:30 and 
Dec. 30 at 1. • The Met has larded its schedule 
with sweet and delightful holiday fare. In ad-
dition to “The Merry Widow” and the family- 
friendly “Magic Flute,” which played earlier this 
month, the company is also performing its En-
glish-language version of Humperdinck’s fairy-
tale opera “Hansel and Gretel,” in Richard Jones’s 
wonderfully twisted production, suitable for 
all ages. Lisette Oropesa and Tara Erraught are 
the show’s misbehaved siblings, and the pow-
erhouse mezzo-soprano Dolora Zajick makes 
a cameo appearance as their mother, Gertrude; 
Donald Runnicles. (Maureen McKay and Inge-
borg Gillebo replace Oropesa and Erraught in 
the first performance.) Dec. 28 at 1, Dec. 30 at 8, 
and Jan. 1 at 7:30. • Richard Eyre’s production of 
Mozart’s whirling comedy “Le Nozze di Figaro” 
provides a dark, shimmering backdrop for the 
grownup shenanigans going down at the Alma-
viva estate. An impressive new cast has arrived to 
sing the second half of the run, including Ailyn 
Pérez, Nadine Sierra, Isabel Leonard, Mariusz 
Kwiecien, and Ildar Abdrazakov; the estimable 
Harry Bicket is on the podium. Dec. 29 at 7:30. 
(Metropolitan Opera House. 212-362-6000.)

New York Gilbert & Sullivan Players: 
“H.M.S. Pinafore”
The city’s insatiable lovers of all things Gilbert 
and Sullivan revive the pair’s first big hit, which 
includes all the hallmarks of their style—patter 
songs, class satire, and opera parodies—as well 
as their most patriotic sendup, “For He Is an En-
glishman.” Dec. 28-31. (Kaye Playhouse, Hunter 
College, Park Ave. at 68th St. For tickets and infor-
mation, visit nygasp.org.)

1

ORCHESTRAS	AND	CHORUSES

New York Philharmonic
Bramwell Tovey, the music director of the Van-
couver Symphony, is best known to Philhar-

monic audiences for his light-classics pro-
grams. But this week, in advance of his New 
Year’s Eve concert, he’ll lead the orchestra in 
a traditional, if populist, program featuring 
Smetana’s “Bartered Bride” Overture, Bartók’s 
Second Piano Concerto, and Mussorgsky’s 
“Pictures at an Exhibition”; his distinguished 
guest soloist is Yefim Bronfman. Dec. 27-28 at 
7:30 and Dec. 29-30 at 8. • Tovey’s New Year’s 
Eve program is a celebration of the upcoming 
centennial of one of the Philharmonic’s great 
composer-conductors, Leonard Bernstein. It’s 
an all-Lenny feast—including the Overture to 
“Candide” and selections from “On the Town,” 
“Fancy Free,” and “West Side Story”—with a 
slate of performers that includes the Broad-
way stars Laura Osnes and Aaron Tveit; Lonny 
Price directs the show. Dec. 31 at 8. (David Gef-
fen Hall. 212-875-5656.)

New York String Orchestra
The long-running holiday convocation of young 
virtuosos on strings, winds, and brass contin-
ues at Carnegie Hall under the direction of 
Jaime Laredo. In the second of two concerts, 
Richard Goode is the soloist in Mozart’s Piano 
Concerto No. 20 in D Minor (K. 466), with Ga-
briela Lena Frank’s “Elegía Andina” and Men-
delssohn’s hearty Symphony No. 3 (“Scotch”) 
completing the program. Dec. 28 at 8. (212-
247-7800.)

TENET: “Selva Morale e Spirituale”
These engaging period-performance singers 
and players always relish a chance to present 
the music of their favorite composer, Mon-
teverdi. They’ll perform selections from his 

effort by the star dancer Jamar Roberts. There 
are the revivals: Twyla Tharp’s ecstatic “The 
Golden Section,” Talley Beatty’s “Stack-Up,” 
and Jawole Willa Jo Zollar’s powerful “Shelter.” 
And on New Year’s Eve there’s a little of all of 
the above, plus “Revelations.” (131 W. 55th St. 
212-581-1212. Dec. 27-31.)

Dorrance Dance
With “Myelination,” which débuted at Fall for 
Dance in 2015 and returned to the festival in 
an expanded form this year, Michelle Dorrance 
extends her idea of a tap ensemble as a kind of 
indie band, smudging the line between dancer 
and musician. Oddball bodies let elbows and 
knees go wild as feet make punctilious, intri-
cate contemporary music. For “Until the Real 
Thing Comes Along,” a shorter première set 
to music by Fats Waller, Dorrance is joined by 
some stylish guest-star ladies, including Me-
linda Sullivan. The irresistible energy of this 
troupe fills the Joyce Theatre with as much un-
usual, unfeigned spirit as one could desire from 
a holiday show. (175 Eighth Ave., at 19th St. 212-
242-0800. Dec. 27-31.)

collection of sacred music from 1640-41, in 
addition to instrumental pieces by Montever-
di’s contemporaries. Dec. 30 at 7:30. (St. Jo-
seph’s Church in Greenwich Village, 371 Sixth 
Ave. tenet.nyc.) 

Clarion Choir
Those looking for a more sober and reflective 
way to end the year can go to the Church of the 
Resurrection to hear this excellent ensemble, 
under the command of Steven Fox, an expert 
in Russian choral music. The concert features 
sacred works by Rachmaninoff, Prokofiev, Al-
exander Kastalsky, and Georgy Sviridov; the 
PaTRAM Institute Singers, directed by Peter 
Jermihov, join Fox and his team. Dec. 31 and 
Jan. 1 at 5. (E. 74th St., between Park and Lex-
ington Aves. clarionsociety.org.)

1

RECITALS

National Sawdust: Vicky Chow
Chow, a brilliant pianist with the Interna-
tional Contemporary Ensemble and the Bang 
on a Can All-Stars who can easily cross the 
border between contemporary-classical and 
jazz, joins the bassist Shanir Blumenkranz 
and the percussionist Tyshawn Sorey for an 
evening devoted to the music of John Zorn. 
Dec. 27 at 7. (80 N. 6th St., Brooklyn. national-
sawdust.org.)

Bargemusic: New Year’s Eve
The violinist Mark Peskanov, the ebullient 
skipper of the Bargemusic crew, joins the 
Semplice Players in a congenial program to 
see out a stormy year; they perform Vival-
di’s “Four Seasons” and Concerto for Violin 
and Cello in B-Flat Major (RV 547), along 
with Bach’s Violin Concerto in A Minor (BWV 
1041). Dec. 31 at 5 and 7. (Fulton Ferry Landing, 
Brooklyn. bargemusic.org.)
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John Lithgow is a raconteur in “Stories by Heart,” his solo show at the American Airlines Theatre.

THE THEATRE

1

OPENINGS	AND	PREVIEWS

Hindle Wakes
The Mint revives Stanley Houghton’s play 
from 1912, in which a young man engaged to 
be married has a weekend fling with a woman 
who works at his father’s mill. (Clurman, 410 
W. 42nd St. 212-239-6200. In previews.)

John Lithgow: Stories by Heart
The actor performs a one-man storytelling 
evening, re-creating tales by Ring Lardner 
and P. G. Wodehouse. Daniel Sullivan directs 
the Roundabout production. (American Air-
lines Theatre, 227 W. 42nd St. 212-719-1300. In 
previews.)

Mankind
Robert O’Hara (“Bootycandy”) wrote and di-
rects this dystopian comedy, about a male cou-
ple (Anson Mount and Bobby Moreno) deal-
ing with pregnancy in a world where women 
have gone extinct. (Playwrights Horizons, 416 
W. 42nd St. 212-279-4200. In previews.)

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein
Ensemble for the Romantic Century presents 
Eve Wolf’s adaptation, directed by Donald T. 
Sanders and starring and choreographed by 
Robert Fairchild (“An American in Paris”). 
(Pershing Square Signature Center, 480 W. 42nd 
St. 212-279-4200. Opens Dec. 27.)

1

NOW	PLAYING

Bright Colors and Bold Patterns
In his uproarious solo show, the writer- 
performer Drew Droege takes us on a bitter-
sweet exploration of the gay soul on the night 
before a wedding in Palm Springs; the show’s 

title refers to the dress code, which proscribes 
guests from wearing either of those things. 
Enraged by this diktat and fuelled by marga-
ritas and cocaine, Droege’s Gerry holds court 
in a cabana, unleashing hilarious, biting bitch-
iness for the benefit—and to the growing dis-
comfort—of a couple of frenemies. Under Mi-
chael Urie’s assured direction, the show rushes 
along with manic energy, before settling into a 
more reflective pace. Gerry seems confidently 
garrulous at first, and he speaks fluent pop cul-
ture (the riffs on “Steel Magnolias” and Olym-
pia Dukakis are especially funny), but he also 
embodies the jitters of aging gay men trying 
to hold on to a colorful identity in an increas-
ingly beige world. (SoHo Playhouse, 15 Vandam 
St. 212-691-1555.)

Bulldozer: The Ballad of Robert Moses
The saga of Robert Moses, a civic-minded New 
Dealer turned out-of-touch “slum clearance” 
czar, may be too complex to collapse into a 
ninety- minute rock musical. Even so, the life 
story of one of New York’s most controver-
sial public officials is theatrical gold—and a 
live score of guitar, drums, bass, keyboard, and 
piercing vocals feels oddly appropriate. The 
strong cast of five—with Constantine Marou-
lis, of “Rock of Ages” fame, in the title role—
is best when singing. And Kacie Sheik, as Vera 
Martin, a composite based loosely on Moses’s 
various love interests, steals the show. But, with 
a bare-bones set and minimalist choreography, 
the production rests almost entirely on the qual-
ity and the delivery of Peter Galperin’s tunes, 
so when the occasional number falls flat there’s 
not much else to hold up the scene. (Theatre 
at St. Clement’s, 423 W. 46th St. 866-811-4111.)

The Children
In Lucy Kirkwood’s gentle, frightening, and 
surprising play, Rose, a retired nuclear phys-

icist, arrives at the crooked cottage where 
her former colleagues Robin (Ron Cook) 
and Hazel (Deborah Findlay) now live. A 
Fukushima- like disaster has overwhelmed 
the plant where they all once worked, irra-
diating parts of the English countryside. 
Rose (the astonishing Francesca Annis) has 
a scheme to put it to rights, recruiting older 
workers to undertake the dangerous cleanup 
and spare the younger ones. Directed by James 
Macdonald, first for London’s Royal Court 
and now for Manhattan Theatre Club, “The 
Children” is a drama of moral responsibility. 
Maybe this makes the play sound deadly. In 
fact, it’s an ethical thriller, a passionate and 
beautifully acted inquiry into the messes we 
make—of our lives, of a reactor’s core, of the 
downstairs toilet—and into our willingness 
to tidy them again. (Samuel J. Friedman, 261  
W. 47th St. 212-239-6200.)

Cruel Intentions
They don’t want to wait for their lives to be 
over. They want it that way. They have defi-
nitely seen the sign. This stripped-down stage 
adaptation of Roger Kumble’s heavy- breathing 
1999 film, itself a jaded teen take on Pierre  
Choderlos de Laclos’s “Les Liaisons Danger-
euses,” tarts up its source material with nine-
ties hits that some audience members will de-
lightedly remember and others still struggle to 
forget. Though enjoyably brazen, the appropri-
ated script has its discomforts. Scenes of sex-
ual coercion are played for laughs, including 
the assault of a girl who then has an orgasm, 
so it’s all O.K.! (This rape scene has proved 
problematic in other recent adaptations of 
the Laclos novel as well.) But, under Lindsey 
Ro sin’s direction, the twentysomething cast 
belts the ballads with power and force. And 
where else will you find a mental breakdown 
choreographed to “Bitch,” “Kiss Me,” and “I’m 
the Only One”? (Le Poisson Rouge, 158 Bleecker 
St. 212-505-3474.)

Meteor Shower
At eighty intermissionless minutes, this intel-
ligent and surprising work about marital life 
and modern-day repression, by the writer and 
performer Steve Martin, moves at a fast clip, 
providing many laughs and “Aha!” moments 
along the way. The plot centers on two cou-
ples—or are they?—who get together to drink 
a little wine and watch a celestial event in Ojai, 
California. Trouble ensues as social decorum 
gives way to the id. The director, Jerry Zaks 
(“Hello, Dolly!”), cares about his actors, and 
he appears to have done a great job making 
them all feel cared for, from the comedians 
Amy Schumer and Keegan-Michael Key—in 
their Broadway débuts—to the stage pros Jer-
emy Shamos and Laura Benanti, who’s never 
been sexier or funnier. (Booth, 222 W. 45th St. 
212-239-6200.)

Once on This Island
A calypso fairy tale just this side of treacly, 
Lynn Ahrens and Stephen Flaherty’s 1990 
musical tells the story of Ti Moune (the big-
voiced newcomer Hailey Kilgore), a peasant 
girl whose island, in the French Antilles, is 
divided by skin color and class. When a boy 
(Isaac Powell) crashes his car in her village, 
she nurses him back to health. He turns out to 
be an aristocrat, but can Ti Moune’s love con-
quer all? Michael Arden’s warm, handcrafted 
revival doesn’t overplay the Disney clichés— IL
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THE	THEATRE

the musical, based on Rosa Guy’s novel “My 
Love, My Love,” repurposes the “Little Mer-
maid” myth—but instead frames the action as 
a tale told to a little girl (Emerson Davis) in a 
hurricane-blasted Caribbean slum. The show 
may share its ingénue’s lovelorn heart, but its 
biggest moment belongs to Alex Newell, who 
scales vocal heights as the draggy Goddess of 
the Earth. (Circle in the Square, 235 W. 50th St. 
212-239-6200.)

School Girls; or, The African Mean Girls 
Play
Jocelyn Bioh’s play (an MCC Theatre pro-
duction, directed by Rebecca Taichman) has 
so many fabulous moments drawn from cru-
elty and vengeance that attempting to sep-
arate the humor from the emotional barba-
rism would be like trying to peel a kernel of 
corn: you could do it, but it would take too 
long, and to what purpose? We are at the ex-
clusive Aburi Girls Senior High School, in 
southeastern Ghana. Paulina (the very power-
ful MaameYaa Boafo) is the dominant figure, 
and her participation in the Miss Ghana con-
test is, in her mind, a given. But then Ericka 
(Nabiyah Be), a transfer student from Ohio, 
arrives on the scene and drills a hole through 
Paulina’s self-satisfaction. Ultimately, Ericka 
and Paulina are trapped by the same system, 
one that deems Ericka, with her lighter skin, 
more desirable. Why, Bioh asks, does color 
still define class and control our view of what 
is good or bad, beautiful or not beautiful, true 
or false? (Reviewed in our issue of 12/4/17.) 
(Lucille Lortel, 121 Christopher St. 866-811-4111. 
Through Dec. 31.)

Twelfth Night
At its best (“Cymbeline,” “Into the Woods”), 
Fiasco Theatre wrings charm from seem-
ingly little: minimal sets, small casts play-
ing multiple roles, acoustic music. But when 
the troupe’s amiability calcifies into self- 
indulgence its approach becomes an endur-
ance test. Directed by Noah Brody and Ben 
Steinfeld (who also play Orsino and Feste, re-
spectively), this “Twelfth Night” is weighed 
down by cutesy folk songs and sea shanties—
the production has a vaguely nautical theme—
and wildly uneven acting. The three points of 
the main love triangle, Orsino, Viola (Emily 
Young), and Olivia (Jessie Austrian), do not 
share any semblance of sexual ambiguity or 
seductive tension, which is a problem in a 
play largely about the erotic charge and ac-
companying perils of attraction. Only Andy 
Grotelueschen and Paco Tolson, nicely un-
derplaying the comic relief of Sir Toby Belch 
and Sir Andrew Aguecheek, manage to craft 
distinctive performances. (Classic Stage Com-
pany, 136 E. 13th St. 866-811-4111.)

1

ALSO	NOTABLE

The Band’s Visit Ethel Barrymore. • The Dead, 

1904 American Irish Historical Society. • Fari-

nelli and the King Belasco. • Hundred Days New 
York Theatre Workshop. Through Dec. 31. • It’s 

a Wonderful Life Irish Repertory. Through Dec. 
31. • Junk Vivian Beaumont. • Latin History for 

Morons Studio 54. • The Parisian Woman Hud-
son. • Pride and Prejudice Cherry Lane. • Shad-

owlands Acorn. • SpongeBob SquarePants 
Palace. • Springsteen on Broadway Walter 
Kerr. • The Wolves Mitzi E. Newhouse.

1

MUSEUMS	AND	LIBRARIES

Metropolitan Museum
“Michelangelo: Divine Draftsman & Designer”
Michelangelo’s sixteenth-century Italian contem-
poraries very nearly worshipped him for collapsing 
more than a millennium of distance between classical 
antiquity and a surge of avowedly Christian but dis-
ruptively individual inspiration. You can’t miss the at-
avistic power in this show’s hundred and thirty-three 
drawings, which are beautifully installed with a few 
of his creations in sculpture, painting, and design 
and with works by related artists. The drawings are 
stupendous—no surprise—though strikingly limited  
in iconography and formal repertoire, except those 
from a few years when Michelangelo exercised a 
definitively Mannerist panache in gifts to friends 
and patrons. (In a smoky portrait dated 1531-34, 
the hauntingly ambiguous expression of an adored 
young friend, Andrea Quaratesi, qualifies the sitter 
as kissing kin of the Mona Lisa.) The effect is ex-
haustingly repetitive. How many times in a row can 
you swoon to marks that sound the same chord of 
rippling anatomy? Whether the Sistine Chapel, un-
dertaken in 1508 and completed in 1512, is the best 
work of art ever made we can’t say, because noth-
ing compares to it. The ceiling is reproduced here 
with an overhead light-box photograph, at one-
fourth scale—a travesty, aesthetically, but a useful 
reference for mapping the destinations of the pre-
paratory drawings on view. The Sistine opus yields 
a faint sense of what it must feel like to be God, 
jump-starting humanity, programming its signifi-
cance, and then, with “The Last Judgment” (which 
was added more than twenty years later), closing it 

out. We will never get over Michelangelo. But we 
will also never know quite what to do with him, ex-
cept gape. Through Feb. 12.

Met Breuer
“Edvard Munch: Between the Clock and the Bed”
A modern master of late-blooming reputation 
receives recuperative, gorgeous attention to his 
least esteemed body of work. The show takes its 
title from the last of the Norwegian’s major self- 
portraits—or “self-scrutinies,” as he termed them. 
Completed a year before his death, in 1944, at the 
age of eighty, it pictures a wizened man standing 
in semi-silhouette against the bright yellow of a 
studio wall that is hung with indistinct paintings. 
There’s a faceless grandfather clock to one side of 
him and, to the other, a bed with a spread that is 
rendered in a bold pattern, on white, of red and 
black hatch marks. The painting crowns a long pe-
riod that began after 1908, when an alcoholic break-
down ended Munch’s twenty-year streak as a peri-
patetic rock star of Symbolist sensations, of which 
“The Scream” (1893) is only the most celebrated. 
After treatment at a Danish clinic, he withdrew 
to a nearly reclusive existence in a house outside 
Oslo. He left off distilling iconic images from his 
tumultuous experience in favor of painting, non-
stop, whatever appealed to him on a given day: 
himself, landscapes, interiors, models, and repeti-
tions (rather spunkless) of his early masterpieces. 
The show claims a place for Munch in the mod-
ernist canon of painting for painting’s sake, and, 
in the process, it presents the spectacle of a great 
visual poet reduced to unstructured, though lyri-
cal, painterly prose. In his later years, Munch took 
to working for himself alone until, with “Between 

“Untitled (Tree of Life 12)” is one of a cache of never-before-shown drawings from 1975, all in Magic 
Marker on mail, by Genesis P-Orridge, on view at the Invisible-Exports gallery through Feb. 15.C
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the Clock and the Bed,” he came upon one new fact 
of his life, incidentally relevant to everybody, that 
was worth getting just right. It’s a feat both in and 
beyond art: a threshold of eternity. Through Feb. 4.

Museum of Modern Art
“Charles White—Leonardo da Vinci. Curated by 
David Hammons”
Hammons, New York’s guerrilla chieftain of art, 
delivers a jolt—a passion for drawing that overleaps 
place and time—with this one-room installation 
on the museum’s masterpiece-intensive fifth floor. 
Hanging on two opposing walls, each painted mid-
night blue, are a large drawing of a sandwich-board 
evangelist, by White (a legendary teacher of bud-
ding black artists in L.A., including Hammons), 
and a study of drapery on the lower half of a kneel-
ing figure, by Leonardo. A third wall, painted the 
pale blue of the paper favored by Leonardo, bears 
elaborate astrological charts of the two artists. The 
preposterousness of the exercise is its own reward. 
Through Jan. 3.

Dia:Chelsea
“Rita McBride”
The sixteen beams of green lasers in the Ameri-
can artist’s installation “Particulates” form a criss-
crossing tubular pattern that suggests a tunnel into 
another dimension. (Water molecules and “sur-
factant compounds,” whatever those are, are also 
involved.) It’s a familiar form for the American 
sculptor, recalling her seventeen-story-tall pub-
lic installation “Mae West,” in Munich. Curves 
somehow constructed out of straight lines are the 
least of the paradoxes here. Most fascinating is the 
way in which the light seems to occupy space as a 
shimmering mass. The psychedelic effect is height-
ened if you see McBride’s piece after viewing Dia’s 
concurrent exhibition of geometric paintings and 
sculptures by François Morellet. Through June 2.

Frick Collection
“Veronese in Murano: Two Venetian Renaissance 
Masterpieces Restored”
In between jobs for doges and popes, the sixteenth- 
century Italian painter, who was born Paolo Ca-
liari in Verona, completed two large paintings for 
a chapel in a convent graveyard on the Venetian is-
land of Murano. One portrayed St. Jerome during 
his stint as a hermit in the Syrian desert; the other 
showed St. Agatha, imprisoned by a Roman con-
sul for resisting his advances. Recently restored 
and leaving Italy for the first time, the canvases are 
remarkable for the subtlety of their color. Under 
matte and powdery surfaces, Jerome’s cardinal-red 
loincloth shimmers like real silk, the dark-green 
leaves of an overhead laurel branch look waxy, and 
a line of clouds at the bottom of the sky are simul-
taneously pink and orange. Agatha, sharing her cell 
with an apparition of St. Peter and a small blond 
angel, is perfectly distinct in every detail while still 
chromatically at home in a dim prison. Equally re-
markable is Veronese’s understated insight into the 
ambivalent humanity of his saintly characters. Je-
rome has stopped mortifying his flesh with a rock 
to gaze up at a crucifix, but the way he holds his arm 
suggests that he might suddenly toss the stone at 
his distant Saviour instead. Agatha turns her head 
only halfway, as if unwilling to withdraw full atten-
tion from her own suffering merely on the strength 
of St. Peter’s promises. Through March 25.

Morgan Library and Museum
“Drawn to Greatness: Master Drawings from 
the Thaw Collection”
The practice of drawing in Europe is as old as the 
lines on the caves at Lascaux. But there was a sea 

change during the Renaissance, when the earli-
est pieces on view here were made. Artists began 
to think with their hands, working through ideas 
on paper, rather than merely recording the world. 
In one sublime pen-and-ink sketch, from 1450-55,  
Andrea Mantegna posed the same columnar saint 
in three variations; the sheet has the immedi-
acy of a live rehearsal. Divided chronologically 
into nine sections, this almost unbearably excel-
lent show spans five hundred years and proceeds 
through Rembrandt, Goya, Picasso, and Pollock 
(and Monet, Cézanne, Gauguin, and Matisse). 
For every blockbuster name there’s an unfamil-
iar astonishment, like the ink-and-watercolor 
menagerie by the Netherlandish painter Jacques  
de Gheyn II, from 1596-1602, which splices together 
exquisite realism and outlandish fantasy, as a toad, 
a frog, and a dragonfly share the page with a mu-
tant bird-moth. A transfixing 1828 landscape by the 
English Romantic Samuel Palmer features a subtly 
anthropomorphized oak that trumps any weirwood 
on “Game of Thrones.” It hangs near an ingenious 
nocturne by Caspar David Friedrich, from 1808: 
the moon in the lonesome landscape has been cut 
out and replaced with a circle of paper for lamp-
light to shine through. Through Jan. 7.

Neue Galerie
“Wiener Werkstätte 1903-1932: The Luxury of 
Beauty”
This sumptuous survey is devoted to the legend-
ary Viennese workshop, which paired modernist 
artists and designers with exceedingly talented 
craftspeople in the early years of the twentieth 
century. Period wall treatments accompany dis-
plays in which the strict geometry of chairs and 
writing desks find a painterly counterpart in in-
tricate textiles. The workshop’s founders, Josef 
Hoffmann and Koloman Moser, were guided by 
the ideal of the Gesamtkunstwerk—the total art 
work—and the wares they created for clients went 
beyond furnishings to include such irresistibly 
charming accessories as a streamlined coffeepot 
made of silver and snakewood. The Werkstätte’s 
quixotic vision did not, alas, translate into much 
of a business model, and the exhibition charts its 
financial woes alongside its aesthetic evolution. 
After the First World War, we see a departure 
from the founders’ tastes in the more flamboy-
ant candy boxes and light fixtures of the prolific 
Dagobert Peche, and in the purses, jewelry, and 
elevated objets of a host of new designers. Unlike 
their Bauhaus contemporaries, the artists of the 
Werkstätte were unmoved by the populist poten-
tials of mass production, and the firm declared 
bankruptcy in 1932. Through Jan. 29.

1

GALLERIES—UPTOWN

Brent Wadden
Handwoven panels of high-contrast stripes—pink 
and green, black and white—sewn together and 
mounted on canvas by the Berlin-based Canadian, 
split the difference between Op art and craft. In one 
small example, exposed seams and irregularities in 
the fabric create the same kind of visual stutters 
that another artist might achieve by painting sharp 
edges. Elsewhere, muted colors and diagonal lines 
suggest a range of allusions, from heraldry to up-
holstery. Wadden’s works also enlist the textures of 
the found and secondhand yarn that he uses: one 
rosy triangle, set against mixed knurls of oceanic 
blue and green, simultaneously brings to mind an 
endless beach, a scratchy couch, and the standard of 
a medieval army. Through Jan. 5. (Mitchell-Innes &  
Nash, 1018 Madison Ave., at 78th St. 212-744-7400.)

“Wild West”
The great sculptor Franz West, who died in 2012, 
made a habit of seeding his one-person shows 
with works by less established artists, a gesture 
that was as canny in its leveraging of youthful 
energy as it was generous. In putting together 
this collegial house party of a tribute, West’s fre-
quent collaborator Andreas Reiter Raabe has 
followed a similar strategy, surrounding rela-
tively demure contributions from West—a mud- 
colored papier-mâché wall hanging shaped like a 
slice of pizza, a white-on-white abstraction, two 
tentacled spotlights made in collaboration with 
Raabe—with more obviously eye-catching pieces 
by a dozen others, from a reflective painting by 
the Italian-born Conceptualist Rudolf Stingel 
to two large mixed-media abstractions by West’s 
fellow- Austrian Rudolf Polanszky. The showstop-
per is Sarah Lucas’s hilarious, and biting, “Essen-
tial Doris,” a high-heeled platform shoe cast in 
concrete, topped with a cotton-and-nylon breast. 
Through Jan. 22. (Austrian Cultural Forum, 11  
E. 52nd St. 212-319-5300.)

1

GALLERIES—CHELSEA

Liz Magor
Wobbly platforms and plinths made from cast 
cardboard present an array of found objects, some 
abject, some cute. In “Valley,” a trio of dog fig-
urines shares the stage with a cluster of rhine-
stone pins and mementos. “Pembina” is titled for 
a small patch—“Pembina Pipe Liners”—sewn onto 
a homey sweater being clutched by a violet-eyed, 
plush-toy pig. If the Canadian artist’s materials 
suggest thrift-store Trojan horses, smuggling in 
sentiments from their past lives, the show’s title, 
“Previously,” underscores it. Decontextualized and 
arranged almost forensically, the items broadcast 
class and gender associations, while also suggest-
ing the sad circumstances under which they might 
have been separated from their former owners. 
That it is nearly impossible to focus on Magor’s 
sculptures without imagining backstories is, one 
suspects, part of her larger point about the secret 
life of the inanimate world. Through Jan. 6. (Kreps, 
535 W. 22nd St. 212-741-8849.)

1

GALLERIES—DOWNTOWN

Raha Raissnia
In a show titled “Alluvius,” the Iranian-American 
artist exploits the smeary versatility of charcoal in 
abstract drawings based on photographic sources. 
Although they’re full of unidentifiable shapes 
and apparition-like streaks of light, the works 
are tethered to specifics of time and place—there 
are some clues in their velvety depths. “Fountain” 
vaguely suggests a courtyard, with a round indent 
at the image’s center; derived from a discarded 
35-mm. slide that the artist found, which was la-
belled “Sultanate Architecture,” it depicts the ab-
lution fountain of a mosque. Raissnia, who was 
born in Iran and lived there during the 1978-79 
revolution, cites childhood expeditions with her 
father to photograph protests against the Shah 
as a formative experience. The family relocated 
to the U.S. in the eighties, but she has returned 
to Tehran as an adult, to shoot slides of locations 
she visited in her youth. Considered in this con-
text, her drawings, twice removed from their orig-
inal sources, present photography as a poetic but 
unreliable witness to histories both public and 
private. Through Feb. 4. (The Drawing Center, 35 
Wooster St. 212-219-2166.)

ART
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NIGHT LIFE
1

ROCK	AND	POP

Musicians and night-club proprietors lead 
complicated lives; it’s advisable to check 

in advance to confirm engagements.

Bad Bunny
As the Houston Astros prepped for the World 
Series, the shortstop Carlos Correa took on 
the music duties in the clubhouse, and intro-
duced his teammates to the pulsing pump-up 
cuts of Bad Bunny. “I don’t know if you guys 
know who Bad Bunny is, but I don’t know who 
Bad Bunny is, but I do now,” George Springer 
joked to MLB.com in November. It seems that 
every day more folks are joining the tens of 
millions of listeners tuning in to the Puerto 
Rican rapper born Benito Ocasio, who chose 
his moniker after seeing a young photo of him-
self grimacing in bunny ears. “Diles,” released 
in August, 2016, combined the rhythms of At-
lanta rap and the agile, rabid flows of mid-
aughts reggaeton m.c.s like Daddy Yankee and 
Tego Calderón. Bad Bunny performs his sum-
mer’s worth of hits at Salsa con Fuego, for the 
most opulent New Year’s party north of the 
Harlem River. (2297 Cedar Ave., the Bronx. 
718-561-6161. Dec. 31.)

DIIV
The front man Zachary Cole Smith, a native 
New Yorker, founded DIIV in 2011. He has 
persevered through a suite of rock-star trap-
pings: a relationship with a fellow-musician, 
the singer Sky Ferreira, and a documented 
battle with substance abuse, culminating in 
an arrest for heroin possession, in 2013. The 
band’s début, “Oshin,” which put guitar work 
first and lyrical clarity second, was released, 
on the Brooklyn label Captured Tracks, after 
years of gigging around the city, most signifi-
cantly at the defunct venue 285 Kent. Tracks 
like “Bent (Roi’s Song)” are DIIV in top form: 
slumped and wrenching, small yet insight-
ful. Hang around Baby’s All Right after the 

set, when the club crew KUNQ will take to the 
d.j. booth. (146 Broadway, Brooklyn. 718-599-
5800. Dec. 31.) 

“New Year’s Eve: Y2K”
House of Yes is a fun house of a club, right off 
the river valley of the L Train, bringing ae-
rial performances and burlesque to costumed 
nights of rave revelry. To cap off 2017, the venue 
is hosting a millennium-themed sci-fi romp, 
where neon, bright leather, and oversized ac-
cessories are required for entry; attractions in-
clude a Cyber Future Beauty Parlor, robots, and 
“TRL” reruns. The d.j.s Sander Kleinenberg, no-
torious for incorporating visual effects into his 
sets, and Moon Boots will stick to the sounds 
of the early aughts and carry the crowd a bit 
further toward 2020. (2 Wyckoff Ave., Brooklyn. 
house ofyes.org. Dec. 31.)

Whitney
The guitarist Max Kakacek, formerly of the 
Smith Westerns, and Julien Ehrlich, the one-
time drummer for Unknown Mortal Orches-
tra, came together in 2014 to form this soft- 
psychedelic outfit. Their back-road folk songs 
about heartache and home towns are rich with 
warm strings and horns, pastel bridges, and 
swelling, shout-along choruses. “Golden Days,” 
a strong calling-card single, crams in guitar and 
brass solos, but Ehrlich’s soft-whine vocals keep 
it delicate and compact. The duo’s sole album, 
“Light Upon the Lake,” was released in 2016, 
by the Indiana label Secretly Canadian, home 
to soul stirrers like Anohni and the War on 
Drugs. They join Real Estate at this New Year’s 
Eve doubleheader. (Brooklyn Steel, 319 Frost St., 
Brooklyn. 888-929-7849. Dec. 31.) 

1

JAZZ	AND	STANDARDS

Roy Ayers
Following the funk down a twisting path, the vi-
braphonist and composer Ayers began his long 
career as a Milt Jackson-inspired bebopper, and 

somehow found himself a hip-hop patriarch of 
sorts, when his seventies R. & B. hits, including 
“Everybody Loves the Sunshine,” were regularly 
plundered by beatmakers for infectious grooves. 
He’s stirred it up with everyone from Fela Kuti 
to Rick James to Erykah Badu, so his bona fides 
are firmly in place. (Iridium, 1650 Broadway, at 
51st St. 212-582-2121. Dec. 26-27.) 

Rene Marie
Feisty and outspoken, Marie is no wallflower of 
a performer—in fact, electrifying a room is all 
in a night’s work for her. Although her 2013 trib-
ute to an earlier musical and social spark plug, “I 
Wanna Be Evil: With Love to Eartha Kitt,” gar-
nered considerable attention, “Sound of Red,” 
Marie’s most recent recording, is a decidedly 
personal project offering original songs that con-
firm her aversion to stylistic pigeonholing. (Jazz 
Standard, 116 E. 27th St. 212-576-2232. Dec. 28-31.)

Paul Shapiro’s Ribs & Brisket Revue
A heaping platter of rhythm and blues and jazz 
served with a schmear of classic Yiddish culture is 
the special of the day for this joyful outfit. Led by 
the exuberant saxophonist Shapiro and featuring 
the vocalist Cilla Owens, the Revue is always will-
ing to time warp to an era when sympathetic musi-
cal genres regularly shared the same table. (Corne-
lia Street Café, 29 Cornelia St. 212-989-9319. Dec. 31.) 

Marlene VerPlanck Quartet
For a generation of a certain age, she was the 
anonymous voice behind Campbell’s Soup’s ubiq-
uitous “Mmm, mmm, good” commercials, but, for 
those with more discerning taste, VerPlanck has 
been a longtime purveyor of enchantingly sung 
standards and cabaret fare. She’s a seasoned per-
former whose career stretches back to the fifties; 
her 2015 album, “The Mood I’m In,” captured her 
in remarkably agile voice. (Jazz at Kitano, 66 Park 
Ave., at 38th St. 212-885-7119. Dec. 30.)

Eri Yamamoto
A pianist of acute drama and a prolific composer 
of equal imagination, Yamamoto has long led an 
open-eared trio with the bassist David Ambrosio 
and the drummer Iko Takeuchi. Although her lat-
est recording, “Live in Benicàssim,” finds her 
going it alone, her synergetic teammates join 
her at this show. (Cornelia Street Café, 29 Corne-
lia St. 212-989-9319. Dec. 26.) 

This New Year’s Eve, House of Yes bets on the kitschy cachet of Y2K styles and aesthetics with a millennium-themed dance party; costumes required. IL
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Romantic History 
A 1933 movie reveals a pivotal moment 
in the women’s-rights movement. 

The fifty-four features in the Film Soci-
ety of Lincoln Center’s series “Emotion 
Pictures: International Melodrama,” run-
ning through Jan. 7, offer a rich cross- 
section of film history—silent movies and 
talking pictures, studio spectacles and 
local indies, fantasy and realism, blunt 
storytelling and modernist refraction. The 
genre of melodrama, which displays the 
grand, tragic passions that mark everyday 
lives while also detailing historical events 
that knock those lives out of joint, is close 
to the cinema’s essence—its populist and 
documentary roots. One unduly obscure 
masterwork in the series, John M. Stahl’s 
bitterly frank romance from 1933, “Only 
Yesterday” (screening Dec. 30), starring 
Margaret Sullavan as a single mother 
named Mary Lane, cites its political core 
in its title—taken from the best-selling 
1931 book of modern American social 
history by Frederick Lewis Allen, on 
which the movie is nominally based. Yet 
the drama is actually adapted, uncredited, 

from Stefan Zweig’s 1922 novella “Letter 
from an Unknown Woman” (which the 
director Max Ophüls also filmed, in 1948). 

“Only Yesterday” unfolds almost en-
tirely as a single long flashback about 
Mary’s life, framed by the First World 
War and the Depression. The movie be-
gins on October 29, 1929, when a wealthy 
broker, Jim Emerson ( John Boles), is 
bankrupted by the stock-market crash. 
He’s about to commit suicide when he 
notices a letter on his desk; reading it, he 
learns the story of a life in which he played, 
unwittingly, a central role. As seen in the 
flashback, Jim—an officer about to depart, 
in 1917, for combat—has a one-night stand 
with Mary, a nineteen-year-old socialite, 
whom he quickly forgets. Mary, however, 
turns out to be pregnant; she moves to 
New York to live with her freethinking 
Aunt Julia (Billie Burke). Mary puts aside 
thoughts of reuniting with Jim when his 
marriage to another woman is announced 
in the society pages—but she never re-
nounces her love for him, which bursts 
forth again, with operatic consequences, 
in an extraordinary sequence set at a wild 
New Year’s Eve party to ring in 1929.

The incisive, aphoristic script (credited 
to three writers) unites diverse strands of 
political and social history, including Pro-
hibition and the frivolities of the roaring 
twenties, the spread of socialist ideas, and 
even the rise of Hollywood itself. But the 
shift that comes off as the most powerful 
is the change in gender roles resulting 
from the movement for women’s rights. 
Julia, a suffragette (whose own marriage 
is a model of high-spirited equality), de-
livers a speech, soon after Mary’s arrival 
in New York, announcing that women 
“are not dependents any longer” and de-
claring that Mary’s pregnancy out of 
wedlock “is no longer a tragedy—it isn’t 
even good melodrama.” In fact, Mary 
raises her child with much love, little fuss, 
and no expectation of Jim’s involvement. 
The movie’s melodrama arises, rather, 
from the furious power of love, which 
Stahl brings to the screen in flourishes of 
intimate rapture—especially in luminous 
and tremulous closeups of Sullavan that 
gain all the more romantic intensity from 
the overwhelming, turbulent crowd 
scenes that give rise to them.

—Richard Brody

MOVIES

Margaret Sullavan plays a single mother and Billie Burke plays her progressive-minded aunt in John M. Stahl’s melodrama “Only Yesterday.”
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NOW	PLAYING

Cairo Station
The Egyptian director Youssef Chahine stars in his 
teeming, sharp-eyed populist drama, from 1958, 
which blends a warmhearted view of a wide array 
of characters and audacious social criticism. At the 
center of the movie—set entirely in and around Cai-
ro’s central train station—is Qinawi (Chahine), an 
introverted, disabled homeless man, who is hired 
as a newspaper seller and soon gives vent to his 
erotic obsessions. Meanwhile, at the station, Ha-
nouma (Hind Rostom), a raucous-voiced young 
Mother Courage, and her all-female band of free-
lance soft-drink peddlers struggle to break an of-
ficial venders’ cartel; her fiancé, a porter, tries to 
unionize his colleagues despite the opposition of 
their corrupt boss; a proto-feminist organization 
protests domestic subservience; and a travelling 
band of bluejeaned rockers—featuring a funky ac-
cordionist and an astonishingly expressive female 
dancer—outrage religious traditionalists. Cha-
hine even extends his humanistic viewpoint to a 
sex criminal whose case has been scandalizing and 
fascinating newspaper readers. His richly textured, 
good-humored, visually forceful storytelling por-
trays the surging, ribald vitality of Egyptian society 
that squirms beneath the unjust authority of dic-
tators and dogmatists. In Arabic.—Richard Brody 
(Film Society of Lincoln Center, Dec. 27 and Dec. 29.)

Call Me by Your Name
The new film by Luca Guadagnino is set in the 
summer of 1983. Professor Perlman (Michael Stuhl-
barg) lives with his wife (Amira Casar) and their 
seventeen-year-old son, Elio (Timothée Chalamet), 
in a secluded Italian house—a private Eden, where 
the fruit ripens within reach, ready for the pluck-
ing. The family is Jewish, cultivated, and polyglot; 
the whole movie spills over with languages, books, 
and strains of music. (The ideal viewer, proba-
bly, would be André Gide.) Into this enchanted 
place comes an American called Oliver (Armie 
Hammer), who is to be Perlman’s research assis-
tant; you half expect the intruder to be a serpent, 
but instead he deepens the enchantment. Though 
the story, adapted by James Ivory from André  
Aciman’s novel, tells primarily of the love between 
Elio and Oliver, Guadagnino somehow conjures a 
free-floating rapture, of which all the characters 
partake. Even a statue, dredged from a lake, seems 
to share in the bliss. What could have been too rich 
or too glutinous is leavened by wit and, later on, by 
a wintry sorrow. How the film could have thrived 
with actors other than Chalamet and Hammer is 
hard to imagine.—Anthony Lane (Reviewed in our 
issue of 12/4/17.) (In limited release.)

Darkest Hour
How badly we need another Winston Churchill film 
is open to question. Nonetheless, Joe Wright’s con-
tribution to the genre is welcome, largely because 
of Gary Oldman in the leading role. He seems an 
unlikely choice, yet the lightness of his performance 
marks it out from other attempts; this Churchill, 
oddly quick on his feet, with a hasty huff and puff 
in his voice instead of a low, slow growl, suggests 
a man in a hurry to fight. None too soon, for we 
are in the late spring of 1940, with the German war 
machine in full cry and Britain adrift until Chur-
chill, to the alarm of many contemporaries, takes 
charge. Wright has a curious weakness for the over-
head shot, be it of the House of Commons or of a 
landscape cratered by bombs, and the musical score 
sounds too plush by half. But Oldman is braced by 
his supporting cast. Kristin Scott Thomas, as Clem-
entine Churchill, is witty as well as stalwart; Nev-

ille Chamberlain, as played by Ronald Pickup, has 
never looked graver or more aghast. Best of all is 
Stephen Dillane, as Lord Halifax, whom Churchill 
called the Holy Fox: cadaverous, principled, desper-
ate for peace, and wrong.—A.L. (In limited release.)

The Disaster Artist
In this comedy directed by and starring James 
Franco, based on the true story of the production of 
the cult movie “The Room” (2003), Franco displays 
a wicked joy in portraying the enigmatic Tommy 
Wiseau, its director, star, producer, and financier—
and the accidental butt of cinematic history’s joke. 
Relying on a script based on a memoir by Greg Ses-
tero, Wiseau’s friend, sidekick, and co-star in “The 
Room,” Franco brings a special verve to scenes of the 
fictionalized Tommy working with—and against—
his cast and crew (in particular, the justly skeptical 
and sarcastic production manager, played by Seth 
Rogen). The movie sticks with Greg’s perspective; 
he is played by Dave Franco (James’s brother) as a 
bland and struggling young actor who yearns for 
stable normalcy but is pulled into the chaotic vor-
tex of Tommy’s generosity, vanity, obliviousness, 
and domineering energy. Yet the comedy, for all its 
scenes of giddy wonder, never gets past Tommy’s 
mask of mystery; avoiding speculation and investi-
gation, it stays on the surface of his public and pri-
vate shtick, leaving little more than a trail of amus-
ing anecdotes.—R.B. (In limited release.)

The Greatest Showman
The life and work of P. T. Barnum get Broadway 
razzle-dazzle and sentiment in this occasionally 
rousing, visually smooth, emotionally diluted mu-
sical, set in nineteenth-century New York. P.T. 
(Hugh Jackman), a tailor’s son, and Charity Hal-
lett (Michelle Williams), a socialite’s daughter, are 
unlikely childhood friends who marry. They have 
two daughters and are poor and happy, but P.T. has 
big dreams, and he borrows and schemes to realize 
them. His circus displays human curiosities who 
are callously called freaks by his critics (including 
a snooty theatre reviewer, played by Paul Sparks) 
but whose humanity and dignity his show brings to 
light. The impresario’s confrontations with public 
hostility, financial difficulties, and romantic mis-
understandings form the core of the plot, but an-
other crucial strand involves his high-society busi-
ness partner, the playwright Phillip Carlyle (Zac 
Efron), who defies his own family and the con-
ventions of the time by pursuing a romantic rela-
tionship with one of the company’s trapeze artists, 
Anne Wheeler (Zendaya), a black woman. (What 
Anne’s brother, played by Yahya Abdul-Mateen II, 
thinks of the relationship is never specified.) The 
director, Michael Gracey, delivers quick doses of 
excitement in splashy scenes but has little feel for 
the choreographic action, offers scant historical sub-
stance, and displays slender dramatic insight.—R.B. 
(In wide release.)

I, Tonya
This comedic drama, directed by Craig Gillespie, 
offers a detailed, empathetic view of Tonya Harding, 
the real-life Olympic figure skater who, in 1994, was 
involved in a plot to injure her main rival, Nancy 
Kerrigan. (The script, by Steven Rogers, is partly 
based on his interview with Harding.) In the film-
makers’ version of the story, Tonya, as a child, is 
bullied and beaten by her mother (Allison Janney), 
who’s depicted as a brutally judgmental waitress with 
big dreams for her daughter—and the adult Tonya 
(played by Margot Robbie), a bold and gifted ath-
lete, escapes her mother’s clutches by marrying 
Jeff Gillooly (Sebastian Stan), who also beats her. 
Though Tonya rises brilliantly through the sport’s 

competitive ranks, the skating establishment holds 
her gaudy taste, rough manners, and rude family 
against her. That endemic class discrimination and 
the ensuing bad publicity are the backdrop for Jeff’s 
scheme to harm Kerrigan—and for the beleaguered 
and abused Tonya’s inability to oppose it. The heart 
of the movie is its recognition of Tonya’s dependence 
on people and institutions that have betrayed her. 
But Gillespie’s empathy is mixed with condescen-
sion; much of the movie’s bluff comedy mocks the 
tone and the actions of Tonya and her milieu. With 
Paul Walter Hauser, as Jeff’s delusional partner in 
crime.—R.B. (In limited release.)

Lady Bird
As writer and director, Greta Gerwig infuses this 
comedic coming-of-age drama with verbal virtu-
osity, gestural idiosyncrasy, and emotional vitality. 
The loosely autobiographical tale is set mainly in 
Gerwig’s home town of Sacramento, in the 2002-03 
academic year, and centered on Christine McPher-
son (Saoirse Ronan), self-dubbed Lady Bird, a se-
nior at a Catholic high school whose plan to escape 
to an Eastern college is threatened by her grades 
and her parents’ finances. Lady Bird’s father (Tracy 
Letts), with whom she shares a hearty complicity, 
is about to lose his job; her mother (Laurie Met-
calf), with whom she argues bitterly, is a nurse who 
works double shifts to keep the family afloat. Lit-
erary and willful, Lady Bird joins the school’s mu-
sical-theatre troupe, with results ranging from the 
antic to the romantic. Afflicted with real-estate envy, 
she infiltrates the world of rich kids and risks losing 
true friends; she dates a Francophile rocker (Timo-
thée Chalamet) whose walk on the wild side is com-
fortably financed. Meanwhile, her relationship with 
her mother deteriorates. Deftly juggling characters 
and story lines, Gerwig provokes aching laughs with 
gentle touches (Metcalf’s etched diction nearly steals 
the show), but her direction remains self-effacing 
until late in the film, when several sharply conceived 
scenes suggest reserves of observational and sym-
bolic energy.—R.B. (In limited release.)

Magnificent Obsession
This implausible, extravagant, coincidence-riddled 
romantic drama, from 1954, made Rock Hudson a 
star and Douglas Sirk a specialist in melodrama, a 
genre that he infused with a philosophical import 
all his own. The astonishing plot is centered on Bob 
Merrick (Hudson), an arrogant playboy in a small 
town in upstate New York, whose mischief contrib-
utes to the death of a beloved doctor, Wayne Phil-
lips. Merrick meets and falls for Phillips’s widow 
(Jane Wyman), gets her into an accident that blinds 
her, and—after many years of devoted exertions—
becomes a brain surgeon, in the hope of operating 
on her and restoring her sight. The late Dr. Phil-
lips turns out to have been something of a religious 
philosopher, whose metaphysics of charity unlocked 
the talent of his best friend (Otto Kruger), an art-
ist, who, in turn, imparts the wisdom to Merrick; 
Sirk, a German émigré, locates the source of this 
New World gospel in the lovingly depicted Ameri-
can landscape. Besides treating the ridiculous story 
with the utmost dramatic precision and visual coher-
ence, the director lends it surprising thematic depth. 
Every step depends on stifled emotions and closely 
guarded secrets, resulting in a buildup of operatic 
passion that endows everyday gestures and inflec-
tions with grandeur and nobility.—R.B. (Film Soci-
ety of Lincoln Center, Jan. 1, and streaming.)

The Other Side of Hope
This spare, puckish, yet ruefully clear-eyed come-
dic drama, directed by Aki Kaurismäki, is centered 
on the fate of Khaled (Sherwan Haji), a young man 

MOVIES
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from Aleppo who arrives clandestinely in Helsinki 
and applies for asylum there. Kaurismäki’s calm and 
plain style is well suited to the step-by-step obser-
vation of the immigration system’s oppressively 
officious approach to Khaled and his fellow-appli-
cants. Khaled’s story is told in parallel with that of 
a gruff, middle-aged salesman named Wikström 
(Sakari Kuosmanen), whose tale is a multilevel fan-
tasy that starts with his brusque abandonment of his 
wife (Kaija Pakarinen) and continues on to his pur-
chase of a restaurant after winning at high-stakes 
poker. When Khaled is denied asylum, he goes on 
the run. Wikström soon finds him hiding behind the 
restaurant’s garbage cans, takes him in, gives him a 
job, and selflessly helps him find his sister, Miriam 
(Niroz Haji), from whom he was separated in tran-
sit. Meanwhile, the ubiquitous presence of violent 
neo-Nazis tempers the good feelings. Running gags 
about oddball twists in the restaurant business serve 
little purpose but don’t detract from the movie’s es-
sential quasi-documentary power. In English, Finn-
ish, and Arabic.—R.B. (In limited release.)

The Post
The new film from Steven Spielberg, like his “Lin-
coln” (2012), is a solidly rousing act of historical 
re-creation. Meryl Streep plays Katharine Gra-
ham, the owner of the Washington Post, with Tom 
Hanks as its swaggering editor, Ben Bradlee. Most 
of the story is set in the early nineteen-seventies, 
at a vertiginous time for the nation and its capital. 
The so-called Pentagon Papers, obtained by Dan-
iel Ellsberg (Matthew Rhys), unveil a reluctance, 
on the part of multiple Administrations, to inform 
the public about the true state of the Vietnam War. 
When the Times is prevented, by legal injunction, 
from publishing the Papers, the Post gets its chance 
to step in and continue the job; what will Graham 
do, given that further revelations will rock the very 
establishment of which she is such a doyenne? The 
movie is a little too confident of its own righteous 
stand (listen to the strenuous John Williams score), 
but the battle between hesitation and decisiveness is 
beautifully managed by Streep. With Bob Odenkirk, 
Tracy Letts, Sarah Paulson, Bradley Whitford, and 
a lethally smiling Bruce Greenwood, as Robert Mc-
Namara. Delicious period costumes, starting with 
Bradlee’s striped shirts, by Ann Roth.—A.L. (12/18 
& 25/17) (In wide release.)

The Rape of Recy Taylor
In 1944, Recy Taylor, a black woman, was raped by six 
white men in her home town of Abbeville, Alabama. 
Those men faced no charges, but Taylor and her fam-
ily took great risks to reach out to the N.A.A.C.P., and 
the organization’s investigator, Rosa Parks, turned the 
unredressed attack into a national issue. The director 
Nancy Buirski’s documentary about this crucial but 
under-recognized historical moment reconstructs the 
details of the attack, the legalistic sham of an all-white 
system, the intrepid ingenuity of Parks and her col-
leagues—and the area’s unresolved tensions over the 
case, even now. It features extraordinary interviews 
with Taylor’s sister, Alma Daniels; her brother, Rob-
ert Corbitt; and, briefly, Taylor herself, who is ninety- 
seven. (Buirski also interviews relatives of the at-
tackers.) But newly shot impressionistic imagery, an 
overinsistent score, an excess of scholarly commen-
tary (however insightful), and editorial tricks of dra-
matic reconstructions undercut the power of Taylor’s 
and her family’s testimony. Nonetheless, the movie 
is essential viewing, not least for its emphasis on the 
crucial role of women in the civil-rights movement; 
it includes a letter by Parks, about her struggle, as a 
teen-ager, to fend off a white man’s sexual aggression, 
that stands as an exemplary political and literary work 
of the era.—R.B. (In limited release.)

MOVIES

The Shape of Water
When it comes to many-layered tales, Guillermo 
del Toro is no novice. But even the fantastic beasts 
of “Pan’s Labyrinth” (2006), stalking against the 
backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, could not pre-
pare us for the wild jostling of genres in his lat-
est film, which is set at the peak of the Cold War. 
Sally Hawkins plays Elisa, who is lovelorn, un-
abashed, and mute. She lives alone, next door to a 
commercial artist named Giles (Richard Jenkins), 
and works as a cleaner, alongside her friend Zelda 
(Octavia Spencer), at a scientific facility. There 
she finds an unlikely beau: a scaly creature (Doug 
Jones) who has been brought from the Amazon 
to Baltimore, where, it is hoped, he may be of use 
against the Russians. Elisa teaches him sign lan-
guage and hatches plans to spring him from cap-
tivity. Given the presence of musical numbers, 
dance sequences, and foreign spies, plus a surpris-
ing frankness about sexual bliss, you would expect 
the movie to fall apart, yet it all hangs together, 
held tight by the urgency of the characters’ feel-
ings and the easy force of the magic. With Michael 
Stuhlbarg, as a sympathetic soul in a white coat, 
and Michael Shannon, as the candy-crunching vil-
lain.—A.L. (12/11/17) (In wide release.)

Star Wars: The Last Jedi
The writer and director Rian Johnson realizes 
the franchise’s latest installment with flashes 
of visual wit, one grand sequence of eerie in-
spiration, and a dutifully programmatic sense 
of fan service. The action involves an attack by 
the First Order, commanded by the Supreme 
Leader Snoke (Andy Serkis) and General Hux 
(Domhnall Gleeson), on the Resistance, which 
is led by General Leia (Carrie Fisher). She’s in 
charge of the rebel band’s risky escape through 
space, as the pilot Poe Dameron (Oscar Isaac) 
attempts a mission of his own; meanwhile, at 
the island retreat of Luke Skywalker (Mark Ha-
mill), Rey (Daisy Ridley) tries to persuade the 
Jedi to come back and help. Some of the settings 
spark Johnson’s imagination (he works wonders 
with the color red), but the clotted, mechani-
cal plotting and the visually precise but airless 
direction offer the actors little chance to shine. 
(Fisher, with her plainspoken clarity, is the sole 
exception.) The result is a war movie about a 
quest for liberation that leaves its fighters with 
no mental life and drubs viewers into submis-
sion. With John Boyega, Kelly Marie Tran, and 
Laura Dern.—R.B. (In wide release.)

ABOVE & BEYOND

Good Riddance Day
Look around your apartment, dig through your 
desk, flip through your wallet—it shouldn’t 
take long to find a relic of 2017 that you’d like 
to leave behind. In a self-promotional pub-
lic service, the information-destruction com-
pany Shred-It is offering New Yorkers the 
chance to purge their unwanted artifacts (or 
bad thoughts—you’re also allowed to write 
out an idea or a name on a scrap of paper) be-
fore the ball drops, by handing them over to 
be securely shredded in the middle of Times 
Square. The remains will be recycled, unlike 
in the Latin American tradition of Año Viejo 
(the inspiration for this event), in which pup-
pets representing old memories are set aflame. 
(Times Square Plaza. timessquarenyc.org. Dec. 
28 at noon.)

New Year’s Eve Ride
Most New Year traditions, whether a count-
down with thousands or a kiss with one, call 
for a static gathering. But this group ride in-
vites participants to start 2017 in motion. Bik-
ers and rollerbladers gather in front of the Plaza 
Hotel to cruise en masse down to Madison 
Square Park through midtown, before winding 
up at the Museum of Reclaimed Urban Space, 
in the C-Squat, on the Lower East Side, where 
a celebration including d.j.s and a live punk 
set will commence at the stroke of midnight. 

Time’s Up, a direct-action environmental or-
ganization, hosts the ride and welcomes festive 
dress and noisemakers—guests who skip the 
race can still meet at C-Squat shortly before 
midnight to join the dance party. (Ride starts 
at the Plaza Hotel, 59th St. at 5th Ave. times-up.
org. Dec. 31 at 10.)

Winter Village
Bryant Park, renovated in 1992 to discourage 
crime and welcome midtown strollers, is now 
one of the city’s cherished holiday destinations, 
hosting various winter activities around its sea-
sonal ice rink. College Skate Nights offer two-
for-one skate rentals with a school I.D., with 
themes including Mardi Gras and Battle of the 
Boy Bands. Scavenger hunts, pop-up shops, and 
the requisite family-friendly performances dot 
the schedule. (42nd St. at Sixth Ave. wintervil-
lage.org. Through Jan. 2.)

Grand Central Holiday Train Show
At this annual train show, now in its sixteenth 
year, the M.T.A.’s history is brought to life as 
scale models of classic red subway cars, double- 
letter trains, and even commuter-rail cars race 
past iconic stops and dart through labyrinthine 
tunnels. The show is open to the public seven 
days a week through Feb. 4. (New York Tran-
sit Museum Gallery, 89 E. 42nd St. grandcentral-
terminal.com.) IL
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TABLES	FOR	TWO

Masha and the Bear 

771 Grand St., Brooklyn (718-384-5000)

“Drinking is a part of Russian cuisine,” 
Vitaly Sherman said to a table of 
youngish Americans at Masha and the 
Bear, the Williamsburg gastropub of 
which he is the proprietor and head 
chef. He instructed, “First, you exhale. 
Hwooh. Then you take a shot of vodka. 
Don’t inhale just yet—put something 
in your mouth. As soon as the food hits 
your palate, that’s when you breathe.” 
The diners did as they were told. “For 
the next four or five bites, you will taste 
flavors you never knew existed,” Sher-
man said. He was right. 

Masha and the Bear presents itself 
as a Russian restaurant, or an American 
restaurant serving high-quality Russian 
food. A more precise classification 
might be pan-Soviet fusion—the menu 
is a culinary tour of the former U.S.S.R. 
and its satellites, with dishes from as far 
afield as Central Europe and the Cau-
casus. With the place nearly covered in 
pine, the setting evokes the cozy feel of 
a cabin, or, with some imagination, a 
wood-lined banya—and many of the 
dishes are appropriately calorific, 
sweat-inducing affairs. The spicy 
chicken goulash, of Hungarian prove-
nance, is crowned with a flaky crust and 
arrives steaming hot in the clay pot in 
which it was roasted. The Crimean che-

burek, a savory turnover filled with 
minced meat and onions, is a popular 
street food throughout Moscow’s 
sphere of influence. No real Homo so-
vieticus has ever paid six dollars for one, 
but, accompanied by a peppery house 
tomato sauce and consumed to the folk 
tune “Tumbalalaika” playing from the 
speakers, it can be transporting.

The most category-defying dish, 
Trotsky’s Last Meal, is a burrito filled 
with beef stroganoff. (Trotsky died in 
Mexico, at the receiving end of an ice 
axe wielded by a Spanish agent of the 
Soviet secret police.) It is not yet regu-
larly available, but Sherman has suc-
cessfully tested the starchy medley on 
his staff; a taco version has been served 
as an off-menu special. This being Wil-
liamsburg, there is also deep-fried wa-
termelon, a briny cocktail called Putin’s 
Pickle, and a dozen craft beers and six 
house-infused vodkas on tap.

At the intersection of all these global 
and local influences is the Dirty 
Borscht, a tall glass of chilled red bouil-
lon fortified with horseradish vodka; 
it’s a delectable hangover elixir. There’s 
also an eighty-proof vodka ice cream 
in the works. “I’m just picturing a 
bunch of young people lying on the 
street with cones of ice cream,” Sher-
man mused, visibly relishing the 
thought. “It would be horrible, but 
funny.” (Entrées $12-$18.)

—David Kortava

F§D & DRINK

ErvÕs

2122 Beekman Pl., Brooklyn (916-936-2122)

Two men approaching the Prospect-Lefferts Gar-
dens bar Erv’s, on a recent Wednesday night, 
hesitated when they heard the horn section of a 
local jazz band screaming through the windows. 
They walked in anyway, but left without ordering, 
agreeing to return another time, when the place 
might have quieter programming. Two days later, 
there was no band, and a Snazzerac—a take on a 
Sazerac, spiffed up with the addition of pecan 
liqueur—could be sipped in relative peace. Mac 
DeMarco sang salty beach tunes over the stereo, 
a fitting choice for the first truly frigid night of 
the season, when head colds and existential dread 
abounded. “I’m so old,” someone moaned to a 
friend in a booth. “I’m almost twenty-seven.” Hats 
and jackets spread into the bar’s expansion, fin-
ished last spring, which transformed the closetlike 
neighborhood spot, opened in 2014, into a full-
fledged cocktail lounge and community space, 
complete with a disco ball, a coffee counter, and 
mixology classes. A woman with long blond hair, 
dressed in a powder-blue peacoat with matching 
pants, wondered aloud what drink might best suit 
the weather and fend off any impending illness. 
She considered the Creamsicle, a frozen cocktail 
that patrons were allowed to sample before or-
dering, made of rum, orange juice, and cream, 
served in a skull-shaped mug and topped with 
sprigs of mint, but opted for the Turme-Rick 
James, which glowed yellow next to a plate of 
Vietnamese noodles, provided by Quynh, the 
pop-up Vietnamese kitchen that occupies the 
coffee counter at night. She took a sip and nodded. 
“Very turmeric-y,” she said, “which is good, be-
cause it’s an anti-inflammatory.”—Jeanie Riess
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COMMENT

CHRISTMAS	STORIES

Donald Trump’s promise to end 
the war on Christmas, which he 

delivered earlier this year, was of a 
piece not so much with his other bro-
ken promises—to drain the swamp, 
to give everyone affordable health 
care—as with his more transparent 
lies, the claims about his “popular-vote 
victory” and the rest. “They don’t use 
the word ‘Christmas’ because it’s not 
politically correct,” Trump said. “We’re 
saying ‘Merry Christmas’ again.” But, 
if there ever was a war on Christmas, 
Trump would seem the last man to 
end it—his only notable public stance 
on the holiday prior to the campaign 
being his proximity to the giant 
snowflake that hangs near Trump 
Tower, at Fifty-seventh Street and 
Fifth Avenue, and manages to kitsch-
ify the great corner where Bergdorf 
meets Tiffany. 

It’s true that, during the past few 
years, there has been a sort of ongoing 
interrogation of Christmas traditions. 
What was in that drink in “Baby, It’s 
Cold Outside”? Should Rudolph the 
Red-Nosed Reindeer really serve, rather 
than resist, Santa? But this academic 
line of questioning has nothing to do 
with Trump’s decision to send out a 
White House card with “Merry Christ-
mas” on it, rather than Barack Obama’s 
“Season’s Greetings.” (And, in any case, 
the Obamas recorded many a “Merry 
Christmas” message. Meanwhile, 
Ivanka Trump just sent out a “Happy 
Holidays” greeting on Twitter.) 

Trump’s choice of phrase seems 
mostly to be part of his program to 
reverse the protocols of his predeces-
sor, whose existence as a model of el-
egance in office continues to be a 
source of irritation for him. ( Just last 
month, USA Today ran an editorial ti-
tled “Will Trump’s Lows Ever Hit 
Rock Bottom?,” stating that Trump 
is unworthy to swab out the facilities 
in Obama’s Presidential library.) There 
is, of course, Trump holiday merch—a 
hat that says “Merry Christmas” on 
the back and “Make America Great 
Again” on the front—and a new set 
of decorations in the White House, 
so eerily sterile and lifeless, judging 
from the photographs, that they seem 
to have been designed by the White 
Witch of Narnia. 

Yet, for all that, the secular or the 
merely skeptical should not refuse 
Trump’s call to say “Merry Christmas.” 
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

They should embrace it. Christmas 
has always been a happily mixed-up 
holiday for mixed-up people and 
confused cultures. It is, at its roots, 
the very model of a pagan- secular- 
synthetic festival as much as it is a re-
ligious one—just the kind, in fact, that 
the imaginary anti-Christmas forces 
are supposed to favor. 

Historians have pointed out that, 
whatever we’re celebrating on Decem-
ber 25th, it isn’t the birthday of Jesus 
of Nazareth, who, they surmise, was 
probably born sometime in Septem-
ber, or possibly in the spring, when 
the shepherds would have been out 
tending their flocks. The accounts in 
the Gospels are famously varied, with 
shepherds appearing only in the Gos-
pel of Luke and the wise men in the 
Gospel of Matthew. This has led apol-
ogists to insist that they were all there; 
it’s just that somebody sitting on one 
side of the stable could see only the 
shepherds, and another witness across 
the way saw only the wise men. (And, 
whoever came to the party, Jesus is re-
vered by Muslims, along with his 
Christian followers.)

It was not until the fourth century 
that the Church decided that Decem-
ber 25th would be the date to cele-
brate, and the real origin of this move 
was an act of what is now called “cul-
tural appropriation.” In classical times, 
there were already two Roman solstice 
festivals celebrated in midwinter: Sat-
urnalia and the Kalends of January. 
Saturnalia was a “reversal” feast, an 
upside- down holiday, when slaves could 
be masters for a day. The central figure 
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BRAVE	NEW	WORLD

KEBAB	QUANDARY

On a recent off day for the New 
York Knicks, Enes Kanter—the 

team’s gifted new center, who moved 
to the United States from Turkey eight 
years ago—was at the White Plains 
Ritz-Carlton trying to decide if it was 
safe for him to go out for halal kebabs. 
Kanter is six feet eleven, with mani-
cured facial hair that makes him look 
older than his twenty-five years—until 
he smiles, which he does often. The 
Knicks had just practiced at their train-
ing facility in Tarrytown, and Kanter 
had showered and changed into clean 
sweats. There was a halal joint called 
Turkish Cuisine down the block, but 
Kanter was hesitant. “I don’t know if 
it’s a my Turkish-people Turkish restau-
rant or a their Turkish-people Turkish 
restaurant,” he said, sitting in the lobby. 
“It could be a problem!” 

Kanter is an outspoken critic of Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan, Turkey’s increasingly 
authoritarian President. On Twitter, he 
has called Erdoğan “the Hitler of our 
century.” In person, he rattles off stats on 

Erdoğan’s rollback of civil liberties since 
a July, 2016, coup attempt against him. 
“There have been more than sixty thou-
sand people jailed,” he said. “Turkey is 
No. 1 at putting reporters in jail.” Civil-
ian critics are silenced, too. “If you go to 
Turkey and you try to check my Twit-
ter, it says ‘BANNED.’ ” 

Kanter’s parents and sister are still in 
Turkey, but he has not talked with them 
since the coup. “I cannot communicate 
with my family,” he said, explaining that 
government censors “listen to every-
thing.” Last summer, Kanter’s father de-
nounced him in the Turkish press, say-
ing, “With a feeling of shame I apologize 
to our president and the Turkish people 
for having such a son.” Kanter says the 
comment was coerced: “My dad has to 
say a thing like that. If he wouldn’t say 
it, he’d be in jail right now.”

Last spring, during the Knicks’ off- 
season, Kanter had plans to hold youth 
basketball clinics in sixteen countries, a 
bit of charitable globe-trotting that was 
to include, he said, stops in “Philippines, 
Tokyo, Korea—the good one, not the 
crazy one,” and then a visit to Europe, to 
see the “Pop . . . Papa?” He grabbed his 
phone and scrolled through his Twitter 
feed until he came to @Pontifex. “Pope!” 

He smiled and went on with the story. 
“So we landed in Indonesia; we had our 
clinic; everything was cool.” At around 

2:30 A.M., his manager knocked on his 
hotel-room door. “He told me the Army 
and intelligence service had come to the 
school where we just had the clinic. He 
said the Turkish government called In-
donesia and told them, ‘Enes Kanter? 
He’s a dangerous man.’ ” 

Recalling the night, Kanter arched 
his eyebrows, still befuddled. He’d made 
a split-second decision, and told his man-
ager, “We should escape this country 
right now.” They caught the next flight, 
a 5:30 a.m. to Singapore, then contin-
ued to Romania, hoping to resume the 
clinics. “I gave my passport to this lady 
at the Bucharest airport. She said, ‘Your 

Enes Kanter

was Saturn, and his representative on 
earth was a guy so bursting with ro-
bust fertility that he was allowed into 
daily life only once a year, as the Sat-
urnalicus princeps, or king for a day. A 
lot of northern festivals got woven in 
over the centuries, including Yule, with 
its blazing logs and its brightly lit 
bushes—beautiful displays of light in 
a dark time of year. 

To this mixed-up foundation was 
added, in modern times, still more 
kinds of mixup, with the Saturn 
figure, by way of Holland’s cult of St. 
Nicholas, turning into Santa Claus, 
a saintly figure of the virtuous side 
of capitalist materialism, sort of like 
Warren Buffett today. In that pur-
suit, New York’s miscellaneous scrib-
blers—often writing on deadline, let 
it be said—made an inordinate con-
tribution. There was Clement Clarke 
Moore, who published “’Twas the 

Night Before Christmas” (or “A Visit 
from St. Nicholas”), in 1823; Francis 
Pharcellus Church, the staff writer 
for the New York Sun, who wrote 
the “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa 
Claus” editorial, in 1897; and, most 
of all, the great cartoonist Thomas 
Nast, who, in the middle of the nine-
teenth century, invented the image 
of the modern Santa Claus. Mean-
while, almost all the best Christmas 
songs were written by Jewish guys: 
Sammy Cahn, Jule Styne, Irving Ber-
lin, and Jay Livingston, who wrote 
“Silver Bells.” 

We could go on, but the point 
seems made. Christmas—whether it 
is observed for religious or seasonal 
reasons or just for the hell of it—is 
in its origins and in its imagination 
and its implications indissolubly syn-
cretist. However people choose to cel-
ebrate it, Christmas is unique in that 

it is both a reversal festival, with kids 
bossing the adults around and gifts 
for all, and a renewal festival, with 
stars, and trees, and parents and a 
newborn child, the most natural sym-
bol of the continuity of life. 

The interrogation of tradition is a 
fine and healthy thing. But some-
times a tradition turns out to hold 
many of the answers within it. So 
right-minded pluralists should, in-
stead of rejecting Christmas caps, seize 
on them with joy—or, better yet, make 
their own. Make your own hat, good 
people, as the carollers might sing, 
and say your own kind of “Merry 
Christmas.” In the long light of his-
tory—the consoling light to which 
we turn with every darkened day—
everybody has a piece of this holiday 
already. The war on Christmas is over. 
Christmas won. 

—Adam Gopnik
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LIFE’S	WORK	DEPT.

FOOT	JUGGLER

Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, 
children of all ages! Step right up, 

and see the fabulous feats—and fantab-
ulous feet!—of the human marvel of cir-
cus instruction, Hovey Burgess, who for 
a hundred semesters has served as the 
teacher of spectacular (well, rudimen-
tary) acrobatics to the students in the 
three-year Graduate Acting program at 
New York University’s Tisch School of 
the Arts. A hundred semesters! Since 
1966, the students have been required to 
take the course, and Burgess has been 
the one, and only one, to teach it. 

Behold a stooped, slightly paunchy 
gent of seventy-seven, bare of foot and 
pate, strong of forearm, in gray track 
pants, gray T-shirt, and white beard, 
limping slowly down a hallway toward 
Room 532, his longtime studio on the 
fifth floor of the Tisch Building, on 
Broadway, in the Village. His charges 
await. Eight—not seven or nine but 
eight!—enchanting young thespians, of 
all shapes, sizes, skin tones, and skill sets, 
demonstrating Alexander Technique 
posture in chairs along a wall. They have 

been learning rola bola and club jug-
gling, tightrope and trapeze, ostensibly 
to become “complete performers”—ini-
tiates into the stagecrafts of yesteryear. 
The master enters, and the cries go up: 
“Hovey!” “Hovey’s here!”

Burgess stood in the middle of the 
studio on a blue mat, beneath a web of 
wires and brackets. “This will be my last 
class,” he said. “When I’m done teach-
ing today, I’m going to be a foot juggler. 
I will travel the world and become 
world-famous for foot juggling.” He 
showed them a recent photo of a man 
in a polar-bear suit, foot-juggling at 
Coney Island.

“Is that you, Hovey?”
It was. Burgess gave a short, illus-

trated lecture about an Aztec foot jug-
gler whom Cortés brought from Mex-
ico to Spain in 1528, and then he 
introduced his implements: the cradle 
and the log. The log, in this case, was a 
five-foot length of schedule-40 PVC 
pipe, with some D.I.Y. adornments. As 
to the cradle, also known as a trinka, he 
described one he’d had made by an ar-
tisan in Paris, and the astounding con-
tortions to get it aboard the flight home. 

“But this is not it,” he said, gesturing 
with a naked toe toward a wood plat-
form on the floor. This trinka had been 
hastily assembled the day before by a 
master carpenter. It allowed a juggler to 
lie on his back, with hips propped up, 

passport is cancelled—you cannot get 
into this country.’ ” She referred him to 
a police officer. “So I’m, like, ‘What is 
the reason?’ The policeman said, ‘It’s a 
secret.’ ” Kanter decided to head back to 
New York, via London. 

At the gate at Heathrow, Kanter 
said, “there was this gentleman waiting 
from U.S. Homeland Security. He asked 
for my green card, took some notes, and 
he said, ‘O.K., you’re good to go.’ And 
I was, like, ‘Man. Now we’re safe.’ ”

Kanter joined the Knicks in Sep-
tember, as part of the trade that sent 
Carmelo Anthony to the Oklahoma 
City Thunder. He’d been beloved in 
Oklahoma, where he and a close friend, 
the hirsute Kiwi bruiser Steven Adams, 
became known as the Stache Broth-
ers. Still, Kanter was thrilled about the 
trade. “Before, I could reach out to, like, 
a million people,” he said. “In New 
York, I can reach out to a hundred mil-
lion. I have an even stronger voice. So 
I need to use it.” 

After the passport incident, Kanter 
said, his family’s home in Istanbul was 
raided by the police for electronics—“They 
wanted to see if I’m still in contact”—
and his father was jailed for five days. “I 
get death threats. I don’t know if I should 
take them seriously,” he said, sighing. 
Then the smile came back. “You never 
know. He”—Erdoğan—“is a crazy man.”

In New York, Kanter said, it’s hard to 
know how Turkish immigrants will react 
to him. He is leery of unfamiliar Turkish 
restaurants. “You could go to a place and 
find it’s run by a President supporter!” he 
said. “And they might just kick me out.” 

Finally, he headed out to case Turk-
ish Cuisine. He stood across the street 
from the restaurant, a plain storefront 
with a giant fork and spoon on the sign. 
“So this is the place,” he said, squinting. 
“I don’t wanna get too close. I still don’t 
know—is it my Turkish or somebody 
else’s Turkish?” 

After a minute, he turned back to-
ward the hotel. “I’ll take you to a Turk-
ish restaurant in the city,” he said. “The 
one I know, on Fifty-seventh Street? It’s 
really, really good!” But, reached by tele-
phone later, the owner of Turkish Cui-
sine, Apo Kilic, who is Kurdish, dismissed 
Kanter’s apprehensions. “He’s more than 
welcome to come,” he said. “He can say 
anything he wants!” 

—Amos Barshad
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Beanie Feldstein

while manipulating the log overhead 
with his feet. Burgess stooped to demon-
strate. “I will now mount the cradle,” he 
said. His first attempt went awry, and 
he rolled onto the mat. “Not as bad as 
getting run over by a truck,” he said. On 
his second try, he got set, tossed the pipe 
up onto the soles of his feet, and spun 
it around, like a helicopter rotor. “I’m 
playing the cripple card, the age card, 
and the polar-bear card, so what I’m 
doing is amazing.” 

Burgess grew up in Michigan and 
joined a passing circus when he was sev-
enteen. Through the decades, he has 
worked in circuses all over the country, 
including some of the ones you’ve heard 
of. He has amassed an estimable col-
lection of books pertaining to the cir-
cus arts, spread across several storage 
units and a rent-controlled East Village 
apartment that he has occupied since 
1971. In 1976, he published a primer 
called “Circus Techniques,” with doz-
ens of photos of himself in action. (“First 
Class all the way,” reads a blurb from 
the editor of the journal Calliope: Clowns 
of America.) 

This corner studio had been his since 
the eighties. Along one wall, under a 
photo collage and a hand-painted sign 
that read “Welcome to the Freak Show” 
were three chests teeming with imple-
ments: trapeze bars, plates, pool cues, 
juggling clubs and rings. With Burgess’s 
retirement, the course would end. The 
tools of the trade would vanish from 
this room, and the tricks of it from the 
curriculum. 

The students took turns trying to 
foot-juggle, encouraging and coaching 
one another, as Burgess looked on with 
a wistful grin. Some weren’t bad. Each 
had a style. At one point, he said, “If 
Cortés could see you now.”

As the class drew to a close, Burgess 
delivered a favored koan—“What’s the 
most important thing in the circus? 
Time”—and then the students converged 
on him for a group hug, before scatter-
ing about the room to juggle and spin 
for fun. A palpitating pageant! The stu-
dio door opened: would there be ele-
phants? No. Dozens of acting students, 
and many of their teachers, came in bear-
ing a chocolate cake. They sang “For 
He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” and chanted, 
“Huh-vee, Huh-vee!” Then Burgess said 
a few words, including these: “If you see 

me in the streets ten years from now, 
identify yourselves.” He juggled some 
clubs, bowed, growled “Get back to 
work,” and then tossed the clubs into a 
chest, a modest finale. 

—Nick Paumgarten
1

THE	PICTURES

SIDEKICK

Beanie Feldstein moved to New York 
in 2015, a self-described theatre 

geek fresh out of Wesleyan. Days after 
signing a lease in Chelsea, she landed 
her first film role, as a sorority sister in 
“Neighbors 2.” True to her initials, Feld-
stein, who is twenty-four and effusive, 
quickly found a niche playing the best 
friend, a character-actress staple she 
doesn’t seem to mind. “There’s some-
thing so beautiful in playing a charac-
ter that supports another character’s 
success,” she said recently. In Greta 
Gerwig’s “Lady Bird,” she plays the 
high-school bestie of the title charac-
ter. During filming, the producer Scott 
Rudin saw the dailies and asked her 
to audition for “Hello, Dolly!,” on 
Broadway; she was cast as Minnie Fay, 
the kooky assistant to a milliner. “I’ve 
never met anyone that I feel is like me 
or looks like me,” she said. “There’s 
just one of Beanie Feldstein. So I started 
saying, ‘They either want the Bean, or 
they don’t want the Bean.’ ”

The Bean was sitting at a café table 
at Haven’s Kitchen, on West Seventeenth 
Street, where she had signed up for a 
class on how to cook “festive vegan din-
ners.” “I rely way too much on Seamless, 
and I really need to learn how to feed 
myself,” Feldstein, wearing a gray turtle-
neck and white sneakers streaked with 
silver, explained. She lives with—who 
else?—her best friend Melanie, whom 
she met on the first day of middle school 
at Harvard-Westlake, in Los Angeles.

“We were both wearing terrible out-
fits,” Feldstein recalled. “She was wear-
ing Crocs, and I was wearing a pink 
camouflage skirt. And I was on crutches.” 
(She had broken an ankle during jazz 
class at theatre camp.) Seventh grade 
was a big year: at a bat mitzvah, she met 

her other B.F.F., Ben Platt, who later be-
came the Tony-winning dork heartthrob 
of “Dear Evan Hansen.” In ninth grade, 
he enrolled at Harvard-Westlake, where 
they shared a lunch period.

Feldstein put on an apron and sur-
veyed the menu: “Cauliflower? Gravy? 
Stuffing? A thrill!” The instructor, Lany 
Phlong, asked the class to introduce 
themselves and state their goals. “I’m 
Beanie, and I’m terrible in the kitchen, 
so I just need so much help,” Feldstein 
said. “And I’m allergic to dairy, so vegan 
food is a love of mine.” Gathering the 
group around a table, Phlong described 
the French concept of mise en place, mean-
ing to have your ingredients in place. She 
demonstrated how to dice an onion, chop 
a shiitake mushroom, and chiffonade 
parsley. Feldstein beelined to the pear- 
quartering station, which seemed the 
least daunting. “I’ll always gravitate to-
ward the dessert,” she said, before acci-

dentally halving one of her quarters. She 
threw it into the bowl anyway. “I told 
you I was helpless.”

The class was dominated by three 
fun-loving married couples from Brook-
lyn, who were celebrating a fifty-first 
birthday. “He doesn’t even know where 
a fork is in the kitchen,” one of the 
wives teased her husband, as he ground 
up a curry spice mix. The women 
laughed. “I want to be in their coven,” 
Feldstein whispered, noting that the 
husbands all wore glasses and had salt-
and-pepper hair. “I feel like they’re my 
mom’s best friends that she’s never met.” 
In L.A., where Feldstein grew up, her 
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DEPT.	OF	AGGRESSIVE	STUPIDITY

SELF-MADE

Sean Tejaratchi knew what he wanted 
to do with his life, but nobody in Eu-

gene, Oregon, was hiring teen-agers to 
work as graphic designers. So he made 
up a fake rock band—Toad Licker—and 
distributed phony concert flyers around 
the city, like baited hooks on a trawl line. 
(Printing them was easy; he worked at 
Kinko’s.) The publicity manager of a 

family was only tangentially involved 
in show business: her father was the 
tour accountant for Guns N’ Roses, 
and her mother worked on sitcom cos-
tume crews before becoming a stylist. 
All that changed the summer after 
eighth grade, when her brother Jonah 
Hill, who is ten years older, starred in 
“Knocked Up” and “Superbad.” (Her 
other brother, Jordan, is sixteen years 
older.) “I came home from camp, and 
it was, like, Oh, my God, he’s on post-
ers on Sunset!”

As Feldstein stirred, one of the birth-
day-party wives eyed her across the 
kitchen island and said, “She has gor-
geous skin! Not a pore on her face.” The 
group applauded. “Thank you for the 
moral support,” Feldstein said.

Half an hour later, the class was gorg-
ing on its mushroom stuffing and wild-
rice pilaf with butternut squash and pe-
cans. “I never thought I liked mushrooms 
until today,” Feldstein announced. Her 
real name is Elizabeth, but she has gone 
by Beanie (and its variants: Beansters, 
Green Bean) since a British baby nurse 
nicknamed her at four months old. “My 
brother likes to say that he and Jordan 
didn’t know I was a person until I was 
fourteen,” she said. When she was little, 
she asked Jonah to show her how to spell 
“Willy Wonka,” to impress their mother. 
Whatever he taught her to write, it wasn’t 
that, because her mother was aghast. “One 
day, he woke up and realized that I was 
chill to be around, and we became best, 
best friends,” she said, as dessert arrived. 
She sampled her poached pears, topped 
with coconut whipped cream: “Delish!”

—Michael Schulman

local indie-rock venue was impressed— 
“You did Toad Licker?”—and paid him 
to make real flyers. Since then, he has 
been, among other things, an art direc-
tor, a graphic designer for two films by 
Miranda July, an artist for a series of fem-
inist postcards, and a freelance photo re-
toucher for a producer of pornographic 
videos and magazines. 

“That porn company is one of the 
most relaxing places I’ve ever worked,” 
Tejaratchi said recently, over breakfast at 
a coffee shop in Los Angeles, not far 
from where he lives. “The reason is that 
everybody kind of has their shit together, 
and nobody pervs out on anything. My 
job was to get rid of all the little blem-
ishes of humanity, and as a result I have 
a very non-idealized view of what naked 
people look like. I was a freelance de-
signer for Walt Disney Records at the 
same time, and there’s no difference. We 
all want to look nice, and be seen from 
the best angle, whether it’s ‘Anal Des-
tiny’ or the Muppets.”

Tejaratchi was born in 1970. He has 
receding brown hair and wears glasses, 
and for breakfast he had ordered iced 
coffee and a bowl of fruit. Since 2013, he 
has probably been known best for Liar-
TownUSA, a Tumblr blog that has an 
intensely devoted following but is im-
possible to characterize succinctly ex-
cept by saying that Tejaratchi, in addi-
tion to being extremely funny, is also a 
Photoshop virtuoso. He has now col-
lected almost all his Tumblr material in 
a book, “LiarTown: The First Four Years.” 
It was published in November by Feral 
House, a small imprint for which he 
once edited a deeply disturbing compi-
lation of photographs taken by a homi-
cide detective from the Los Angeles Po-
lice Department.

 “People guess at my influences,” Te-
jaratchi said. “One I get a lot is National 
Lampoon, but I was too young for that. 
For my friends and me, in the early nine-
ties, it was more like ‘Let’s go have beers 
and read The Onion.’ ” Tejaratchi’s book 
is dangerous to open if you’re in a place 
where you’re not supposed to laugh re-
ally hard or there are children. It in-
cludes meticulously executed fake mag-
azine covers from several decades (“Shit 
Weddings,” “Black Power Taxidermy,” 
“Confusing Premise” ); fake gay maga-
zines from the early nineteen-fifties 
(Sophisticated Acquaintance, Ladypals); 

fake wall calendars (Birds with Human 
Penises); fake musical compilations 
(“Difficult-to-Strip-to Hits”); fake bill-
boards (“Injured? Go fuck yourself, you 
injured piece of shit”); and fake prod-
ucts (falconry accessories, Lord Kevin 
Children’s Pantyhose, dolls for business-
men). “Aggressive stupidity—that’s what 
I love the most,” he said. “Bold, confi-
dent stupidity.”

Tejaratchi’s talents include an unusual 
gift for narrative compression. For one 
LiarTown post, he and an artist friend 
created the cover and an interior page of 
a coloring book called “Diaper Horse.” 
The drawing on the interior page is of 
a sad little girl in a corral saying, “I know 
what it’s like to be different, Diaper 
Horse.” The picture is partly colored in, 
with a furious scrawl of brown-and-yel-
low crayon on the horse’s diaper—funny, 
but also emotionally complex, because 
you can’t help thinking of the child who 
did the coloring. 

“I got the crayon just right, too,” Te-
jaratchi said. “It’s kind of translucent—
not just some crappy Photoshop layer. 
When a thing is that dumb, you feel 
apologetic about it. Yes, brown-and- 
yellow crayon—sorry. But I put a ton of 
effort into it.”

Tejaratchi’s crayon original is filed 
somewhere in his archive of visual ref-
erence materials, which is vast and, by 
now, mostly digital. He still occasion-
ally makes physical acquisitions, espe-
cially old magazines. “There’s a Good-
will pretty close to me,” he said, “and it’s 
one of the apocalyptic ones, where they 
wheel out these giant trays and every-
one collapses on them like ants on a 
dead baby bird.” Since the nineties, he 
has published, intermittently, a zine called 
Crap Hound. It contains densely packed 
images from his line-art collection, ar-
ranged by theme (Superstition; Death, 
Phones & Scissors).

“Now that the ‘LiarTown’ book is 
done, I’m working on a big book about 
unhappy people,” Tejaratchi said. “I’ve 
wanted to do it for twenty years, and I 
kept announcing it in the back pages of 
Crap Hound, but the topic is so huge that 
I kept bumping it. Now seems the un-
happiest time ever, though, and the Zeit-
geist is so full of anxiety and anger that 
I think this is probably the perfect mo-
ment. So that’s what I’m going to do next.” 

—David Owen
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Many victims of MS-13 came to the United States as unaccompanied minors.

OUR	LOCAL	CORRESPONDENTS

TRAPPED

On Long Island, immigrant teen-agers are caught between a gang and the law. 

BY	JONATHAN	BLITZER

ILLUSTRATION BY R. KIKUO JOHNSON

Juliana grew up with a single memory 
of her father. He was sitting in the 

half-light of evening on the porch of 
their home, in a small town in El Salva-
dor, while her mother cooked dinner in 
the kitchen. A man in a black mask 
emerged from the darkness. Juliana heard 
three gunshots, and saw her father fall 
off his chair, vomiting blood. She was 
three years old at the time, and after-
ward she wondered if the killing had ac-
tually happened. The most tangible de-
tail was the man in the mask, who came 
to seem more present in her life than her 
father ever was. Juliana used to find her 
mother by the windows, pulling back a 

corner of the curtains to be sure that he 
had not returned. “It was like that man 
went on living with us,” Juliana told me. 
One day when she was older, her mother 
said that a gang called the Mara Sal-
vatrucha, also known as MS-13, had killed 
her father for refusing to pay a tax on a 
deli that he operated out of the house. 

For five years after the killing, the 
family moved every six months, staying 
with relatives throughout El Salvador, 
trying to keep ahead of the gang. In 2011, 
after Juliana’s mother, Ramona, testified 
against the killer, a member of MS-13 
tried to stab her at a soccer game, where 
she was selling refreshments. She escaped, 

and fled the country, leaving Juliana and 
her two younger sisters at an aunt’s 
house, because she couldn’t afford to 
bring them with her. She went to Brent-
wood, on Long Island, where she had 
relatives, and took a job cleaning houses. 
A few years later, she was returning 
home from work, when she got a call. 
“What I need is money to pay a lawyer 
for the people who have been affected 
by what you’ve said,” a male voice told 
her. “I know the people of the neigh-
borhood. I know your family, your kids, 
your daughter.” One of Juliana’s school-
mates, a sixteen-year-old boy who be-
longed to MS-13, had kidnapped her 
from her aunt’s house; for weeks, she 
was raped and beaten. She managed to 
call her mother one afternoon, and to-
gether they plotted her escape. 

In June, 2015, Juliana, who was then 
thirteen, and her sisters set off in the 
back of a truck, covered by a nylon tarp, 
packed in with other migrants heading 
north; at one point, in a jungle along the 
border between Guatemala and Mexico, 
Juliana had an asthma attack and the 
smugglers almost abandoned her. Six 
weeks later, the group was arrested in 
Texas by United States Border Patrol 
agents. Juliana was relieved. “You hand 
yourself over, and you know what’s going 
to happen. You’re going to experience 
the hielera,” she told me, referring to the 
cold cells, called “refrigerators” by mi-
grants, in borderland detention centers. 
“And then I’d finally get to see my mom.”

Juliana and her sisters eventually made 
it to Brentwood and moved in with their 
mother. “I kept looking for tin-and-mud 
houses, like the ones from my village, but 
there weren’t any—everything was huge,” 
Juliana said. She followed a simple ad-
olescent maxim: avoid humiliation. She 
prepared for her first day of seventh grade 
by memorizing the sentence “I do not 
speak English.” 

She arrived at a two-story brick build-
ing with dozens of classrooms and long 
hallways lined with lockers and crammed 
with students. “There were so many 
doors,” she said. “I didn’t understand  
anything.” She had no idea where her 
classes were, or how to read her sched-
ule. She recited the sentence she’d re-
hearsed to other kids, but they ignored 
her or responded unintelligibly. Juliana 
spotted a teacher who looked Hispanic, 
and asked her for help. “No hablo español,” 
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the teacher replied, and then walked away.
After a few months in school, two 

Salvadoran boys wearing oversized shirts, 
sagging pants, and light-blue bandannas 
sat down next to Juliana in her math 
class. They peppered her with questions 
in Spanish. Where was she from? Whom 
did she hang out with back home? Juli-
ana had promised her mother that she 
wouldn’t tell other students her full name, 
so that word of her escape wouldn’t reach 
El Salvador, and, as the boys grilled her, 
she became panicked. “When someone 
talks like that in El Salvador, it means 
they’re in a gang,” she said. “They weren’t 
supposed to be here.”

Her questioners belonged to MS-13, 
the gang that Juliana had fled El Salva-
dor to avoid. Within days, gang mem-
bers were taunting her, trying to recruit 
her to sell marijuana and to harass other 
students. When she refused, they grew 
aggressive and claimed that she was try-
ing to act  superior. “When the threats 
began, I told one of my teachers, but she 
couldn’t do anything, because they would 
have run her out of the school,” she told 
me. Her Spanish teacher told her to ig-
nore them—security cameras had been 
installed, and, if she was seen talking to 
gang members, school administrators 
might assume that she was one of them. 
Juliana’s mother called the school to com-
plain, but she was undocumented, and 
didn’t press the issue. 

More than a hundred and twenty 
thousand children from El Salva-

dor, Honduras, and Guatemala arrived at 
the southern border of the U.S. between 
2014 and the end of 2016. Ranging in age 
from six to seventeen, they made the jour-
ney without their parents, travelling along 
routes controlled by smugglers, thugs, 
and crooked cops. The risks were out-
weighed by the dangers of remaining at 
home, where gang wars raged. The year 
that Juliana left, El Salvador had the high-
est murder rate in the world. 

The U.S. government allowed the 
children to enter the country, but they 
were immediately placed in deportation 
proceedings. About a third of them would 
eventually be granted some form of asy-
lum. In the meantime, the government 
tried to place the children with family 
members who already lived in America, 
but many communities didn’t want the 
newcomers. In July, 2014, at the height 

of what the federal government called a 
“humanitarian crisis,” a mob in Murri-
eta, California, forced three government 
buses carrying a group of women and 
children to turn back, chanting “U.S.A.! 
U.S.A.!” In thirty-five school districts in 
fourteen states, when unaccompanied 
minors tried to enroll in school they were 
prevented from doing so. 

The hostility was especially pro-
nounced on Long Island, which since 
2014 has received eighty-six hundred 
children. One morning that August, a 
chapter of the Ku Klux Klan dropped 
pamphlets in the driveways of Hamp-
ton Bays, a blue-collar hamlet on the 
fringes of a seaside resort community. 
They called for troops on the U.S. bor-
der to “STOP the flood of illegal aliens” 
and to defend “our unique European 
(White) culture.” Elsewhere, the resis-
tance was more subtle. Schools in Hemp-
stead required the families of incoming 
students to produce documents proving 
guardianship and residency in the dis-
trict, which very few of them had. This 
was illegal, and, when New York’s attor-
ney general threatened a lawsuit, the chil-
dren were admitted. 

The new students desperately needed 
counselling and direction, but the schools 
couldn’t afford to hire more teachers or 
to provide expanded services in Span-
ish. The U.S. Department of Education 
gave money to states to deal with the 
crisis, but almost all of the $1.8 million 
that New York received that year went 
to New York City. Most of the unac-
companied minors on Long Island were 
placed in Central Islip and Brentwood, 
in Suffolk County; the towns are cur-
rently owed sixty-five million and a hun-
dred and forty million dollars, respec-
tively, in education funding from the 
state, according to the Alliance for Qual-
ity Education. Some of the schools in 
the county lacked air-conditioning, and 
in a few of them students had to bring 
bottled water to class, because of con-
cerns over lead contamination in the 
drinking fountains. “These new kids are 
just dropped into this mess,” a science 
teacher in Brentwood told me. 

Paul Pontieri, the mayor of Patchogue, 
a South Shore village of thirteen thou-
sand, who also served as the interim prin-
cipal of Amityville High School, told 
me, “Take a thirteen-year-old who isn’t 
an English speaker. Unless he’s so bright, 

and unless his family life at home is in-
credibly structured, there’s no way he’s 
getting through high school.” He said, 
“Fear, at a certain point, becomes anger. 
You can see it building up.” 

In September, 2016, Nisa Mickens and 
Kayla Cuevas, aged fifteen and six-

teen, were found dead in Brentwood, 
killed with machetes and baseball bats 
and mutilated beyond recognition. Thir-
teen members of MS-13, seven of whom 
had come to the U.S. as unaccompa-
nied minors, were charged in their 
deaths. Between the beginning of 2016 
and May, 2017, authorities in Suffolk 
County attributed seventeen killings 
to MS-13, and the county’s police de-
partment identified at least eighty-nine 
gang members who were undocumented 
immigrants, thirty-nine of whom had 
been placed with family on Long Island 
by the federal government. 

There are roughly four hundred 
MS-13 members in Suffolk County, which 
stretches from twenty miles outside New 
York City to the tip of Long Island, and 
comprises dense suburbs, vegetable farms, 
vineyards, and valuable beachfront real 
estate. Many of the victims of MS-13 on 
Long Island are immigrants themselves, 
and a large number of them came to the 
U.S. as unaccompanied minors. The 
gangsters and their victims live together 
in the same towns, go to the same schools, 
and vie for the same jobs; their lives are 
thoroughly enmeshed. (Some names in 
this article have been changed.)

MS-13 has more than fifty thousand 
members in Central America and about 
ten thousand in the U.S. In 2012, the U.S. 
government named it a “transnational 
criminal organization,” the only street 
gang to receive the designation. Carlos 
García, a leading expert on MS-13, told 
me that the gang is more like a family 
than like a business. “They sell drugs, 
buy weapons, and engage in extortion, 
but they don’t have elaborate financial 
ambitions. It’s not comparable to a Mex-
ican or Colombian cartel.” 

MS-13 began not in El Salvador but 
in Los Angeles, in the nineteen- eighties. 
Salvadoran refugees were fleeing a civil 
war at home, and they arrived in inner- 
city neighborhoods controlled by Mex-
ican and black street gangs. Some of the 
Salvadorans formed groups of their own, 
largely in self-defense, and over time they 



became increasingly aggressive. After the 
civil war ended, in the early nineties, the 
U.S. government deported the gang 
members en masse; within a few years, 
they had spread across Central Amer-
ica. Those who weren’t deported moved 
east. By the mid-nineties, more than 
ninety thousand Salvadorans were liv-
ing on Long Island, and gangsters from 
the West Coast gravitated toward towns 
like Freeport and Hempstead, where na-
scent Salvadoran groups, with names like 
Los Seven Elevens, had already formed. 
“The life style was different in New York,” 
an MS-13 member who goes by the nick-
name Spider told me, from federal prison, 
where he is doing time for attempted 
murder. “There’s more racism. People in 
New York are different than the people 
in California. In New York, the major-
ity of the Hispanics are Dominicans, 
Puerto Ricans. All those people don’t 
like the Central Americans. They look 
down on them.” 

“Wherever you have a large Central 
American population, you have a strong 
MS-13 presence,” a federal law-enforce-
ment official who specializes in gang 
crime told me. In Brentwood, a town of 

sixty thousand, nearly seventy per cent 
of the population is Hispanic, and there 
are some sixteen thousand Salvadorans. 
In 2000, the Salvadoran government 
opened a consulate in town. “The idea 
that the violence is somehow new is 
wrong,” the official continued. At the 
same time, he said, a small number of 
gangsters from Central America were 
concealing their gang ties and coming 
to the U.S. as unaccompanied minors. 
Other new arrivals were joining MS-13 
after they came to the U.S. Their isola-
tion at school and at home—many hadn’t 
seen their parents since they were tod-
dlers—created a void that the gang was 
able to fill.

This past summer, I met David, a 
twenty-seven-year-old with a chinstrap 
beard, at a pizzeria in Brentwood. He 
used to be a member of the Latin Kings, 
a predominantly Puerto Rican gang. In 
2007, a group of MS-13 members attacked 
him with knives. He was shot a year later, 
and decided to leave the gang life. Now 
he installs home appliances and rarely 
goes out. “Brentwood used to be pretty 
much Kings and Bloods,” he said, refer-
ring to the black street gang. “It’s MS-13 

now. Around 2006 was when it com-
pletely turned over. It’s not just Brent-
wood, either. It’s C.I., Bayshore. They’re 
in the Hamptons. They’re in the city. 
They’re branching out—and they’re ruth-
less.” As David spoke, I couldn’t always 
tell if he was referring to MS-13 or to 
Central Americans more generally. 
“These people are coming in, they’re get-
ting all the houses,” he said. “We can’t 
get the houses—we’re getting denied left 
and right. They’re not even citizens. They 
got good jobs. We’re getting jealous. It’s 
like they’re taking everything from us, 
and they’re making our community like 
how their country is.”

“I f you want to exploit the anti- 
immigrant rhetoric that exists out 

here, it’s easy,” Steve Bellone, the Suffolk 
County executive—the county’s equiv-
alent of a mayor—told me, one after-
noon last summer. Bellone is a forty-
eight-year-old moderate Democrat, with 
silver hair and the attentive manner of 
an experienced retail politician. In 2008 
and 2012, Barack Obama won Suffolk 
County by margins of six and four per-
centage points, respectively, but in 2016 
Donald Trump carried the county by 
seven points. The result didn’t surprise 
Bellone. His predecessor was a proto- 
Trump figure named Steve Levy, a Dem-
ocrat turned Republican who built his 
political career on stoking white, middle- 
class resentment of Latinos. 

The Long Island suburbs have been 
segregated since their inception. After 
the Second World War, the Federal 
Housing Administration subsidized the 
development of suburban communities 
across America on the condition that 
homes be sold only to white families. 
The segregation has persisted, owing to 
the practice, among town governments 
across Long Island, of using zoning laws 
and tax codes to preserve their makeup. 

The arrival of immigrant laborers 
from Mexico and Central America in 
the past few decades exacerbated the so-
cial tensions, and, in the late nineties, a 
white backlash emerged. Mexican work-
ers in Farmingville were beaten and mur-
dered by white vigilantes in a string of 
hate crimes that gradually spread across 
the county. Levy, who assumed office in 
2004, called for mass arrests of the un-
documented, and advocated conducting 
raids to evict immigrant workers from “Next Christmas, I drive the cattle, you go see Mom.”



	 THE	NEW	YORKER,	JANUARY	1,	2018	 23

their homes. “We’re going to stand up 
for the people of this county who have 
been exploited in their neighborhoods,” 
he said. The more he attacked Latinos, 
the better he did at the ballot box: in 
2007, he won reëlection, receiving ninety- 
six per cent of the vote. 

A year later, in Patchogue, a group 
of teen-agers attacked and murdered a 
thirty-seven-year-old Ecuadoran named 
Marcelo Lucero. Immigrants there had 
been complaining for months about in-
creasingly violent altercations with white 
residents, but the police had ignored 
them. After Lucero’s killing, the U.S. 
Department of Justice found that for 
years the county police had been racially 
profiling Latino residents during traffic 
stops and discouraging them from re-
porting crimes. 

Bellone, who succeeded Levy in 2012, 
signed an agreement with the D.O.J. 
to reform police practices, but the 
Suffolk County Police Department was 
slow to change. In 2014, a sergeant with 
twenty- five years on the force was ar-
rested for extorting money from Latino 
drivers. Undocumented-immigrant mo-
torists, who receive their salaries in cash 
and drive without licenses, are easy tar-
gets. Latinos make up twenty per cent 
of the county’s population, but they rep-
resent almost fifty per cent of the cases 
in traffic court. 

Violent crime has steadily declined 
across the county since the late nine-
ties, but MS-13 makes for a convenient 
anti-immigrant talking point. Gang 
crime is a symbol of the changes that 
people see around them—the Spanish 
they hear at the grocery store and the 
crush of new students at their children’s 
schools. And the large and conspicu-
ous population of unaccompanied mi-
nors has allowed residents to connect 
an abstract threat to a concrete phe-
nomenon. “This sort of thing is about 
a feeling,” Bellone told me. “You don’t 
feel that crime is down. Acts like these 
murders aren’t supposed to happen in 
the suburbs.” 

Unsurprisingly, MS-13 has become 
an obsession of Donald Trump, 

who talks incessantly about the gang, 
portraying it as representative of a wave 
of immigrant crime. “They come from 
Central America,” he told Time, during 
his “Person of the Year” interview, in 

2016. “They’re killing and raping every-
body out there. They’re  illegal, and 
they’re finished.” Trump visited Brent-
wood six months after he took office; 
in August, at a rally in Phoenix, he said, 
“We are liberating towns out on Long 
Island.” Jeff Sessions, the Attorney Gen-
eral, has called the unaccompanied mi-
nors “wolves in sheep’s clothing.”

The Trump Administration may ac-
tually be helping the gang 
by excoriating it publicly. 
MS-13’s notoriety, particu-
larly among American law- 
enforcement agencies, has 
long emboldened members 
of the gang, both in Cen-
tral America and in the U.S. 
“No national political figure 
has ever talked as much as 
Trump has about MS-13,” 
Héctor Silva Ávalos, a for-
mer official at the Salvadoran Embassy 
in Washington, told me. The President’s 
rhetoric about the gang has heightened 
the animosity that immigrant kids face 
on Long Island, and it makes them 
more desperate for protection. 

The day that Trump visited Brent-
wood, he spoke at Suffolk County Com-
munity College. I watched the speech 
on TV, at the home of Debbie Cava-
naugh, a white schoolteacher in her fifties 
who leads a community group called 
the Central Islip Coalition of Good 
Neighbors. A Hispanic cleaning woman 
vacuumed a carpeted staircase behind 
us while we waited for the President to 
appear onscreen. Cavanaugh’s organi-
zation helps residents who have griev-
ances, from noise complaints to prob-
lems with squatters and, recently, the 
issue of gang violence. “Hispanic peo-
ple are getting a bad rap,” she conceded. 
But she liked that Trump was so out-
spoken. “He tells it like it is, no sugar- 
coating,” she said.

Cavanaugh told me that, twenty-five 
years ago, when she moved to Central 
Islip, the town was a third white, a 
third black, and a third Hispanic. “It’s 
now about eighty-seven per cent His-
panic,” she said. (Hispanics actually 
make up half the town’s population.) 
The demographic shift didn’t seem to 
bother her. “One reason why I moved 
here was because it was diverse,” she 
said. “But people are tired of seeing 
their tax dollars go toward paying for 

illegal immigrants. My personal opin-
ion is that some of them feel an enti-
tlement, that everything has to be 
handed to them.” She admitted that 
the unaccompanied- minors situation 
was more complicated. “The federal 
government relocated kids to the com-
munity, then washed its hands of the 
problem,” she said. “It becomes a bur-
den on the taxpayers. Your population 

has grown, but you’re not 
getting extra funding.” 

Trump didn’t mention 
such concerns in his speech. 
The gangsters, he said, “have 
transformed peaceful parks 
and beautiful, quiet neigh-
borhoods into bloodstained 
killing fields. They’re ani-
mals.” He also encouraged 
the police to be rougher 
with criminal suspects. 

Cava naugh was untroubled. “This is a 
great speech,” she said. “He’s not even 
being that  racist.” 

Juan was a policeman in El Salvador, 
but, ten years ago, when he moved to 

Brentwood as an undocumented immi-
grant, he took a job in landscaping. Juan 
is in his early forties, strapping and chatty, 
and lives with his wife, Silvia, and their 
two daughters. He speaks in rapid-fire 
Spanish except when he mentions MS-13; 
in several months of conversations, I only 
ever heard him say the name in  English. 
In March, 2016, Juan’s fifteen-year-old 
daughter disappeared for three days with 
a teen-age boy. When Juan called the po-
lice, they told him that she had probably 
just run off with a boyfriend. He and Sil-
via were circling the neighborhood when 
they spotted her, in tattered clothes, stag-
gering around at a major intersection. 
Clearly drugged, she had been dumped 
on the street. 

“What I tell my kids, and also my 
friends, is that if you meet someone who 
just arrived here, especially a kid who 
came alone to Long Island, avoid him,” 
Juan told me. “There’s a fifty-fifty chance 
he’s in the gang.” Juan and Silvia began 
keeping detailed logs of worrisome en-
counters or observations, such as an un-
familiar car parked on their block or a 
hostile encounter with aggressive teen-
agers at a gas station. They supplemented 
their records with photographs and vid-
eos. When I asked them if they planned 
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to show these materials to the police, 
they told me it would be useless. “There’s 
only one group out here that’s actually 
helping,” Juan said. He was referring to 
Make the Road New York, an organiza-
tion that provides support to local im-
migrants. At least once a week, Juan and 
Silvia visit the group’s offices to share 
their concerns and to get legal advice. 
Walter Barrientos, a thirty-three-year-
old from Guatemala who grew up in 
Amityville, is the lead organizer in Suffolk 
County. “There are warning signs before 
there’s gang violence,” he told me. “Girls 
start disappearing. The police write it off 
as teen-age romance, but it’s much more 
serious than that. Not long after some-
one disappears, even if they eventually 
return, people turn up dead.” 

Last December, Juan and Silvia’s 
daughter disappeared again. Late one 
morning, a boy led her from school to 
a waiting cab. When, a few hours later, 
she hadn’t returned home, Juan and 
Silvia went to the school, where a se-
curity guard demanded to see identifi-
cation. “I have a daughter in this 
school,” Juan protested. He and Silvia 
presented identification cards from 
Make the Road, but the guard declared 
them invalid; eventually, Silvia per-
suaded him to accept a Salvadoran I.D. 
card. They met with a school admin-
istrator, but she was reluctant to share 
any information. Juan and Silvia re-
turned home and their daughter was 
there, unharmed but too scared to say 
anything about what had happened. 

Juan persuaded her to tell him where 
the boy had taken her: a small, ramshackle 
house on the outskirts of town. When 
Juan arrived, a woman answered the door, 
and insisted that the boy he was looking 
for didn’t live there. Juan went home and 
called the police, who promised to inves-
tigate. Juan and Silvia never heard from 
them again. Several months later, Juan, 
watching the local news, recognized the 
house he had visited. Two brothers who 
belonged to MS-13 lived there; they had 
just been arrested for the murder of Nisa 
Mickens and Kayla  Cuevas. The police 
found guns, knives, and drugs on the 
property. “I thank God that my daugh-
ter’s O.K., but no one else,” Juan said.

Now Juan’s family travels around 
Brentwood in his truck, careful not to 
stray far from one another. The parents 
and the children are in a precarious sit-

uation, but in different ways—the daugh-
ters because of the gang and Juan and 
Silvia because they’re undocumented. 
Recently, Juan was stopped for a traffic 
infraction and ticketed for driving with-
out a license. There have been more po-
lice officers on the roads since MS-13 be-
came national news, and in recent months 
Governor Andrew Cuomo has sent state 
troopers to patrol the streets of Brent-
wood and Central Islip. For an undoc-
umented immigrant, multiple citations 
for driving without a license can trigger 
the involvement of Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement. In the past year, 
Juan has spent about a thousand dollars 
on tickets; he goes to pay them on days 
when it’s raining, so that he doesn’t miss 
landscaping work. He told me, “In some 
ways, the gang members have it easier 
than we do. If they go to jail, they’re pro-
tected by their own. If I went to jail, or 
got deported, I’d be at risk. I’d be a tar-
get. No one would protect me.”

A sign on a telephone pole outside 
Brentwood High School offers a 

fifteen-thousand- dollar reward for infor-
mation about a gang murder that was 
solved seven months ago. The sign greets 
students as they enter the two separate 
schools that make up Brentwood High. 
In front is the Ross Center, and behind 
it is Sonderling High. Students who live 
in historically poorer areas of Brentwood, 
the south and the east, go to Ross; those 
from the north and the west, which were 

once slightly better off, attend Sonder-
ling. The entrance hall of Sonderling is 
gleaming, with a fountain and plants along 
the walls. At Ross, the linoleum floors are 
badly scuffed, the hallways dimly lit. The 
two buildings are linked by a long hall-
way that students traverse only reluctantly.

Elena, a sixteen-year-old who was 
born on Long Island to Salvadoran par-
ents, goes to Ross. The school hosts the 
town’s main Spanish-language E.S.L. 
program, and although Elena speaks 
fluent English, she has been in E.S.L. 

since kindergarten. When students en-
roll, the school district sends a form to 
their families asking them if English or 
Spanish is the predominant language 
spoken at home. If it’s Spanish, the stu-
dent is supposed to be interviewed and 
tested before being placed in an academic 
program. Elena was overlooked.

Elena is thin and reserved, and has a 
warbling, nervous laugh. We met at a 
diner in Commack, six miles from Brent-
wood. She sat facing the door and stole 
glances out the window. Her ex- boyfriend, 
Carlos, whose name is tattooed in cur-
sive on her left wrist, is an MS-13 mem-
ber in prison for murder. She worries that 
his friends will come after her; MS-13 
members were angry that she broke up 
with him. Elena also worries about his 
rivals: to members of the Bloods, who 
live on her street, she’s still guilty of hav-
ing associated with MS-13. 

When Carlos told her that he was in 
a gang, she thought that he was joking. 
“You’re in MS, sure, and I’m President,” 
she responded. Carlos had arrived from 
El Salvador in 2015, as an unaccompa-
nied minor. His brother, who lived in 
Brentwood, belonged to MS-13 and ini-
tiated him into the gang. “He said, ‘I’m 
a gang member. You can’t leave me,’ ” 
Elena told me. He swore at her, and oc-
casionally hit her. When she spoke to 
other men, even relatives or teachers, he 
became violently jealous. 

Carlos had dropped out of high school 
and worked as a landscaper, but his friends 
in MS-13 attended Ross, and they trailed 
Elena around school. The E.S.L. class-
rooms are on a corridor that everyone 
calls the “Papi and Mami hallway”—the 
students are mostly from El Salvador and 
speak only Spanish. In one corner of the 
hallway, about twenty boys would gather 
to “rep” the gang. (A school spokesper-
son denies this.) One of them, a close 
friend of Carlos’s who was later suspended 
for threatening to kill a teacher, took pho-
tographs of Elena to show Carlos where 
she went between classes. Carlos had her 
schedule, and called her throughout the 
day with questions about interactions 
that his friends had observed.

Elena and her parents filed a report 
with the police, accusing Carlos of ha-
rassment. When he found out, he began 
messaging her several times a day, saying 
that he was going to kill her parents. He 
sent her photographs of himself posing 
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with guns, his hand flashing the gang’s 
sign, the shape of an “M.” “One time he 
called me and said, ‘I’m playing with 
teeth,’ ” Elena told me. “I was, like, ‘He’s 
crazy. He’s probably smoking weed or 
something.’ ” She later learned that he 
had pulled the teeth from the corpse of 
someone the gang had killed. 

One night, in the fall of 2016, Carlos 
called Elena to ask if she had heard any 
rumors about girls who had gone miss-
ing. The next day, the police announced 
that they had found the bodies of Kayla 
Cuevas and Nisa Mickens. Elena knew 
Mickens from school, but Carlos forbade 
her from going to the funeral. 

A few weeks later, Elena was walking 
to the bus stop when a red pickup truck 
pulled up next to her. Carlos emerged, 
holding a gun, and told her to get in. With 
two friends, he drove her to the woods, 
where MS-13 members had a meeting 
spot. Carlos kept Elena hostage for three 
months. “At night, we would stay in the 
woods so no one could find me,” she said. 

On a few occasions, she heard the po-
lice knocking on the door of Carlos’s 
mother’s house, in Central Islip, where 
she was sometimes stashed during the 
day, but they never came inside. She be-
came pregnant, and resolved to escape. 
One morning in December, Carlos went 
to work early, and the friends he had dep-
utized to watch her got into a fight and 
left the house. Elena ran to a friend’s 
house. There, she called her mother, who 
got in touch with the police. They told 
her to call a taxi to pick Elena up. (The 
police deny this.)

Elena had always distrusted the po-
lice, because she felt that they could not 
protect her from Carlos. But, after being 
forced to make her getaway in a taxi, she 
came to resent them. Elena laughs when 
she gets upset—she doesn’t cry—and she 
did so when recalling what one of the 
policemen told her. “Thank God you’re 
alive,” he said. “Do you have any idea who 
you were with?” 

For the past two years, the commis-
sioner of the Suffolk County police 

has been a former prosecutor named 
Timothy Sini, now thirty-seven, who 
has a canny, lawyerly demeanor and a 
light Long Island accent. When we first 
spoke on the phone, in May, Jeff Ses-
sions had recently visited  Central Islip 
to give a speech about MS-13. He at-

tributed its rise to lax immigration en-
forcement and “open borders.” Sini was 
careful not to express his displeasure, but 
he was obviously annoyed. “We have to 
compete with that noise,” he told me. If 
the police department wanted to root 
out gangs, victims had to feel comfort-
able coming forward. The more the 
Trump Administration ranted about im-
migrants, the more the Hispanic com-
munity feared the prospect of mass de-
portations. Sini brought Spanish- speaking 
officers with him to translate when he 
visited residents to assure them that the 
police would limit their coöperation with 
ICE. The work that his department was 
doing was tailored to catch criminals, 
not people who lacked papers. 

A few months later, Sini told me that 
he had seen his first task in the job as 
cleaning up a deeply sullied department. 
But he was also mounting a campaign for 
district attorney. In one of his campaign 
ads, he said, “As Suffolk police commis-
sioner, I declared war on MS-13, and put 
hundreds of its members behind bars. My 
message to the rest of them? Get ready, 
we’re coming for you.” On November 7th, 
he won sixty-two per cent of the vote. 

In January, Elena had a miscarriage, 
and spent a few weeks convalescing 

at her aunt’s house, in Hempstead. When 
she returned to Brentwood High School, 
the corner of the Papi and Mami hall-

way was empty. Most of the MS-13 
members who hung out there had been 
arrested. 

At school, Elena met a sixteen-year-
old Salvadoran named Jorge, who had 
arrived as an unaccompanied minor a 
year earlier and lived with his sister. He 
was sensitive and respectful, and even 
Elena’s parents, who could be stern and 
unforgiving, supported their relationship. 

In late February, as they left school, 
they noticed a car idling across the street. 
Two middle-aged men got out and said 
they were detectives. They took photo-
graphs of Elena and Jorge, asked for 
their identification, and searched their 
backpacks and inspected them for tat-
toos that suggested gang ties. One de-
tective made a gang sign to see how 
 Jorge would react. But Jorge, who, ac-
cording to Elena, had no connections 
to MS-13, did nothing, and they were 
eventually allowed to go. In July, Jorge 
was arrested at a body shop where he 
worked as a mechanic, and sent to a de-
tention center in Texas; he was sched-
uled to be deported. While Jorge was 
in custody, an immigration agent showed 
him the photograph taken by the de-
tectives. ICE had arrested him after the 
local police suggested that he belonged 
to MS-13. Jorge’s family thinks that 
perhaps ICE believed that his response 
to the gang sign had somehow been 
suspicious. Elena was inconsolable. “He 

“I could do that.”

• •
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was the only one I could talk to,” she 
told me. 

During the spring, I began hearing 
from immigrants’-rights advocates in 
Suffolk County that the police were 
working with federal immigration  
authorities in some of the ways that  
undocumented residents had feared. In 
May, Sini told a Senate subcommittee 
holding hearings on MS-13 and the  
unaccompanied-minors program, “We 
automatically notify the Department of 
Homeland Security when we arrest an 
individual for a misdemeanor or felony 
who was not born in this country, so 
that immigration authorities can take 
appropriate action.” Throughout the 
summer and fall, the police and ICE 
rounded up more than three hundred 
suspected gang members, and touted 
their success at press conferences. Specific 
information about the arrests is rarely 
made public, and many in the commu-
nity complained that authorities often 
baselessly considered undocumented 
residents to be gang members. 

Jorge wasn’t the only teen-ager to 
be accused of belonging to MS-13 re-
gardless of scant evidence of gang ties. 
At least four other students in Suffolk 
County were suspended from school 
because administrators thought they 
were involved with the gang. Three of 
them, students at Bellport High School, 
twenty miles east of Brentwood, came 
to Long Island as unaccompanied mi-
nors from Guatemala and El Salva-
dor. One had worn a Chicago Bulls 
T-shirt to school; MS-13 members 
used to wear Bulls attire, because the 
horns of the team’s insignia resemble 
the gang sign. Another had posted a 
Salvadoran flag, which is mostly blue, 
on his Facebook page; MS-13’s trade-
mark color is light blue. That seems 
to be the extent of the evidence in each 
case, but it’s impossible to know more, 
because neither the school nor the po-
lice will share any information. In 
Brentwood, an eighteen-year-old girl 
from El Salvador, who came to the 
U.S. fleeing the gangs, was detained in 
the immigration wing of a county jail, 
because school officials found mari-
juana in her locker and had seen her 
socializing with “confirmed MS-13 
members.” A judge released her, and 
she was allowed to return to school. 
“I’m scared to go back,” she told NPR. 

“Look at everything I went through 
just for attending that school.”

Inside schools throughout the county, 
the police post an employee, called a re-
source officer, whose job is to provide 
support to administrators. They have 
also been helping to identify gang mem-
bers. But what constitutes membership 
is nebulous. ICE identifies someone as a 
gang member if he meets at least two 
criteria from a list that includes “having 
gang tattoos,” “frequenting an area no-
torious for gangs,” and “wearing gang 
apparel.” Elena told me that, in response 
to heightened police activity, Carlos and 
his friends from MS-13 would change 
their style of dress. In the weeks after 
the murders of Mickens and Cuevas, the 
gang members at school replaced their 
Nike Cortez sneakers with Adidas. They 
mocked the police for being slow to 
catch on. Immigrant teens without ties 
to the gang didn’t necessarily know which 
clothes were off limits—schools don’t 
specify. Throughout the summer, a hand-
ful of students were expelled from school 
on suspicions of gang membership and 
then were targeted by ICE for deporta-
tion. According to a federal lawsuit 
brought by the A.C.L.U., at least thirty- 
two teen-agers were placed in immigra-
tion jails for alleged gang ties. The 
charges included being “in the presence 
of MS-13 members” on a town soccer 
field; being seen at school and in a car 
with confirmed gangsters; cutting class; 
and writing the number 503, the inter-
national calling code for El Salvador, on 
a school notebook.

The strategy for combatting MS-13 
rests on one of the core premises of Amer-
ican immigration enforcement: undoc-
umented immigrants have far fewer legal 
rights than citizens do. Dismantling a 
criminal organization is a complex and 
painstaking legal task. It’s much easier 
to deport someone than it is to convict 
him of a crime. 

In August, I spoke with Angel Me-
lendez, the special agent in charge of 
ICE’s Homeland Security Investigations, 
in New York. “We’re placing people in 
removal proceedings as a way of disrupt-
ing MS-13’s efforts,” he told me. I asked 
him what he made of the girl in Brent-
wood who had been arrested based on 
unproven allegations of gang activity. 
“The removal process continues,” Me-
lendez replied. The girl’s alleged ties to 

the gang would not have to be proved, 
because she was guilty of something that 
was never in dispute: to flee the gang she 
was now accused of joining, she had en-
tered the country without  papers. 

A t the end of the summer, I met Ju-
liana at a church in Garden City, 

where she, her sisters, and Ramona had 
an appointment with Lauren Blodgett, 
a lawyer from the Safe Passage Project, 
a nonprofit legal-aid organization based 
in New York City, which represents more 
than five hundred Central American 
children. Juliana had recently learned 
that the government was granting her 
and her sisters asylum; they could now 
live legally in the U.S.

It was the start of the school year, 
and Juliana had a newfound optimism. 
“I’ll be taking almost all of my classes 
in English this year,” she told me. Her 
exam to place out of E.S.L. took two 
and a half hours, and was administered 
in four periods in the school cafeteria. 
Juliana had studied for months, and she 
scored high enough to qualify for a full 
course load in English. There were no 
gang members in her new classes, and 
she no longer had to walk down the 
hallways they frequented. “Sometimes 
I see them at lunch, in the cafeteria, but 
it’s like we don’t know each other now,” 
she told me. 

Blodgett called Juliana, her sisters, 
and their mother into a sparsely fur-
nished room, where she presented them 
with three packets containing the paper-
work formalizing their asylum status. 
“Your employment-authorization cards 
will arrive in the mail,” she told them. 
The younger girls glanced at Juliana to 
see how they should respond; when she 
smiled, they exhaled audibly. As they left, 
I asked Blodgett why she’d distributed 
only three packets. Immigrants have a 
year to apply for asylum, she told me. 
Ramona learned this too late. 

Ramona confided to Blodgett her fear 
of deportation, but she rarely raised the 
subject with her daughters, knowing that 
it would upset them. Juliana withheld 
information from Ramona for the same 
reason. Even though Ramona drove Ju-
liana to a therapist so that she could talk 
about what she’d endured in El Salva-
dor, the topic was studiously avoided at 
home. I asked Juliana why. “It would 
only make her cry,” she said. 
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The following letters were written 
by Mrs. Mildred Jackson, of Bos-

ton, to her son, Edward, in California.
 
AUGUST 1, 1860

Dearest Edward,
I hope this letter gets to you! I do 

not trust this Pony Express!! Be care-
ful not to send any personal informa-
tion on it!!! Margaret Mooseford’s 
daughter sent a daguerreotype to her 
fiancé in California, and someone in-
tercepted it and hung it in a tavern 
washroom and now everyone in the 
territory of Utah has seen her dimples. 

Love, Mother 
 
OCTOBER 12, 1860

Dearest Edwart,
Please forgive any erors in this let-

ter, as I am still getting used to this quill 
pen. I do not know why they stopped 
making my old quill pen. I suspect it is 
a flimflam to sell more quill pens! This 
one dosnt have a metal nib and they don’t 
have the gray feathers annymore, they 
only have white. Oh, well. I am not com-
plaining. People are dying of dysentery! 
Also the new pen does not work with my 
old inkwell so I had to buy another one 
of those as well! How do they get away 
with this???? I hope your fever has passed.

Love, Mother 

DECEMBER 4, 1860

Sweet Edward,
I found a yellow button in the sitting 

room that I think belongs to you. Would 
you like me to send it to you in Califor-

nia? It is still a good button. Also, I want 
to tell you about this new book that is 
causing quite a scandal here in the East. 
It claims that human beings are descended 
from apes and that we all used to live in 
a pond! It is by Charles Dickens. I told 
Margaret Mooseford she could borrow 
it, but, if you want, I can mail it to you 
instead, along with the button.

Love, Mother 
 
DECEMBER 5, 1860

Dear Edward,
I was wrong about the author of 

that book. It is Charles Dickson. 
Love, Mother

 
DECEMBER 20, 1860

Dearest Edward,
What was the name of your friend 

with the gray hat who was rather tall?
Love, Mother

 
JANUARY 2, 1861

Dearest Edward,
I wanted to tell you about an idea 

I had for a sort of travelling box on 
wheels that you could tie a horse to in 
the front, but Margaret Mooseford 
says that’s a carriage, and I suppose 
she’s right. 

Please let me know about the button.
Love, Mother

 
FEBRUARY 3, 1861

Dearest Edward,
Do you know how to make the sew-

ing machine go?
Love, Mother

APRIL 22, 1861

Darling Edward,
I don’t want to worry you, since 

I know you are having a hard time 
with weevils in your garden, but there 
is a civil war happening here. Mar-
garet Mooseford thought you prob-
ably already knew about it in Cali-
fornia, but I said you were likely too 
busy. They say it will be a bloody 
fight, and everyone is frightened. 
There was an amusing cartoon about 
it in the newspaper, with an eagle 
wearing a top hat and sitting on a 
broken house, and Mary Todd say-
ing, “I thought they meant succeed!” 
I am not getting it exactly right, but 
it was very droll.

I have sent the button.
Love, Mother

  
MAY 7, 1861

Dearest Edward,
Margaret Mooseford says there is 

a man in California passing out wooden 
nickels! Be careful!!!!

Love, Mother
 
JULY 23, 1861

Dear friend,
If you are receiving this letter, it 

means that someone thinks you are 
topnotch. Transcribe seven copies of 
this letter and post each one to a per-
son you think is also topnotch. If you 
receive another letter back, you are a 
handsome pippin. If you do not send 
seven letters, your family will suc-
cumb to smallpox. 

Sincerely, Mother 
 
JULY 28, 1861

Edward,
Please excuse my last letter. Mar-

garet Mooseford keeps sending 
these to me, and I am too supersti-
tious to ignore them, so I have told 
her to remove me from her list be-
cause you do not have time for this 
nonsense, as you are so busy with 
all the gold you are finding out  
there. (She needn’t know that you 
have not found any. (I am sure you 
will. (We are all very proud of 
you.)))

Love, Mother
P.S. I have finished the Carl Dickman 
book. Let me know if you would like 
me to send it. 

LETTERS FROM A  

GOLD RUSH MOTHER

BY	SARAH	BERNSTEIN
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A devastating diagnosis led Eric Sun to find new meaning in an old pursuit.

PROFILES

THE VIRTUOSO

A tech pioneer’s unexpected last act. 

BY	JAMES	B.	STEWART

PHOTOGRAPH BY TALIA HERMAN

Johannes Brahms wrote his first violin 
sonata for his muse, the pianist Clara 

Schumann. He presented it to her in 1879, 
soon after the death of her youngest child, 
Felix, who was named for the composer 
Felix Mendelssohn and was the only vi-
olinist among Schumann’s eight children. 
Brahms was his godfather. The sonata, 
which Brahms completed at the relatively 
late age of forty-six, takes its theme from 
his own “Regenlied,” or “Rain Song,” 
and is a meditation on the loss of child-
hood innocence. The violinist Anne- 
Sophie Mutter, who was captivated by 
the work as a child, has said that it is 
best played by an adult. “I have a deeper  
understanding of music and, if you want 

it or not, life does leave its marks not 
only in your brain but in your heart 
and in your soul,” she said. “The un-
derstanding of things deepens.”

Eric Sun heard the Brahms piece 
at a violin summer camp, when he was 
in junior high. He’d started playing, on 
a child-size instrument, at the age of 
four, and although he didn’t really enjoy 
the lessons, he stuck with them, mostly 
to please his parents. Sun’s father, Ming-
Ting Sun, and his mother, Julie, were 
immigrants from Taiwan who went to 
the University of Texas at Arlington 
in 1980 and later settled in New Jer-
sey. Ming-Ting is a video-processing 
researcher. Julie is a certified public  

accountant. Eric was an only child until 
he was eleven, when his sister was born. 
By the age of three, he could recite 
lengthy Chinese poems from the cal-
ligraphy scrolls that hung in his home. 
In fourth grade, he asked to study the 
piano, and his teacher discovered that 
he had perfect pitch. When he was in 
seventh grade, his parents, at the sug-
gestion of his teacher, took him to a vi-
olin dealer in Manhattan, who had a 
Stradivarius but wouldn’t let him touch 
it. Sun tried several instruments before 
choosing one that cost sixty-five hun-
dred dollars. It was a financial stretch 
for his parents, but, as his father told 
me, “Education is always the top pri-
ority in our culture.” 

In 1996, when Sun was thirteen, his fa-
ther joined the faculty of the University 
of Washington, and the family moved to 
the Seattle area. Sun was placed in a pro-
gram for students with I.Q.s over 140. 
Though slight of build, he was on the var-
sity tennis team. He also excelled at Ping-
Pong. But he missed his friends in New 
Jersey and was slow to make new ones. 
Other students taunted him as a nerd.

Sun started taking lessons from 
Kyung Chee, a violinist with the Se-
attle Symphony and the Seattle Opera 
Orchestra. Chee told me that Sun dis-
played remarkable technical facility,  
but she often found herself urging  
him—sometimes even shouting at 
him—to play with more emotion. In 
2001, as Sun’s high-school graduation 
approached, he asked Chee if he could 
play the Brahms sonata for a senior re-
cital. She thought there were few works 
more ill-suited to Sun, and her response 
was swift and direct: “Absolutely not.”

This fall, I visited Sun and his wife, 
Karen Law, at their apartment, in Moun-
tain View, California, and Sun recalled 
Chee’s response. He told me that he’d 
thought he would give up playing after 
graduating from high school. He pur-
sued computer science instead, and joined 
Facebook in 2008, four years after it was 
founded. At thirty-three, he had the kind 
of remarkable career that makes Silicon 
Valley a subject of persistent fascination 
and envy. I had first seen Sun a few 
months earlier, at a chamber-music pro-
gram at Stanford University, which I at-
tended as an amateur pianist. He was 
still slight of build, with a shock of dark 
hair, and looked younger than his age. I 
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didn’t know then that, about a year be-
fore, he had been given a diagnosis of 
glioblastoma, an aggressive brain cancer, 
and might have only months left to live. 
He was already making plans to give 
away the rare violin I’d heard him play. 

In addition to his gifts for music and 
math, I later learned, he had an entre-
preneurial streak. As a teen-ager, he’d 
taught himself computer programming 
and started a Web-hosting business, Al-
phapython Technologies, which he in-
corporated in 2000 and sold after en-
rolling at Stanford. There, he embarked 
on a double major in computer science 
and economics, and joined the orches-
tra. He met Sean Tyan, a fellow-student 
who took many of the same classes and, 
like Sun, was the child of Asian-immi-
grant parents and played the violin. The 
two became best friends and, during the 
spring break of their junior year, Sun, 
Tyan, and another friend visited Berlin, 
where they went to a concert featuring 
the young American violin prodigy Hil-
ary Hahn. Tyan described Sun as hav-
ing been “enthralled” by Hahn’s perfor-
mance of Erich Korngold’s Violin 
Concerto in D Major, which none of 
them had heard before. The flashy, 
crowd-pleasing work foreshadows the 
popular film scores of John Williams, 
who wrote the soundtrack to “E.T.” and 
“Star Wars.” Watching Hahn, Sun told 
me, he realized for the first time “how 
much fun playing the violin could be.” 
After the concert, he bought a Hahn 
CD in the lobby and waited in line for 
her to autograph it. He became an avid 
follower of her blog, and read up on the 
instrument she used, a violin made in 
1864 by a noted French craftsman and 
violin dealer, Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume. 

Back at Stanford, Sun started study-
ing with Dawn Harms, a member of the 
music faculty who was a co- concertmaster 
of the Oakland Symphony and a mem-
ber of the San Francisco Opera Orches-
tra. Harms recalled, “Eric could sight-
read anything, and he has natural 
technique. But how do you emotionally 
move people through your playing? 
That’s what we had to work on. Some 
people can do it, and some can’t.”

During Sun’s senior year, a friend per-
suaded him to enroll in Social Dances 
of North America I. Sun had never 
danced, but his musical background 
helped with rhythm and with memoriz-

ing steps. After mastering the basics of 
the waltz, the polka, and swing, he joined 
the committee that organizes Stanford’s 
Viennese Ball, an annual white-tie event. 
Each year, members of the committee 
perform an elaborately choreographed 
waltz to open the dance. In this group, 
he found a warm sense of community 
that had long eluded him, and forged 
lasting friendships.

Sun graduated with honors, in 2005, 
but his grade-point average in computer 
science was below 3.0. He had got a  
B- minus in the course taught by Jerry 
Cain, the software engineer who cre-
ated Facebook’s “like” feature. He looked 
for a job as a computer programmer but 
was repeatedly rejected, and ended up 
working at an economic-consulting firm. 
He stayed on in the Stanford orchestra, 
and helped audition new members of 
the ball committee. The following year, 
one candidate caught his eye. She moved 
like a ballerina, Sun remembered: “Her 
form was very different from everyone 
else, which isn’t usually regarded as a 
good thing.” It was Karen Law, who had 
just completed a master’s degree in ther-
mosciences, a branch of mechanical en-
gineering. She was one of the few women 
in the field. That year’s waltz choreog-
raphers paired her and Sun.

Law had begun studying the violin 
at the age of six, and she and Sun dis-
cussed what Law refers to as “the Asian 
arms race: your child plays either the 
violin or the piano, and preferably both. 
Then they have to be properly equipped 
with the best instrument.” The goals are 
to instill self-discipline and a work ethic, 
to get into a top college, and to confer 
bragging rights on the parents. Law was 
one of three girls, and, unlike Sun, had 
felt no pressure from her parents to play 
an instrument. She told Sun, “My par-
ents always said things like ‘Don’t do 
this to impress us.’ ” Law’s career goal 
as a mechanical engineer was to advance 
the cause of clean energy. Sun’s attitude, 
she recalled, was “That’s a nice thing to 
work toward—but he didn’t see much 
evidence of it happening.”

After the Viennese Ball, Law told 
me, she and Sun realized that they 
“couldn’t bear to be apart.” A few months 
later, Sun was driving to an orchestra 
rehearsal when Law called him to say 
that a small lump near her throat had 
been diagnosed as thyroid cancer. Sun 

turned around and drove to her apart-
ment. Law had a dose of radiation ther-
apy that kept her in isolation for two 
weeks. She told only family members 
and close friends about her condition. 

Sun and Law didn’t call attention to 
their relationship, either. They lived in 
separate apartments while Law worked 
on clean- energy research at the Sandia 
National Laboratories in Livermore and 
Sun pursued a master’s degree in statis-
tics at Stanford. His friend Tyan said 
he knew that they were serious only 
after he went backpacking with them 
in Big Sur in 2008. In 2009, Sun did not 
mention to Tyan that he was planning 
to propose. At the Viennese Ball that 
year, Sun carried an engagement ring 
in the pocket of his tailcoat. He and 
Law won a waltz competition, and he 
momentarily thought of dropping to his 
knee during the prize- giving. Instead, 
he proposed the next day. He and Law 
were married in August, 2010, in a small 
ceremony in Half Moon Bay, a resort 
town south of San Francisco. They cho-
reographed a dance for the occasion, set 
to Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood.” 

When, midway through his master’s, 
Sun applied to the summer intern-

ship at Facebook, then based in Palo Alto, 
he was surprised to get the position. As 
an intern, Sun met Mark Zuckerberg at 
a Facebook “hackathon,” one of the com-
pany’s all-night coding sessions, at which 
it was traditional to serve Chinese food at 
10 p.m. “Hey, I’m Mark,” Zuckerberg said, 
extending his hand. Sun liked the egali-
tarian nature of the early Facebook. One 
of his favorite adages was “Nothing at 
Facebook is somebody else’s problem.” 

Sun’s first project was a paper exam-
ining how information spreads on Face-
book, comparing it to how viruses spread 
contagious diseases. It was important 
work in the nascent era of social net-
working, with implications about how 
public opinion is formed and how ad-
vertising and marketing messages circu-
late. Sun described the paper as the first 
study of “a large number of real conta-
gion events on a social network that ac-
curately captures the genuine social ties 
that exist between people in the real 
world.” It won the main prize at that 
year’s International Conference on Web-
logs and Social Media. In 2009, after 
Sun finished his master’s, Facebook hired 



him permanently. He joined a project 
called Entities, which mapped and orga-
nized connections between a user and 
pretty much everything else—movies, 
restaurants, books. Sun embraced the 
company’s mission of “making the world 
more open and connected” and, Law no-
ticed, became as idealistic about his work 
as she was about hers. He often shrugged 
off criticism of Facebook, paraphrasing 
Zuckerberg: “We’re never  
as good as people say we  
are, and we’re never as bad.”  
Years later, as Facebook came 
under increasing scrutiny—
for distributing fake news 
and hate speech, and for  
enabling Russian interfer-
ence in the 2016 election—
Sun acknowledged to me 
that there were “huge prob-
lems,” but remained upbeat.

Sun felt that his credentials and  
skills were modest compared with those 
of the engineers and programmers he 
worked with, but he earned glowing per-
formance reviews. Every once in a while, 
he wondered about his company shares—
“Wouldn’t it be phenomenal if they turned 
out to be worth something?” In 2012, Face-
book went public; within two years, its 
stock price had doubled. In 2014, Sun was 
made a manager, a big step at a company 
where most people are referred to as 
“I.C.s,” or “individual contributors.” The 
same year, Facebook asked Sun to move 
to London and create a new team to work 
on Entities. Law got a job there as a man-
ager at another fast-growing software 
company. Sun told me that he approached 
management the way he did chamber 
music, leading while listening, like the 
first violinist in a string quartet. To help 
foster a sense of collegiality, Sun and Law 
invited members of Sun’s team to take a 
ballroom-dance lesson together. There 
were more men than women in the group, 
and people recall Sun dancing with some 
of the men who didn’t have partners. 

Sun and Law lived three blocks east 
of Wigmore Hall, a chamber-music venue, 
and near the city’s violin dealers and auc-
tion houses, including Brompton’s and 
Tarisio. The demands of Sun’s work at 
Facebook left little time for music, but he 
would sometimes drop by a showroom 
to try out instruments. Rare violins sell 
for hundreds of thousands of dollars, or 
even, in some cases, millions. In 2011, Tari-

sio set an auction record—$15.9 million—
with the sale of the “Lady Blunt” Strad-
ivarius, which had belonged to Lady Anne 
Blunt, the granddaughter of Lord Byron. 

On a visit to the Tarisio showroom, 
Sun met Carlos Tomé, Tarisio’s co-owner 
and the head of sales. Tomé listened to 
Sun play, and promised to watch out for 
a violin made by Vuillaume, like the one 
Sun had heard Hilary Hahn play. “I loved 

the tone of her instrument,” 
Sun told me. Vuillaume sold 
instruments to Nicolò Pa-
ganini and other leading vi-
olinists of his day. Accord-
ing to David Schoenbaum’s 
book “The Violin,” his work-
shop produced more than 
three thousand violins. He 
was a prize-winner at the 
Great Exhibition in Lon-
don, in 1851, and was awarded 

the medal of the French Legion of 
Honor. Vuillaume bought and sold many 
of the best instruments made by the 
early Italian masters, and his copies of 
Stradivarius and Guarneri violins are 
highly sought after. 

In 2016, Tarisio told Sun that a Vuil-
laume Guarneri copy was coming up for 
sale in London. Most violins have backs 
that are made with two pieces of wood 
glued together, but this one had a single- 
piece back, a feature that is coveted for 
aesthetic reasons. The violin, like Hahn’s, 
was made in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. As soon as Sun played it, he knew 
that it was for him: “The sound was warm, 
bright but not too bright. It was exactly 
what I’d been looking for.” 

Tomé told me that many violinists liken 
their relationship with their instrument to 
a marriage. “There’s a deep level of inti-
macy,” he said. “The violin is made of wood, 
it vibrates, it responds to the emotions you 
pour into it. It’s moody, just like humans.” 
Still, Tomé recalled, Sun was “very analyt-
ical, very professional,” in his approach. He 
made three visits to the showroom, and 
then returned with Law. They took two 
violins into a private room. Law played 
each while Sun tried to tell the difference. 
As a test, she sometimes played the same 
violin twice. Sun consistently identified 
the Vuillaume. He paid just over two hun-
dred thousand dollars for the instrument.

In all likelihood, Sun got a bargain. 
In 2003, Tarisio sold a Vuillaume owned 
by the late virtuoso Isaac Stern for a 

hundred and forty-one thousand dol-
lars—a record for a Vuillaume at the 
time—and resold it ten years later for a 
quarter of a million dollars. In a recent 
private sale, another Vuillaume sold for 
close to four hundred thousand dollars. 
“The prices of violins may have levelled 
off over certain periods,” Schoenbaum 
told me, “but, so far as anyone can tell, 
they’ve never gone down.” When Tyan 
visited Sun and Law soon afterward, 
Sun showed off the violin and sheep-
ishly told Tyan what he had paid for it. 
“I was shocked,” Tyan said. “He and 
Karen were always so frugal. He said, 
‘It’s an investment. It diversifies your 
asset portfolio beyond stocks and bonds.’ ”

Sun and Law spent two years in Lon-
don and then returned to California, 

renting the Mountain View apartment, 
a modest one-bedroom. They thought 
of themselves as a typical Silicon Val-
ley couple. They hiked, biked, kayaked, 
and camped; they followed a low-carb 
ketogenic diet; they tried to minimize 
their carbon footprint.

In London, Sun had experienced pe-
riodic bouts of nausea. Blood tests had 
showed nothing unusual. The symptoms 
persisted in California, and a doctor sug-
gested a brain MRI, which she described 
as pro forma, given Sun’s youth and good 
health. After the scan, however, the doc-
tor suggested that he see a neurosurgeon 
right away. The neurosurgeon found a 
growth in Sun’s brain, which looked like 
a malignant kind of tumor that might 
be difficult to remove. The surgeon rec-
ommended a biopsy. Sun texted Tyan, 
and called family members and close 
friends. Law had been discreet about her 
thyroid cancer, but she and Sun decided 
to be as open as possible about his di-
agnosis, which Law described as “a bur-
den that simply can’t be borne alone.” 

Sun broke the news on Facebook. 
“I’m sorry I wasn’t able to tell every-
one personally; please excuse the mass-
blast,” he wrote. “Yesterday afternoon 
I was diagnosed with a brain tumor.” 
A few days later, during a weekly meet-
ing that Zuckerberg holds for the com-
pany, Sun joined him onstage and said 
that he’d be taking a medical leave.  
He recounted how Zuckerberg had  
introduced himself when they first  
met, even though Sun had known who 
he was. “I look forward to seeing you  
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when you come back,” Zuckerberg said.
Tom Stocky, then a Facebook vice- 

president, said, “All of us just wanted to 
believe, Oh, this is a thing that sounds 
scarier than it really is.” Few of Sun’s col-
leagues had encountered a problem they 
didn’t think could be solved through 
technology. Shortly after Sun received 
his diagnosis, Zuckerberg and his wife, 
Priscilla Chan, pledged three billion dol-
lars to “cure, prevent or manage” dis-
ease—all disease—within a generation. 

Sun’s surgery, on September 22, 2016, 
removed as much of the tumor as pos-
sible, and he began courses of chemo-
therapy and radiation. His mental ca-
pacities and physical dexterity were 
unaffected, but the pathology report 
from doctors at Stanford was grim: the 
tumor was an astrocytoma. Low-grade 
astrocytomas tend to be slow-growing 
and contained, but a Grade 4 astrocy-
toma, called a glioblastoma, is a ruth-
lessly aggressive cancer that has struck, 
among others, Vice-President Joe Biden’s 
son Beau and Senator John McCain. 
Glioblastomas are resistant to treatment, 
and are almost always deemed incur-
able, because they inevitably recur, usu-
ally in the same place. The doctors at 
the University of California, San Fran-
cisco, who also analyzed the tissue, said 
that Sun’s life expectancy could be as 
short as fourteen months. Sun had largely 
kept his emotions in check, but hearing 
this he wept. 

A fter the surgery, Sun suffered in-
tense pain, but insisted that he didn’t 

need any medication. One evening, he 
found Law crying on the balcony of their 
apartment in a rare outburst of frustra-
tion. “If you won’t help yourself, no one 
else can,” she said. He started a list, “How 
to Help Myself,” and on it he wrote, 
“Keep communicating with Karen, even 
if they are darker thoughts.” On Octo-
ber 20th, a few days before his thirty- 
third birthday, Sun wrote in a Facebook 
post, “It’s been hard to come to grips 
with having aggressive and incurable 
Grade 4 brain cancer; it’s been hard not 
to get angry and sad about it; it’s been 
frustrating that every pathology test after 
my surgery came back with the worst 
possible result; and it’s been hard to ac-
cept that modern medicine isn’t able to 
fix me.” At the same time, he wrote, 
“Every day I wake up not-dead is a gift.”

Sun and Law had other lists, detail-
ing the things that they hoped to ac-
complish in life, a habit that Law had 
acquired while working as a counsellor 
at a science camp. Sun’s list included a 
trip to Wimbledon; climbing Mt. Snow-
don, in Wales; and a range of musical 
aspirations—from learning the Bach so-
natas and partitas to performing the first 
violin part in Mendelssohn’s Octet in 
E-Flat Major. The Vuillaume violin had 
fulfilled one of these goals. 

Inspired by Hilary Hahn, who has 
spoken often of her devotion to Bach, 
Sun started working on Bach’s six sona-
tas and partitas for unaccompanied vio-
lin, the most difficult parts of which 
George Enescu, a celebrated violinist 
from Romania, has described as the Hi-
malayas for violinists. Sun practiced every 
day, even if he could manage only fifteen 
minutes between medical treatments. As 
he mastered each piece, he posted his 
performances on Facebook. He finished 
on November 12th, then turned to the 
even more difficult Paganini caprices, a 
set of twenty-four études, which he had 
often listened to in a recording by Itzhak 
Perlman. “It’s something I always wanted 
to play when I grew up, like wanting to 
be a great baseball player,” he said. 

As he practiced, Sun told me, his 

new violin “felt like a good friend.” The 
caprices were so difficult that he re-
sumed lessons with Harms, his college 
teacher. “I hadn’t seen him since he grad-
uated,” she said. “He was this hot shot 
at Facebook. He had a beautiful wife. 
He was dancing. He had the perfect 
life. And then he told me, ‘I guess you 
haven’t heard.’ ” 

In January, Sun applied for the  
St. Lawrence String Quartet’s annual 

chamber- music seminar at Stanford. The 
renowned ensemble, founded in Can-
ada, has been in residence at the univer-
sity for nineteen years. The seminar mixes 
young professionals with accomplished 
amateurs, and admission is competitive. 
It was something Sun had long wanted 
to do, but he had never found the time. 

Sun was accepted and, three days 
later, he disclosed his diagnosis to Les-
ley Robertson, the violist in the quar-
tet, who was overseeing applications. 
She assured him that his place was se-
cure. The Mendelssohn octet was high 
on Sun’s list of musical goals, and he 
contacted the members of the group 
he was assigned, encouraging them to 
choose the piece, which requires eight 
skilled string players—four violins, two 
violas, and two cellos. Mendelssohn 
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wrote it in 1825, when he was sixteen; 
he intended it as a birthday gift for his 
violin teacher, and the first-violin part 
requires virtuosic skill. The masterwork 
has echoes of Mendelssohn’s predeces-
sors Mozart and Schubert. Like both 
of them, Mendelssohn died young—
at thirty- eight, apparently from a brain 
hemorrhage. 

At around the same time that Sun 
was accepted for the seminar, Law 
learned that the Sunnyvale Commu-
nity Players, a local theatre group, was 
mounting a production of “Fiddler on 
the Roof ” that would run from late 
September into early October. Law re-
membered that, in the movie version, 
“there’s an awesome violin cadenza,” 
written by John Williams, who re-
orchestrated much of Jerry Bock’s orig-
inal Broadway score. This could satisfy 
two more of Sun’s goals—playing as 
the concertmaster in an orchestra and 
playing what amounted to a concerto 
with an orchestra.

The show’s music director told Law 
that he’d never been able to find an  
amateur violinist who could play it, 
given its high-speed runs and enor-
mous range. (Williams wrote the part 
for Isaac Stern.) Law asked him to send 
Sun the music. In May, after ten days 

of practice, Sun auditioned, and got the 
part. Sun begged his doctors to keep 
him alive and healthy enough to per-
form the solo in October. 

G iven his resources and contacts, 
Sun had access to experimental 

treatments for brain cancer, but he and 
Law decided that they’d stay in Cali-
fornia rather than spend their time trav-
elling to distant medical centers. He 
did enroll in a clinical trial at Stanford 
that required threading a plastic tube 
through his right arm into his heart, 
which meant he couldn’t use his bow 
for four weeks. (He took the opportu-
nity to strengthen his left hand and to 
practice left-handed pizzicato, a pluck-
ing technique required for the Paganini 
caprices.) Otherwise, he had the stan-
dard treatment, with the usual side 
effects of nausea and fatigue. 

At an appointment in mid-June, Sun’s 
doctor told him and Law that a new 
tumor had formed in Sun’s brain, and 
that tumors had spread to his spine; they 
were inoperable. Sun abruptly left the 
doctor’s office, followed by Law. “This 
is it, isn’t it?” he whispered to her. 

Sun and Law gathered their close 
friends at their apartment. Tyan told 
me that, as soon as he arrived, he could 

sense that there was bad news. After 
hearing it, “we realized he wasn’t going 
to be one of the lucky ones,” Tyan said. 
The group asked questions about the 
treatment options, and Sun tried to 
lighten the mood, noting that things 
could be worse: during radiation treat-
ments for the tumors on his spine, un-
like the ones for those in his brain, he 
could at least move his head a little. 

“He went around talking to all of us, 
asking, ‘How can I make my passing eas-
ier for you?’ ” Tyan recalled. Tyan found 
himself pondering the lessons of a hu-
manities course he and Sun had taken 
called Visions of Mortality, which asked, 
“Is death bad for a person, and if so, why?” 
He thought about a quote from Epi-
curus: “When we exist, death is not pres-
ent, and when death is present, we do 
not exist,” though he didn’t find it espe-
cially comforting.

Law, too, struggled with feelings of 
helplessness. She wrote to me that, al-
though she’d tried to conceal it from 
Sun, she’d often cried—“in childishness, 
when things that were so easy with Eric 
as a partner suddenly had to be carried 
by me alone; in frustration, at no lon-
ger having certain choices in my life; in 
anguish, knowing that there is more 
suffering to come in Eric’s final days; in 
uncertainty, knowing that the challenge 
of rebuilding my life still awaits me.”

Sun and Law had already talked about 
how to distribute his wealth, and what 

he wanted done in his memory. They 
endowed a scholarship at Stanford for 
women in STEM fields and offered finan-
cial aid for applicants to the chamber- 
music seminar. The day after Sun re-
ceived the news that the tumor had  
returned, he wrote to Tomé about the 
Vuillaume violin. He knew that Tarisio 
offered grants to young artists, and sug-
gested that one of the prizes be the use 
of his violin for a year. Tomé had been 
closely following Sun’s Facebook posts. 
“I almost wish I didn’t know about his 
pain, but at the same time I couldn’t look 
away from it,” he said. “Could he get to 
the next Paganini caprice? Would he 
make it?” Tomé was “humbled” by Sun’s 
suggestion that he donate his violin. “I 
think a top, promising young violinist 
should be so lucky to play on your in-
strument, and we can certainly arrange 
for this,” he immediately replied. 

“If you could leave a positive review it’d really be appreciated!”

• •



That same day, the chamber-music 
seminar began. Telling his group that he 
was still in shock, Sun disclosed the lat-
est developments. He had to reschedule 
only one rehearsal to accommodate his 
treatment regimen, which included re-
newed radiation. Toward the end of the 
seminar, Robertson described Sun’s sit-
uation to some young participants to help 
them recognize “that making music can 
literally be a matter of life and death,” as 
she told me. “And, even when it’s not life 
and death in the strictest sense, it should 
feel like it’s life and death. That profound 
moment of making music that takes you 
to another world is something we’re very 
privileged to experience.” 

Most of us in the seminar knew noth-
ing of Sun’s condition. When we gath-
ered at the final recital, at Stanford’s 
Campbell Recital Hall, the room, which 
is meant to hold a little more than two 
hundred people, was packed beyond ca-
pacity, and there was a sense of outsized 
anticipation that was hard to understand. 
The recital opened with the Mendels-
sohn octet, a work filled with the exu-
berant optimism of youth. The spirited 
performance drew a thunderous ovation. 
Quite a few people were wiping away 
tears. Some were sobbing. Puzzled at the 
extreme reaction, I turned to a violinist 
next to me, and she explained.

It was Carlos Tomé, a friend with 
whom I frequently play chamber music, 
who introduced me to Sun. I scheduled 
a trip to California in September, hop-
ing to see his “Fiddler” performance. He 
urged me to come early in the run. In 
late July, Sun drove to Seattle to visit his 
parents and for a lesson on the “Fiddler” 
passages with Kyung Chee, his high-
school teacher, who had joined Facebook 
in order to follow his medical progress. 
Sun had the notes of the cadenza in his 
fingers, Chee said, but she pressed him 
to be more emotional. “Let’s back off the 
technical aspects,” she told him. “It’s the 
slow notes that are more challenging. It’s 
basically a Yiddish melody, very heart-
felt.” By the third or fourth time through, 
he was playing differently. She admired 
the violin and lent him her bow, made 
by François Nicolas Voirin, who was Vuil-
laume’s cousin and who worked in the 
Vuillaume workshop. At the end of their 
lesson, Sun reminded her that, when he 
was in high school, she hadn’t let him 
play the Brahms sonata. Chee paused, 

suddenly overcome. “You can play the 
Brahms now,” she said. 

Tyan, too, had detected a significant 
change in Sun’s playing. “Some of it might 
be the confidence of playing on such a 
nice violin,” he said. “Plus, he’s practic-
ing an hour a day. He’d spent so much 
time and energy working, and now music 
fills that void.” During the run-up to 
“Fiddler,” Sun was taking two lessons a 
week from Harms, even when he had to 
squeeze them in between radiation ses-
sions. In the past, Sun had criticized the 
violin superstar Joshua Bell for “over- 
emoting.” But now he studied videos of 
Bell, and incorporated some of his theat-
rical moves and body language. He and 
Law called it J-Belling. “He was trying 
to convey his own personal story and the 
story of the fiddler,” Law said. “He pushed 
the boundary of what he felt comfort-
able with.” In contrast with his playing 
as a college student, Harms said, “he’s re-
ally starting to communicate something 
deeper. I’ve been blown away.”

When I met Sun and Law at their 
apartment, I hadn’t seen Sun since 

the seminar, though we’d been talking  
regularly. He’d lost weight, most of the 
sight in his right eye was gone, and much 
of his dark hair had fallen out. He said 
he’d been struggling with nausea and short-
term memory loss. A few weeks earlier, 
he’d had radiation to shrink some tumors 
on his spine, close to his neck, which were 

threatening the nerves that control the 
arms and the fingers. The radiation made 
him dangerously susceptible to sunburn, 
and when we walked down the street, for 
lunch at a health-food café, he wore heavy 
dark glasses, a black scarf around his neck, 
and a large safari-style hat.

His doctors had been wary of his tak-
ing on a role as demanding as the one in 
“Fiddler.” He had to walk and play at the 
same time, which was difficult with his 
impaired sight and depth perception. The 
orchestra had worked out a plan to cover 

for him should he suffer any sudden prob-
lems onstage. Law and Tyan sensed that, 
given the importance he attached to “Fid-
dler,” his decline might accelerate once the 
play was over. Six weeks after the last per-
formance, he went into hospice care and, 
less than forty-eight hours later, died in 
Law’s arms. It was November 23rd, four-
teen months after he received his diagnosis.

On the afternoon of my visit, in Sep-
tember, Sun carefully removed his 

Vuillaume violin from its velvet-lined case 
and showed me its single-piece back. He’d 
made it through fifteen of the twenty- 
four Paganini caprices. He asked me to 
select a Bach solo partita movement at 
random—an exercise, he said, that kept 
him from playing only his favorites. I 
picked the bourrée from the first partita, 
in B minor, which he dispatched despite 
its difficult triple and quadruple stops 
(three or four notes played at once). He 
had me follow the score as he practiced 
his “Fiddler” solos from memory. Then 
he suggested we play something together. 
I went to the upright piano, which he’d 
had tuned for my visit, and he handed 
me the score for Brahms’s first violin  
sonata. Law recorded us as we played. 

I arrived early for that night’s perfor-
mance. The program included a brief bi-
ography of Sun and described his violin. 
“Due to an incurable brain cancer, this 
production of ‘Fiddler on the Roof ’ will 
be his final set of public performances,” 
the note read. “Thereafter his violin will 
be loaned to the Tarisio Trust: Eric Sun  –
Karen Law Vuillaume Fellowship.” As 
the show opened, Sun entered at the 
back of the auditorium, in costume as 
the fiddler. His cap covered his scalp; the 
dim lighting concealed his damaged eye. 
He made his way down a set of shallow 
steps onto the semi-darkened stage while 
playing the haunting opening solo. After 
intermission, the orchestra played the 
Williams film music, and Sun rose from 
his seat in the orchestra and moved to 
center stage. He launched into the ca-
denza, playing with a passion and a vir-
tuosity I hadn’t heard from him before. 
He blazed through the runs and easily 
landed the highest notes. When he 
finished, there was a standing ovation, 
even as the orchestra resumed. Sun 
smiled, acknowledging the applause. 
Then he blew a kiss to the crowd and 
the spotlight dimmed. 
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LETTER	FROM	FRANCE

THE HOME FRONT
Leïla Slimani’s dark explorations of our most intimate taboos.

BY	LAUREN	COLLINS

A 
year ago, I picked up a book, 
“Chanson Douce,” that I’ve 
thought about pretty much 

every day since. I was initially drawn to 
it because I’d read that its author, Leïla 
Slimani, had been inspired by a news 
item about a New York nanny who killed 
the two children in her care. The mur-
ders happened in 2012, but I remem-
bered them in all their excruciating par-
ticulars: that the mother had been at a 
swimming lesson with a third sibling; 
that they came home and found the boy 
and the girl bleeding in the bathtub; 
that the nanny, who tried to slit her own 
throat, said she was upset at having been 
asked to take on cleaning duties; that 
the couple has since had two more kids. 
Once in a while, someone else’s misery 
penetrates the carapace of self- absorption 
under which you scuttle around and gets 
deep into you. Feeling somehow pro-
tective of the story, I was both beguiled 
and a little shocked by Slimani’s audac-
ity in laying claim to it. 

Slimani had just won the Goncourt, 
France’s most prestigious literary  
prize, which counts among its laure-
ates Proust and Malraux. “Usually, the  
Goncourt Academy rewards books of 
the past,” the president of the jury had 
declared. “This year, we elect a book 
that speaks of the present, of the every-
day and of its problems, such as the 
question of delegating authority and 
love to a person outside the family. 
Many will recognize themselves in this 
book.” The Goncourt has, more often 
than not, gone to a middle- aged white 
man, and so the committee had also 
broken from history in consecrating 
Slimani as the face of French litera-
ture. At thirty-five, she was the sec-
ond Moroccan and the twelfth woman 
to receive the award (and the first to 
do so four months pregnant).

“Chanson Douce,” her second novel, 

sold six hundred thousand copies in its 
first year of publication, making Slimani, 
who lives in Paris, the most-read author 
in France in 2016. Elle put her on the 
cover, in red lipstick and a jumpsuit: 
“LEÏLA SLIMANI SUPERSTAR.” Politi-
cians of varying persuasions clambered 
to reheat themselves in her glow. Launch-
ing his bid for the Presidency, Manuel 
Valls paid tribute to the French language, 
“that of Rabelais, of Hugo, of Camus, 
of Césaire, of de Beauvoir, of Patrick 
Modiano, and Leïla Slimani.” Emman-
uel Macron, now France’s President, re-
portedly invited her to be his minister 
of culture. “I love my freedom too much,” 
she told me when I asked about it. 

“Chanson Douce” has been trans-
lated into eighteen languages, with sev-
enteen more to come. The title means 
“sweet song,” which was rendered “Lul-
laby” for the British edition. The Amer-
ican one, which comes out in January, 
will be called “The Perfect Nanny.” John 
Siciliano, Slimani’s editor at Penguin, 
told me, “I didn’t want to call it ‘Lul-
laby,’ because that sounds sleepily for-
gettable, and my goal is to reach a big 
commercial readership.” He name-
checked “Gone Girl” and “The Girl on 
the Train” and said, “We’re getting this 
book into places like Walmart and Tar-
get.” The book, however, is subtler than 
a typical psychological thriller. The sub-
ject matter is, for some people, a non-
starter. One reader complained, on 
Good reads, “We got off on the wrong 
foot—I was expecting to meet an over-
worked but conscientious couple who 
found ‘The Perfect Nanny’ who made 
their lives lovely before things went awry. 
Will she grow attracted to the husband? 
Will she become obsessed with the wife? 
Lose one of the kids? Maybe a kidnap-
ping?” She gave the book a single star, 
recalling that she’d wondered if the pages 
had been bound out of order after read-

ing the first line: “The baby is dead.”
It is hard to think of a more primal 

sentence. It out-Hemingways Heming-
way, shearing sentimentality from the 
dread. Absolutely everything feels like 
hubris when you’re working backward 
from that conclusion. “To begin with 
the death of the children, it’s very dar-
ing,” the French novelist David Foen-
kinos, a friend of Slimani’s, told me. 
“Generally, she’s a woman who dares, 
who fears nothing. There are probably 
childhood wounds that have made her 
extremely brave.” As a narrative tech-
nique, this front-loading is surprisingly 
propulsive. I read “Chanson Douce” as 
though I were running away from those 
four words, with the sense that they 
could cause me real harm, that the only 
way to master the fear was to outread 
it. The book felt less like an entertain-
ment, or even a work of art, than like  
a compulsion. I found it extraordinary. 

There is not a lot of great contempo-
rary literature about motherhood. It is 
as bad as sex. We have myths, we have 
Bible stories, we have fairy tales, we have 
Peppa Pig, but it is not often that you 
open a novel and encounter people buy-
ing socks, picking glitter out of floor-
boards, putting away toys in plastic bins. 
Like Jenny Offill, Slimani can write rav-
ishingly of female bodies, even postpar-
tum ones (“her belly of folds and waves, 
where they built their house, where so 
many worries and joys flowered”), but 
“Chanson Douce” is not so much about 
motherhood as it is about what the cul-
tural theorist Angela McRobbie has 
called the “neoliberal intensification of 
mothering.” An activity, not a state, moth-
ering—along with its gender-neutral ver-
sion, parenting—is competitive and out-
sourceable. Slimani tries to put a price 
on the anxieties, hypocrisies, and inequal-
ities that arise from the commodifica-
tion of our most intimate relationships. “I 

The subjects Slimani takes on, including infanticide, are so unmentionable you feel you are tempting the fates by mere proximity.
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wanted to take an interest in the home, 
which we always see as a space of soft-
ness, of protection, where we go to take 
shelter,” she told me. “It’s supposed to be 
a space where questions of power and 
domination are nonexistent. But that’s 
completely false!” The novelist Rachel 
Cusk has chronicled what motherhood 
did to her; Slimani examines what moth-
ering is doing to society.

Slimani’s son was six months old 
when she read about the New York mur-
ders, in Paris Match. At the time, she 
was trying to hire a nanny so that she 
could go back to work. Conducting in-
terviews, she encountered women who 
were ten or fifteen years her senior, whose 
lives were more banged up than hers. 
At thirty, she felt like a baby herself. 

“Not too old, no veils, no smokers,” 
Paul Massé, a music producer, says to his 
wife, Myriam Charfa, a criminal-defense 
lawyer, as they begin their search, in 
“Chanson Douce.” “They have set aside 
their Saturday afternoon to find a nanny 
for their children,” Slimani writes, man-
aging to be, in a stroke, both empathetic 
and acid about the absurd ratios that up-
per-middle-class couples create between 
their intentions and their time. Paul and 
Myriam live with their two young chil-
dren, Mila and Adam, in the smallest 

apartment in a good building in Paris’s 
gentrifying Tenth Arrondissement. You 
get the sense that Myriam has come up 
harder than Paul, whose soixante-huitard 
parents occasionally volunteer to take 
care of the kids when they’re not travel-
ling in Asia or doing work on their coun-
try house. She has been at home for  
several years, since Mila was born. At 
first, she was an enraptured and intense 
mother, convinced that she “alone was 
capable of meeting her daughter’s needs.” 
More recently, this “simple, silent, prison- 
like happiness” hasn’t felt like enough. 
So she and Paul decide that she’ll re-
sume work, even if, after paying for the 
nanny, her salary will be a wash. 

They’ve heard from friends that, if 
the nanny has children of her own, “it’d 
be better if they’re back in the home-
land.” Myriam is an immigrant herself, 
from somewhere in North Africa, but 
Slimani makes only glancing references 
to her origins. Myriam is a post- 
identitarian creature of her class, equally 
partial to Berber rugs and Japanese prints. 
When an appealing candidate, “a Mo-
roccan woman of a certain age, who 
stresses her twenty years of experience 
and her love of children,” presents her-
self, Myriam rejects her. “She fears that 
a tacit complicity and familiarity would 

grow between her and the nanny,” Sli-
mani writes. “That the woman would 
start speaking to her in Arabic . . . ask-
ing her all sorts of favors in the name of 
their shared language and religion.” 

For once making no attempt to square 
their impulses with their ideals, the cou-
ple settle on a white Frenchwoman named 
Louise—a “little doll” in a neat blue dress. 
Within weeks, she is mending their 
clothes, whipping up rustic meals, stuffing 
lavender sachets in their closets. “My 
nanny is a miracle-worker,” Myriam tells 
everyone. Her use of the personal pos-
sessive pronoun hints at the dynamic: the 
more she thinks she owns Louise, the 
more helpless she becomes. As the critic 
Estelle Lenartowicz noted, in L’Express, 
“Chanson Douce” is a portrait of “a cou-
ple until now unexplored in literature: 
the one, complex and ambiguous, that 
comprises a mother and her babysitter.” 

As much as I admire “Chanson 
Douce,” I’ve almost wished I could un-
read it. The subjects Slimani takes on—
and not just infanticide—are so unmen-
tionable that you worry you’re tempting 
the fates by mere proximity. One of the 
book’s nagging passages depicts parks on 
winter afternoons, where “those who do 
not work, who produce nothing” idle on 
benches. They constitute an invisible so-
ciety: the bums, the elderly, the unem-
ployed, the nannies “wearing boubous 
on this freezing winter day,” the restless 
babies and their sniffling, purple-fingered 
older siblings. Slimani writes:

There are mothers too, mothers staring into 
space. Like the one who gave birth recently and 
now finds herself confined to the world’s edge; 
who, sitting on this bench, feels the weight of 
her still flabby belly. She carries her body of pain 
and secretions, her body that smells of sour milk 
and blood. This flesh that she drags around with 
her, which she gives no care or rest. There are 
smiling, radiant mothers, those extremely rare 
mothers, gazed at lovingly by all the children. 
The ones who did not say good-bye this morn-
ing, who didn’t leave them in the arms of another. 
The ones set free by a day off work, who have 
come here to enjoy it, bringing a strange enthu-
siasm to this ordinary winter’s day at the park. 

If you are a mother, whatever kind of 
mother you aspire to be, you’ll know 
what kind of mother you are after read-
ing Slimani. If you are not a mother, the 
insights that she administers can be no 
less jolting. “She thought about the efforts 
she had made to finish her degree,  
despite the lack of money and parental “Tell me you didn’t pull up in a limo.”



support, the joy she had felt when she 
was called to the Bar,” Slimani writes, 
of Myriam, using “joy” where so many 
other writers would have chosen “pride.” 
Under the cover of a sensational plot, 
Slimani is taking on another taboo sub-
ject: women’s desires.

S limani was ten years old when she 
visited Paris for the first time. She 

and her mother and her sisters, one older 
and one younger, had come from the 
Moroccan capital of Rabat to see an 
aunt. The city stupefied Slimani. She 
was scared of the Métro. She gawped 
at the couples kissing in the street, and 
burst into tears upon hearing the reli-
gious singing at Notre-Dame. “It all 
made a very, very strong impression, of 
fear and also of fascination,” she recalled. 
“I wanted to know what this world was, 
but I didn’t understand it.” 

 In Morocco, Slimani was educated 
at French schools, and her family spoke 
French at home. After high school, at 
age seventeen, she moved to Paris to at-
tend classes préparatoires—cram school 
for France’s best universities. Having 
never cooked a meal or cleaned a bath-
room, she boarded at a hostel for young 
women. “There was a super-racist staff 
member,” she said. “I was losing a lot  
of hair, stopping up the drain, and  
he’d come by with the hair in his hand,  
and say, ‘Well, we know whose hair this 
is, don’t we?’ ” Winter mornings, she 
sprinted through the still dark Luxem-
bourg Gardens in a state of high alert. 
She marvelled at “the beautiful women 
walking alone at night,” she said. “I said 
to myself, ‘It must be wonderful to be 
them, I have to find a way to become 
them!’ ” It took her years to make friends.

She enrolled at Sciences Po in 2002 
to study literature. She blazed through 
the great Russian writers, developing a 
lasting attachment to Chekhov, and de-
voured Zweig and Kundera. She met her 
husband, Antoine, a Paris banker, at a 
bar in 2005. “He came up to me and 
asked for my number, and I said, ‘I’m not 
giving it to you,’ ” she told me. “ ‘But I’ll 
meet you three days from now at 8 P.M. 
in front of the Saint-Germain church.’ ” 
The barman told her that her future chil-
dren would be cursed if she didn’t show 
up. She did, investing the affair with dra-
matic momentum and inverting the tra-
jectory, familiar to many highly educated 

women of her generation, of finding pro-
fessional fulfillment before love. 

For a while, Slimani thought she 
wanted to do something in cinema. After 
completing a well-known acting course, 
she appeared in two films, playing a 
model in one and a soccer player’s girl-
friend in the other. Then she went to 
business school, earning a degree in 
media studies. In 2008, the year she mar-
ried Antoine, she landed a job covering 
Morocco and Tunisia at the newsweekly 
Jeune Afrique. She was spending two 
weeks a month in North Africa. The 
travel was brutal, especially once she had 
a toddler at home. After getting arrested 
in western Tunisia while reporting on 
the fallout of the Arab Spring, she de-
cided to go freelance, in order to work 
on a novel. She once recalled, “I knew 
that people were laughing behind my 
back, saying, ‘Her husband earns a de-
cent living. This story about writing, it’s 
a polite way of saying that she’s kept.’ ”

She devoted a year and a half to the 
novel. “It was just after the Arab Spring, 
so it was about a country that resembled 
Morocco but was never specified, where 
there had been a sort of revolution a bit 
like the one in Tunisia,” she said. “Frankly, 
it was really boring.” The dozens of pub-
lishers to whom she shopped the man-
uscript concurred, unanimously reject-
ing it. Later, she considered this a lucky 
break. When an interviewer asked why 
she hadn’t published an autobiographi-
cal first novel, she responded, “Because 
I’m North African, and I didn’t want to 
identify myself uniquely with that. I told 
myself: You’re going to weave a web in 
which you’re going to imprison yourself, 
when you have in front of you a much 
larger horizon.”

In 2013, Slimani’s family enrolled her 
in a writing workshop as a Christmas  
gift. The class, run by Jean-Marie La-
clavetine, an eminent editor at Gallimard 
and a novelist, was intended strictly for 
hobbyists. “No manuscript should be 
brought by participants with a view to 
publication,” the brochure warned. The 
idea of joining a roomful of wannabe de 
Beauvoirs was embarrassing for Slimani. 
“I was thinking, What if I don’t have any 
ideas, and what if I can’t come up with 
anything to write? And what if I suck and 
everyone’s looking at me, thinking I suck?”  
Slimani said. “But, at the same time, I 
thought it was a good thing to confront 

exactly that risk.” It was a claustrophobic 
time. She’d quit her job and had nothing 
to show for it. Antoine, who’d badly in-
jured his leg in a kitesurfing accident, 
could barely leave the house. 

Laclavetine was immediately struck 
by Slimani’s pages. She was trying to 
develop something about a nympho-
maniac—an idea she’d had a couple of 
years earlier while sitting on the couch, 
nursing her son and watching the Dom-
inique Strauss-Kahn affair unfold on 
the news. “She knew that she had some-
thing very particular to tell,” Laclave-
tine told me. He took on Slimani as a 
protégée and encouraged her to purify 
her style, ignoring her characters’ 
thoughts and focussing on their actions. 
She later characterized this advice as 
one of “several keys that made me un-
derstand why, without doubt, my first 
manuscript had been rejected.”

Gallimard published Slimani’s first 
novel, “Dans le Jardin de l’Ogre” (“In the 
Ogre’s Garden”), to excellent reviews, in 
2014. The main character, Adèle Robin-
son, has a gastroenterologist husband 
with a hurt leg, a young son, and a job 
at a newspaper. She tries to maintain her 
respectability, “to be good,” but, when-
ever lust sparks, an untamable part of her 
is ready to burn down everything in her 
life. Her desire is monstrous, even to her. 
“In the shower, she wants to scratch her-
self, to tear her body in two,” Slimani 
writes. “She bangs her forehand against 
the wall. She wants somebody to seize 
her, to break her skull against the win-
dow.” Instead of going to work, Adèle 
shows up at the apartment of a man she 
barely knows for a mechanical assigna-
tion that serves, at best, as a temporary 
release from her torment. She misses an 
appointment at the pediatrician “for a 
fuck that lasted too long” and can’t bring 
herself to schedule another. Her shame 
radiates from the page. Slimani told me, 
“There are people who give themselves 
over to their sexuality, there are people 
who lose themselves in it, but, for me, 
sex is something very painful, very mel-
ancholy, because one sees oneself.”

The first time Slimani and I met, it 
felt ridiculous: a working mother 

writing a story about a working mother 
who had written a book about a work-
ing mother. It was July, and when I ar-
rived at the café we’d agreed upon she 
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was waiting—a textbook Parisienne with 
her coffee and her cigarettes and some 
great outfit, perched on a rattan stool. I 
was hugely pregnant with my second 
child. Slimani, who had given birth to 
a daughter two months earlier, showed 
me a picture of her baby and asked after 
mine. She wasn’t breastfeeding this time 
around, she said, without apology. (I had 
recently heard her declare with equal 
ease, on a podcast, “I claim the fact that 
it’s sometimes boring to play with my 
son.”) She wanted to make the most of 
her Goncourt tenure. “A year isn’t much 
in the life of a family,” she told me.

After “Dans le Jardin de l’Ogre” came 
out, one of Slimani’s former colleagues 
told a reporter that its racier passages had 
raised some eyebrows around the office 
but that “what surprised us the most was 
the darkness of the book. Nobody saw 
her as someone who was capable of ex-
pressing such a keen despair.” At the café, 
it was equally difficult to imagine her as 
someone who had spent lonely years in 
Paris, who had struggled to figure out 
what she was meant to do or bummed 
around her apartment feeling like a non-
entity. When I asked her whether she’d 
hesitated in taking on sex addiction as 
the subject of her first novel, she said, 
“The thing wasn’t to dare to write about 
nymphomania—it was to dare to write.”

 Her characters, like her, want things. 
Adèle wants sex; Myriam wants work. 
Of another character in “Chanson 
Douce,” who once employed Louise as 
a caretaker for his elderly mother, Sli-
mani writes, “What he wanted for his 
mother was a friend, a nanny, a tender- 
hearted woman who would listen to 
her ravings without rolling her eyes, 
without sighing.” In Slimani’s appraisal, 
the emotional marketplace has ren-
dered basic human entitlements a lux-
ury. “It’s the question of, Can we buy 
everything with money? Can we, in 
earning a good living, procure for our-
selves comfort and freedom?” she said. 
“But does that also mean that those 
who don’t have the means will never 
be able to attain that comfort and that 
freedom?” Whenever we met, we were 
both able to be there because of a par-
asitic chain of caretaking that inevita-
bly, discreetly, leaves someone alone at 
the bottom end. “Darling, you’re naïve,” 
Myriam’s father-in-law tells his wife, 
who believed that her generation would 

change the world. “Women are capi-
talists, just like men.”

Louise’s unravelling manifests itself 
most clearly in her yearning for Paul 
and Myriam to have another baby and 
her belief, against all evidence, that they 
are going to. “Louise talks to Wafa”—
another nanny—“about this child that 
will soon be born,” Slimani writes. 
“About the joy it will bring, and the 
extra work. ‘With three children, they 
won’t be able to do without me.’ Lou-
ise has moments of euphoria. She has 
the vague, fleeting sense of a life that 
will grow bigger, of wider open spaces, 
a purer love, voracious appetites.” Lou-
ise has fallen out of touch with her grown 
daughter. Her abusive husband died and 
left her in a financial mess. (Slimani told 
me that she originally conceived of Lou-
ise’s character as an African woman but 
decided to make her “a white woman 
doing an immigrant’s job, which is ex-
tremely demeaning,” in order to em-
phasize her marginality.) One weekend, 
in her suffocating apartment, Louise 
puts on her blue dress and waits by the 
phone. “Perhaps they will call her,” Sli-
mani writes. As the day fades, Louise 
fantasizes about shopping: “She wants 
everything. The buckskin boots, the 
suede jackets, the snakeskin bags, the 
wrap dresses, the camisoles overstitched 
with lace.” Loneliness and poverty chase 
each other around in circles in Louise’s 
head. Her appetites blend together, until 
only hunger is left.

Slimani’s books beg to be read in an 
unfashionable way. You engage with her 
characters as people, not as constructs. 
You really want to know what they are 
trying to tell you about how to live. In 
“Chanson Douce,” Slimani is pretty hard 
on Paul and Myriam. “When she goes 
shopping, for herself or for her children, 
she hides the new clothes in an old cloth 
bag and only opens them once Louise 
has gone,” she writes. “Paul congratu-
lates her on being so tactful.” One day, 
I asked Slimani whether the couple, in 
the moral universe of the book, had 
committed a sin. Had they been too 
greedy? Too selfish? 

“No,” Slimani said, explaining that 
she’d named Louise for Louise Wood-
ward, the British au pair who, in 1997, 
was convicted of involuntary man-
slaughter in the death of an eight-month- 
old baby. She went on, “As an angle of  

defense, Louise Woodward’s lawyer de-
cided to attack the parents, and in par-
ticular to attack the mother, saying, ‘If 
you didn’t want something to happen 
to your kids, you should have taken care 
of them yourself.’ I find that terribly 
cruel. I think that to put the idea in peo-
ple’s heads that to entrust your children 
to someone other than yourself is some-
thing bad—it’s a tool to alienate women, 
because it always ends with ‘O.K., then, 
it’s the woman who stays at home.’ ” 
When I asked what childcare would 
look like in an ideal world, her answer 
surprised me. “It’s difficult to imagine,” 
she said. “Whatever the case, I think 
that this relationship between the par-
ents and the nanny is—like every human 
relationship, like the relationship be-
tween parents and their children—made 
of errors. There’s no user’s guide. You 
mess up all the time.” 

The scene in “Chanson Douce” that 
haunts me isn’t the obvious one. It oc-
curs about halfway through the book, 
when Paul returns from work one af-
ternoon. As a rainy-day amusement, 
Louise has brought out her “little white 
vanity case” and made up Mila, teasing 
her hair and painting “her chubby lit-
tle feet with nail polish.” “Look, Papa,” 
Mila cries, thrilled, when Paul walks in 
the door. “Look what Louise did!” Paul 
stares at her. Slimani writes:

He had been so pleased to get home early, 
so happy to see his children, but now he feels 
sick. He has the feeling that he has walked in 
on something sordid or abnormal. His daugh-
ter, his little girl, looks like a transvestite, like 
a ruined old drag queen. He can’t believe it. 
He is furious, out of control. He hates Louise 
for having done this. Mila, his angel, his little 
blue dragonfly, is as ugly as a circus freak, as 
ridiculous as a dog dressed up for a walk by its 
hysterical old lady owner.

You feel Paul’s rage, as much as you 
feel how Louise must be dumbstruck 
by it. No one has done anything wrong, 
and everyone has. “That animal part 
of us, it’s the most interesting part,” 
Slimani told me. “It’s everything that 
has to do with drives, with things we 
can’t stop ourselves from doing, with 
all the spaces where we’re unable to 
reason with ourselves.” She continued, 
“It has its dark side, but there’s a lu-
minous side, too, which is the fact that 
we’re just another species of animal.” 
The incident, defying analysis, is all 
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instinct. The sublimated forces of sex, 
love, money, and class have converged 
upon a little girl’s flesh. 

“I grew up in Morocco, I was born a 
Muslim, and, every year, I celebrated 

Christmas in a big white house in the 
country, halfway between Meknes and 
Fez,” Slimani wrote in 2016, in an essay. 
The hosts of the holiday festivities were 
her maternal grandparents, Lakhdar and 
Anne Dhobb. In 1944, Lakhdar—“a 
spahi in sirwal pants”—crossed the Med-
iterranean and landed in southern Al-
sace with the French Colonial Army. 
There he met Anne, née Ruetsch. “My 
great-grandfather was a typical bon- 
vivant Alsatian,” Slimani told the news-
paper L’Alsace. “My grandfather, being 
Muslim, didn’t eat charcuterie, didn’t 
drink alcohol, but the two got along 
well. Despite their legitimate fears about 
seeing their daughter leave for North 
Africa, my grandmother’s parents ac-
cepted the marriage.” Every December, 
Lakhdar dressed up as Santa.

Anne was the first writer in the fam-
ily. She stayed in Meknes, where the 
couple returned to manage Lakhdar’s 
father’s land, all her adult life. Accord-
ing to Slimani, Anne was embraced by 
Moroccans but mostly shunned by Eu-
ropeans, on the ground of her mixed 
marriage. “I kept roots in my country, 
but a tree has multiple branches, and a 
part of mine is now firmly anchored 
here,” declares the heroine of “On the 
Wings of Time,” an autobiographical 
novel that Anne published in 2003. 

Slimani’s mother, Béatrice-Najat 
Dhobb-Slimani, is an otolaryngologist. 
Slimani’s late father, Othman, was born 
in 1941, in Fez. He was part of a gener-
ation of Moroccans whose coming-of-
age coincided with the radical transfor-
mation of their country, which achieved 
independence in 1956. A dazzling stu-
dent from a modest family, Othman 
won entrance to French schools, at a 
time when they welcomed few Moroc-
cans, and earned a scholarship to study 
economics in France. He returned to 
Morocco, where he served as minister 
of the economy from 1977 to 1979. 

Slimani was born in 1981, in Rabat. 
(She has dual nationality, as a function 
of her Alsatian heritage.) The family 
lived in an art-filled house that Béatrice- 
Najat and Othman built. “It was very 
modern, a little bit à la japonaise or à la 
californienne, with lots of angles,” Sli-
mani said. Both parents were ambitious 
about their careers, even when it was ex-
ceptional simply for a woman to have 
one. Slimani said that her mother “left 
at eight o’clock in the morning and never 
came home until eight at night. She 
worked Saturdays, she was always on 
call.” I asked her if she missed her mother 
as a child. “No, because, at the same time, 
she was very, very present,” she replied. 
“She adored us.”

The equilibrium of the household 
owed much to the presence of domes-
tic workers. For the first twelve years of 
her life, Slimani, along with her sisters, 
was looked after by a live-in nanny whom 
she knew by the affectionate nickname 

Mouima. Béatrice-Najat and Mouima 
both came from Meknes, and Moui-
ma’s parents had worked for Béatrice- 
Najat’s parents. “She was strict!” Slimani 
recalled, when I asked her about Mouima. 
“But very kind, very affectionate. She 
loved to do our hair, to make us all cute.” 
Slimani’s cousins lived nearby. She re-
members a “world of women” populated 
by a rotating cast of staff and kin. As 
Slimani got older, she noticed that 
Mouima occupied a curious position  
in the family. She had fussed over the 
girls when they were babies, but as they 
got older they gravitated toward their 
mother. “We shared more intellectual 
things, school and all that,” Slimani said. 
“She maybe felt that she was less.”

Béatrice-Najat and Othman nurtured 
their daughters’ independence and en-
couraged them to speak their minds. One 
afternoon, when Slimani was eight, her 
teacher told the tale of a spider that wove 
a web to protect Mohammed from his 
enemies. Slimani stood up and said, “But 
that’s impossible! A spider couldn’t do 
something like that in so little time.” The 
teacher walked over and slapped her. 
“You should be ashamed for insulting 
the Prophet,” she said. When Slimani 
got home, she reported what had hap-
pened to her parents. They told her that 
sometimes you have to keep your mouth 
shut; that she had the right to think what-
ever she wanted, but that it was better 
not to provoke. Slimani later wrote, “My 
parents loved Voltaire and the Enlight-
enment, but without doubt they loved 
their children more. They were afraid. 
They were wrong.” 

Othman became the C.E.O. of 
Crédit Immobilier et Hôtelier, a Mo-
roccan bank. In 1993, he was fired in a 
financial scandal. His dismissal was a 
rupture, the B.C./A.D. of the Slimani 
family story. “It was the end of my child-
hood,” Slimani recalled. “All of a sudden, 
I realized that this whole wonderful  
little world, this well-oiled mechan-
ism, was in the midst of falling apart.” 
Béatrice-Najat became responsible for 
supporting the family. “All the people 
who used to come see my father, who 
were at his feet, who came to ask him 
for things—everyone disappeared,” Sli-
mani told me.

In 2002, Othman was indicted, along 
with thirty-two former colleagues, for 
embezzlement and misappropriation of 

ANTS’	NEST

“On Being the Right Size,” Haldane’s short essay is titled.

An ants’ nest can be found at the top of a redwood.

No bird that weighs less than—
No insect more than—
The minimum mass for a whale, for a language, an ice cap.

In a human-sized room,
someone is setting a human-sized table with yellow napkins, 
someone is calling 
her children to come in from a day whose losses as yet remain child-sized.

—Jane Hirshfield
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public funds. He was imprisoned for four 
months, before being released on bail. 
He died of lung cancer in 2004, but Sli-
mani believes that he died of grief. In 
2010, he was posthumously acquitted of 
all charges on appeal, with an official 
apology, putting an end to what one Mo-
roccan newspaper called “this long judi-
ciary soap opera.” Over its course, Sli-
mani said, “I came to understand that 
Morocco was a peculiar country, where 
strange things happened.” 

One afternoon in November, Slimani 
was sitting at the head of a table on 

a hotel terrace in Rabat. It was a balmy 
day, and she was drinking a beer. Joining 
her for lunch were fellow- members of 
the jury for the Prix Grand Atlas, given 
by the French government to the best 
French-language nonfiction book pub-
lished in Morocco each year. Slimani’s fa-
vored candidate was “Islam and Women,” 
by the doctor and theologian Asma Lam-
rabet, who argues that misogynistic in-
terpretations of Islamic law undermine 
the principles of equality found in the 
Koran. It was deemed the winner before 
the main course arrived. 

That evening, Slimani presented the 
award at the National Library of the 

Kingdom of Morocco. She had chosen 
“Defending the Critical Spirit” as the 
subject of her keynote address. There 
were hundreds of people in an affluent, 
secular crowd—Lamrabet was the only 
woman I saw wearing a head scarf—
including several government dignitar-
ies. “This wonderful, liberating, thrill-
ing work also has a dark side,” Slimani 
said. “It sometimes causes us to be mis-
understood, insulted, given the finger. 
How many writers or artists today are 
still shocked to be the object of oppro-
brium, if not threats? How many are 
admonished for not having given a good 
image of their country, or the good image 
of their country?” Moroccan artists, she 
said, had to take on “burning themes”—
their country’s history and institutions, 
the inequality between men and women, 
the question of individual liberties, the 
place of religion—rather than concern 
themselves with maintaining appear-
ances, as though they were functionar-
ies of the ministry of tourism. 

In her fiction, Slimani makes little 
mention of current events. “Since the 
terrorist attacks, Myriam has forbidden 
her to let the children watch television,” 
she writes, in typically oblique fashion, in 
“Chanson Douce.” The choice is partly 

a question of taste. Slimani believes that 
literature needs time to digest the news. 
But her reticence is also ideological, a 
pushback against the notion that the 
Moroccan or the Afghan writer must 
grapple with political issues while the 
American or the French one is left to 
explore the questions of an individual 
life. “When somebody invites me to go 
on TV to talk about the veil, I should 
go just because my name is Leïla Sli-
mani?” she said. Laclavetine told me, 
“Leïla doesn’t want to let herself get pi-
geonholed in the image of the intelli-
gent and lucky little Maghrébine.” 

When a subject stirs her conscience, 
however, Slimani is ferocious. “Let’s stop 
hiding behind a pseudo-respect of cul-
tures, in a sickening relativism that’s only 
a mask for our cowardice, our cynicism, 
and our powerlessness. I, born Muslim, 
Moroccan, and French, I will say it to 
you: Sharia makes me vomit,” Slimani 
wrote, in an essay titled “Fundamental-
ists, I Hate You,” just after the Paris at-
tacks of November, 2015. Paris was her 
country, she wrote. “Tonight, our the-
atres, our museums, our libraries, are 
closed. But tomorrow they will open 
again, and it is we, enfants de la patrie, 
unbelievers, infidels, simple loafers, ador-
ers of idols, drinkers of beer, libertines, 
humanists, who will write history.” 

In September, Slimani published her 
first book of nonfiction, “Sexe et Men-
songes” (“Sex and Lies”), an exploration 
of “sexual misery” in Morocco. She de-
cided to write it after completing a pub-
licity tour for “Dans le Jardin de l’Ogre.” 
Everywhere she went, people came up 
to her, emboldened by Adèle’s frustra-
tions, to confess their own intimate woes. 
Slimani received e-mails and Facebook 
messages by the hundreds. “I wanted to 
give voice to these slices of life, often 
painful, in a society where many men 
and women prefer to avert their gaze,” 
she writes, in the introduction to the 
book, which is composed of first- person 
testimonies with her commentary.

Adèle, Slimani acknowledges, is “a 
slightly extreme metaphor” for the sex-
ual lives of many Moroccans, who strug-
gle to reconcile the reality of their pri-
vate lives with the public narrative of a 
society in which everyone is suppos-
edly married or a virgin. (Article 489 of 
the Moroccan penal code forbids ho-
mosexuality, while Article 490 outlaws 

“Would you say this is a must-win?”

• •
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extramarital sex.) Slimani writes of ba-
bies abandoned in trash cans and of the 
ostracized children of extramarital re-
lationships; of policemen who shake 
down teen-age lovers; of women who 
prostitute themselves to pay for secret 
abortions; of gay couples extorted by 
their neighbors; of a sixteen-year-old 
girl raped by and married off to a fam-
ily friend; of a cleric who signs off on 
necrophilia, provided it’s practiced with 
one’s spouse; of brides who retrofit their 
vaginas with fake hymens that are sup-
posed to bleed. “Our society is consumed 
by the poison of hypocrisy and by an 
institutionalized culture of lies,” she as-
serts, arguing that repression is as cor-
rosive to the polity as it is to the psyche. 

The debate over Islamic fundamen-
talism deforms the political continuum. 
By some strange trick of physics, you 
can lean to the left (criticizing the sex-
ual subjugation of women by the gov-
ernmental and religious authorities of 
a Muslim country) and inadvertently 
graze the right (in France, the extreme- 
right National Front Party often de-
monizes Muslims this way). That Sli-
mani is anathema to religious conser-
vatives is unsurprising. But she has also 
attracted scorn from less obvious peo-
ple, who interpret her insistence on En-
lightenment values as a betrayal of her 
origins. Houria Bouteldja, the leader of 
the French anti-racist movement Party 
of the Indigenous of the Republic, re-
cently attacked Slimani as a “native in-
formant.” In Jeune Afrique, François 
Soudan accused her of choosing themes 
that were gratuitously offensive to or-
dinary Moroccans in an effort to ingra-
tiate herself with a French élite: “To be 
bankable in the media right now on the 
Left Bank of the Seine, the good Arab 
is obliged to be secular, Islamophobic, 
preferably libertine, and, if possible, 
under threat (for the preceding) in his 
country of origin.” He quoted a Moroc-
can journalist as saying that, with every 
one of Slimani’s provocations, a funda-
mentalist’s beard grew five centimetres.

“I was raised with values that weren’t 
necessarily those of the country where I 
was living,” Slimani told me. “I had to be 
aware. I couldn’t say, ‘You have to do this, 
you have to do that,’ as though I knew 
better than others. But, finally, I realized, 
after all that has happened—I turned 
twenty a month after September 11th;  

I grew up with attacks, with Islamism, 
with fundamentalism—that you have 
to defend your ideas, you can’t always 
cede the floor to others.” She added, 
“Even if you come from a bourgeois 
background and you had a private- school 
education.” Slimani’s former colleague 
Hamid Barrada, who has known her 
since she was twenty-seven, told me, “In 
my opinion, Leïla was never Moroccan 
until now. Her family was always a lit-
tle bit ‘offshore.’ But, because of the sub-
jects she’s taken on, she’s become Mo-
roccan through literature.” 

In October, Slimani accepted an un-
paid position as Emmanuel Macron’s 
“personal representative to French- 
speaking countries.” Her job, essentially, 
is to burnish the image of the French 
language (and thus of France) abroad. 
“Beckett writes in French and we con-
sider it romantic, but when we, the North 
Africans, write in French we’re thought 
of as victims of neocolonialism, as trai-
tors!” she told me. She is Macron’s lit-
erary analogue, attempting to renew 
an entrenched intellectual order with 
an urgent, sometimes unpredictable, 
centrist vision. 

S limani was on the road early the next 
morning, en route from Rabat to 

Oulad Abbou, a village on the outskirts 
of Casablanca. In the back seat of a taxi, 
she was toggling between answering her 
e-mail and trying to read “The Moth-
ers,” by Brit Bennett. The temptation 
to sleep was also strong. 
There had been a full moon 
the night before, and her 
baby had been up at 3 A.M. 

After about an hour, we 
pulled over on the side of 
the highway. We got out 
and entered the concrete 
courtyard of an elementary 
school. The air smelled of 
sugar. Kids were fishing for 
rubber ducks in plastic 
pools. As part of a charitable organiza-
tion called Enfance Maghreb Avenir, 
Slimani was there to inaugurate seven 
new classrooms and a block of toilets, 
where before there had been a hole in 
the ground, causing many of the par-
ents in the neighborhood to keep their 
daughters out of school. 

The governor of the province ar-
rived—a busy man in a dark suit. Sli-

mani gave a speech, and then the school-
children sang the national anthem, 
waving little flags and launching red, 
green, and white balloons into a blue-
bird sky. If the night before Slimani had 
been the scourge of a fraudulent social 
order, today she was doing what she 
could to improve it from within. 

Slimani was staying at her mother’s 
house in Rabat. That night, I went over 
for dinner. Leïla welcomed me, wearing 
a sweatshirt that said “Bourgeoisie  
Sauvage,” and led me to the living room, 
where Antoine, Béatrice-Najat, and 
Béatrice-Najat’s second husband, Dan-
iel, were gathered around a low wooden 
table. Antoine poured red wine and whis-
key. A housekeeper brought blistered 
shishito peppers. Béatrice-Najat, who 
was warm and quiet, seemed as awed as 
anyone by her daughter’s success. “ 
Writers were people we admired,” she 
said. “When Leïla was about nine, I asked 
her what she wanted to do when she 
grew up, and she said, ‘I want to think.’ ”

Eventually, we moved into a dining 
room enclosed by red-and-white striped 
curtains. Béatrice-Najat had made Leï-
la’s favorite chicken tagine, and, for des-
sert, a majestically homey Pavlova of 
mint, strawberries, and pomegranate. 
The conversation was relaxed, broad, 
darkly funny. When insomnia came up, 
Slimani said, “One writer I know told 
me that a genius way to put yourself 
back to sleep is to think of your enemies 
and how you’d murder them.” She pressed 

her fingertip to a pomegran-
ate seed that had fallen onto 
the tablecloth and popped 
it into her mouth. 

On the way out, I asked 
about a series of paintings 
that hung throughout the 
house. Slimani said that 
they were her father’s. “They 
were ones he did after he 
went to jail,” she told me. 
“It’s because of that that 

they’re always of these round charac-
ters, with bars. Of closed-in people.”  
In “Chanson Douce,” in the passage 
about parks in winter, Slimani writes, 
“In strollers, babies held tight under 
straps contemplate their elder siblings. 
Perhaps some of them feel melancholic, 
impatient.” Even her infants, I realized, 
are in prisons. The only crime they’ve 
committed is being human.  
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A drilling field east of Odessa. Fracking has been a dark bounty. It has created enormous wealth for some, and the flood of natural

A	REPORTER	AT	LARGE

THE GLUT ECONOMY
Will the booms and busts of the energy industry always dominate Texas?

BY	LAWRENCE	WRIGHT
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gas has lowered energy costs for many, but it has also despoiled communities and created enduring environmental hazards.
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F
or more than a century, the eco-
nomic fortunes of Texas have 
depended on oil. The image of 

mighty geysers spewing depreciable 
assets out of the ground is forever 
linked to the state. In the popular 
imagination, a rich Texan is invari-
ably an oil baron. The Austin Chalk, 
the Barnett Shale, the Wolfcamp: 
these layers of subterranean Texas 
have yielded up so much black gold 
that their names are recognized by 
oilmen and everyday citizens alike.

In large part because of high oil 
prices, a disproportionate share of Amer-
ica’s economic growth over the past de-
cade has come from Texas. The gross 
domestic product of the state is $1.6 tril-
lion; if it were an independent country, 
its economy would settle in around tenth 
place, eclipsing those of Canada and 
Australia. California, with forty per cent 
more residents, has a G.D.P. of $2.6  
trillion, but since 2000 job growth in 
both Dallas and Houston has expanded 
by about thirty per cent—three times 
the rate of Los Angeles. 

Texas’s vigorous growth had a rope 
thrown around it when oil prices, 
which had climbed to a hundred and 
forty- five dollars a barrel in 2008, 
slumped in 2014, ultimately falling 
below thirty dollars. In 2016, for the 
first time in twelve years, the state’s job 
growth lagged behind that of the na-
tion as a whole. Five thousand energy- 
industry companies make their home 
in Houston, the world’s oil-and-gas 
capital, and the crash in oil prices was 
evident in the emptying of office 
buildings and the slowdown in home 
sales. Even the traffic on the freeways 
got lighter. 

Between January, 2015, and De-
cember, 2016, more than a hundred 
U.S. oil and gas producers declared 
bankruptcy, nearly half of them in 
Texas. This figure doesn’t count the 
financial impact on the pipeline, stor-
age, servicing, and shipping compa-
nies that depend on the energy busi-
ness, or the seventy-four billion dollars’ 
worth of debt that these bankrupt-
cies left behind. As a gesture of sym-
pathy, Ouisie’s Table, a Houston 
restaurant in the wealthy River Oaks 
neigh borhood, began offering a three-
course meal on Wednesday nights 
that was pegged to the price of a bar-

rel of oil. When I visited in the early 
spring of 2016, the meal cost about 
thirty-eight dollars. (Ouisie’s Table 
dropped the practice when oil prices 
inched back up. As of December 13th, 
the Wednesday special would have 
cost $56.60.)

Now that oil prices have stabilized, 
Texas’s economy is robust again. In 
recent years, it has finally begun to 
diversify, and now tops that of Cali-
fornia in exporting technology, from 
semiconductors to communications 
equipment. Conservative politicians 
in Texas like to claim that the state’s 
low taxes and light regulation are the 
magic forces propelling its economy. 
But oil still sets Texas apart. It has 
been both a gift and a trap.

The grand story of Texas oil is re-
ally about three wells. Around 

the turn of the twentieth century, near 
Beaumont—on the Gulf Coast, close 
to the Louisiana state line—there was 
a sulfurous hill called Sour Spring 
Mound. Natural gas was perpetually 
seeping to the surface, and school-
boys sometimes set the hill afire. Pa-
tillo Higgins, a disreputable local busi-
nessman who had lost an arm in a 
gunfight with a deputy sheriff, be-
came convinced that oil was trapped 
below the mound. At the time, wells 
weren’t drilled; they were essentially 
pounded into the earth, using a heavy 
bit that was repeatedly lifted and 
dropped, chiselling its way through 
the strata. There was quicksand be-
neath Sour Spring Mound, and it 
confounded any attempt to bore a sta-
ble hole. Nevertheless, the persistent 
Higgins forecast that oil would be 
struck at a thousand feet beneath the 
surface—a figure he simply made up.

In 1898, Higgins hired a mining 
engineer, Captain Anthony F. Lucas, 
to help him dig wells at Sour Spring 
Mound. Lucas’s first effort delved only 
five hundred and seventy-five feet be-
fore the pipe collapsed. He decided 
to try a novel device called a rotary 
bit, which turned out to be more suit-
able for penetrating soft layers. The 
drillers at the site also discovered that 
by pumping mud down the hole a 
kind of concrete formed, which but-
tressed the sides. These innovations 
created the modern drilling industry. 

Lucas and his team hoped to es-
tablish a well that could produce fifty 
barrels of oil a day. On January 10, 
1901, at a thousand and twenty feet—
almost precisely the depth predicted 
by Higgins’s wild guess—the well sud-
denly vomited mud, and then ejected 
six tons of drilling pipe clear over the 
top of the derrick. Nobody had seen 
anything like this, and it was terrify-
ing. In the unnerving silence that fol-
lowed, the drilling team, drenched in 
mud, crept back to the site and began 
cleaning up debris. Then they heard 
a roar from deep in the earth, from 
an era millions of years ago. More 
mud flew up, followed by rocks and 
gas and then by oil, which spouted a 
hundred and fifty feet into the air: a 
black fountain surging from the ar-
terial wound that the drillers had 
made. It was the greatest oil discov-
ery in history. For the next nine days, 
until the well was capped, the gusher 
spurted into the air a hundred thou-
sand barrels of oil a day—an output 
that exceeded the production of all 
the other wells in America combined. 
After the first year of operation, the 
well, which Higgins named Spindle-
top, was producing seventeen million 
barrels a year.

In those days, Texas was almost 
entirely rural. There were no large cit-
ies and practically no industry; cot-
ton and cattle were the anchors of the 
economy. Spindletop changed that. 
Because native Texans were suspicious 
of outside corporate interests—espe-
cially John D. Rockefeller’s Standard 
Oil—two local companies were 
formed to develop the new field: Gulf 
Oil and Texaco. (Both companies have 
since merged with Chevron.) The 
boom made some prospectors mil-
lionaires, but the sudden surfeit of pe-
troleum was not entirely a blessing 
for Texas. In the nineteen-thirties, oil 
prices crashed, to the point that in 
some parts of the United States oil 
became cheaper than water. This was 
the beginning of a pattern in Texas’s 
boom-or-bust oil economy.

In August, 1927, Columbus Mar-
ion Joiner, a prospector and a rascally 
con man widely known as Dad, began 
drilling in East Texas, on the Daisy 
Bradford lease, which was named for 
a widow who owned the land. Joiner 



had practically no money and even 
less luck. His first two wells went bust. 
To entice investors to help him drill 
yet another well, he drew up fake geo-
logical reports indicating the presence 
of salt domes and stratified-rock folds, 
which can trap oil and natural-gas 
deposits beneath them. The phony 
report suggested that, at thirty-five 
hundred feet, a well could tap into 
one of the greatest oil deposits in the 
world. Once again, a wild prediction 
turned out to be true.

Dad Joiner was targeting the 
Woodbine sands, which sit above a 
layer of Buda limestone and are thick 
with the fossils of the dinosaurs and 
the crocodiles that plied the shallow 
seas of the Cretaceous period. Over 
millions of years, plankton, algae, and 
other materials buried in the sandy 
strata transformed into oil or gas. 
Joiner scraped by for three and a half 
years, paying his workers with scrip; 
in order to raise enough money to 
complete the well, he sold twenty- 
five-dollar stock certificates to farm-
ers. When Daisy Bradford No. 3 
reached thirty-four hundred and fifty-
six feet, a core sample finally showed 
oil-saturated sand. Thousands gath-
ered to watch the roughnecks drill-
ing and swabbing through the night. 
The locals—farmers in bib overalls, 
ladies in dresses sewn from patterns 
out of the Sears, Roebuck catalogue—
were imagining a life in which they 
would be strolling down a boulevard 
in fine clothes, pricing jewels and 
weighing investments. That dream 
was about to be realized for many of 
them. Late in the afternoon on Oc-
tober 3, 1930, a gurgling was heard; at 
eight o’clock, oil shot into the air in 
a great and continuous ejaculation. 
People danced in the black rain, and 
children painted their faces with oil.

Overnight, new prospectors ar-
rived, along with major oil producers. 
Within nine months of the Daisy 
Bradford No. 3 strike, a thousand wells 
were up and running in the East Texas 
field, accounting for half of the total 
U.S. production. Towns sprang into 
existence, in order to accommodate 
the saloons and the hotels and the 
man camps required to service the 
roughnecks. Established cities, such 
as Tyler, Kilgore, and Longview, sud-

denly found themselves in a forest of 
towering derricks, which rose out of 
back yards and loomed over down-
town buildings. Texans pumped so 
much oil out of the Woodbine that 
prices, which had peaked at a dollar 
and ten cents a barrel, plummeted  
to thirteen cents. The governor at-
tempt ed to prop up the price by shut-
ting down wells. In 1930, Joiner, whose 
years of reckless promises had left him 
besieged by lawsuits, sold his interest 
in the Daisy Bradford lease to H. L. 
Hunt, who eventually became the 
richest man in the world. Joiner died, 
broke, in Dallas in 1947.

By the mid-nineties, the oil business 
in the U.S. was lagging. The in-

dustry seemed to be on the verge of 
Peak Oil—the moment when at least 
half of all the recoverable oil in the 
world has been exploited. On the other 
side of that peak lay an unyielding slope 
of diminishing returns. The major oil 
companies began concentrating their 
exploration efforts outside the U.S., 
whose reserves were deemed to be more 
or less used up. The end of the fossil- 
fuel era was not exactly imminent, but 
it was no longer unimaginable. 

The situation was brutally clear to 

George Mitchell, who became one of 
Texas’s greatest wildcatters. He was 
the son of Greek immigrants; his fa-
ther, who had changed the family 
name from Paraskevopoulos to Mitch-
ell, ran a shoeshine stand in Galves-
ton. George worked his way through 
Texas A&M, studying geology and 
petroleum engineering, and gradu-
ated at the top of his class. In 1952, 
he acted on a tip from a bookmaker 
and made a deal to option a plot of 
land in Wise County, an area in North 
Texas that was known as the “wild-
catter’s graveyard.” He soon had thir-
teen producing wells, the first of the 
ten thousand he went on to develop 
in his career. 

In 1954, Mitchell obtained a con-
tract to supply ten per cent of Chica-
go’s natural-gas needs. However, the 
producing wells operated by his com-
pany, Mitchell Energy & Develop-
ment, were declining. He needed to 
discover new sources of petroleum, or 
else. Mitchell was convinced that the 
world was running out of fossil fuels. 
In 1980, he predicted that there were 
only about thirty-five years’ worth of 
conventional sources of petroleum  
remaining in the U.S. The obvious  
alternative was coal, which had dire 

“We need one with three zones.”
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implications for the environment. 
Mitchell’s main assets were the 

leases that he held on three hundred 
thousand acres, seventy miles north-
west of Dallas, in the region known 
to oilmen as the Fort Worth Basin. 
A mile and a half below the surface 
was a formation called the Barnett 
Shale. Geologists had speculated that 
the Barnett, which extends five thou-
sand square miles and spreads through 
seventeen counties, contained the larg-
est gas reserves of any onshore field 
in the United States. The problem 
was that nobody knew how to extract 
the gas. Porous formations, like the 
Woodbine sands that Dad Joiner had 
tapped, allow the flow of liquids and 
gases, but the Barnett Shale is “tight 
rock,” meaning that it has very low 
permeability. In the mid-twentieth 
century, prospectors attempted to lib-
erate petroleum reserves by pulveriz-
ing tight rock. Dynamite, machine 
guns, bazookas, and napalm were all 
tried, without success. In 1967, the 
Atomic Energy Commission, work-

ing with the Lawrence Livermore 
Laboratory and the El Paso Natural 
Gas Company, exploded a twenty- 
nine-kiloton nuclear bomb, dubbed 
Gasbuggy, four thousand feet below 
the surface, near Farmington, New 
Mexico. More than thirty other nu-
clear explosions followed, in what was 
called Project Plowshare. Natural gas, 
it turned out, could be extracted from 
the atomized rubble, but the gas was 
radioactive.

A safer and more precise method, 
developed in the seventies, was to use 
jets of fluid, under intense pressure, 
to create micro-cracks in the strata, 
typically in limestone or sandstone. 
Expensive gels or foams were gener-
ally used to thicken the fluid, and bio-
cide was added to kill the bacteria 
that can clog the cracks. A granular 
substance called “proppant,” made of 
sand or ceramics, was pumped into 
the cracks, keeping pathways open so 
that the hydrocarbons could make it 
to the surface. The process, which 
came to be known as hydraulic frac-

turing, or fracking, jostled loose the 
captured oil or gas molecules, but the 
technology had a fatal flaw: it was too 
costly to turn a profit in shale. 

In 1981, Mitchell drilled his first 
fracked well in the Barnett shale, the 
C. W. Slay No. 1. It lost money, as did 
many wells that followed it. Year after 
year, Mitchell continued drilling in 
the Barnett; he sunk two hundred and 
fifty million dollars into his venture, 
hoping to formulate a better, cheaper 
recipe for fracking. Seventeen years 
after that first unprofitable well, Mitch-
ell’s company was in real trouble. His 
shareholders had begun to think that 
he was a crank—the company was 
heavily in debt, and its share price had 
plunged from thirty dollars to ten—
and yet Mitchell kept drilling one un-
profitable well after another. 

To cut costs, one of Mitchell’s en-
gineers, Nick Steinsberger, began tin-
kering with the fracking-fluid for-
mula. He reduced the quantity of gels 
and chemicals, making the liquid more 
watery, and added a cheap lubricant, 
polyacrylamide, which is used in the 
manufacture of face creams and soft 
contact lenses. The resulting “slick 
water”—aided by a dusting of sand, 
to act as a proppant—worked beau-
tifully. It also cut the cost of fracking 
by more than two-thirds.

Mitchell combined his new frack-
ing formula with horizontal-drilling 
techniques that had been developed 
offshore; once you bored deep enough 
to reach a deposit, you could direct 
the bit into the oil- or gas-bearing 
seam, a far more efficient means of 
recovery. In 1998, one of Mitchell’s 
wells in the Barnett, S. H. Griffin 
No. 4, made a profit. The shale revo-
lution was under way. Soon the same 
fracking techniques that Mitchell had 
pioneered in gas were applied to oil. 

For the third time in Texas history, 
the state flooded the energy market. 
In July, 2008, prices reached an all-
time peak, $145.31 per barrel, but the 
frackers were just getting started. By 
2010, there were more than fourteen 
thousand wells in the Barnett alone, 
and the economic equation of past 
Texas booms held: a sudden fortune, 
a glut, a crash in prices. By January, 
2016, the price of oil had fallen to  
less than thirty dollars a barrel. “We’re 

¥ ¥
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back where we were in 1931,” Robert 
Bryce, an author who writes frequently 
about the energy business, told me 
after the crash. “Texas drillers are once 
again determining the price of the 
marginal barrel in the world market.” 

Mack Fowler, an oilman and a 
philanthropist in Houston, showed 
me a graph that depicted the U.S. 
production of crude oil over time. In 
1970, American oil production reached 
nearly ten million barrels a day; that 
summit was followed by a slow slide, 
touching bottom, in 2008, at a little 
more than five million barrels a day. 
This decline was abetted by oil em-
bargoes, price shocks, gas lines, shift-
ing geopolitical alliances, and wars in 
the Middle East. The world economy 
was in danger of being held captive 
to oil states that were often intensely 
anti-American. Then, around the time 
that Barack Obama became Presi-
dent, U.S. production shot back up, 
approaching its all-time peak. On 
Fowler’s graph, it looked like a flag-
pole. “In the span of five years, we  
go from 5.5 million barrels a day to 
9.5 million, almost doubling the U.S. 
output,” Fowler explained. It was the 
fastest growth in oil production ever 
seen. The difference, Fowler said, was 
advanced fracking techniques and 
horizontal drilling.

Recently, I drove north from Aus-
tin, in central Texas, where I live, 

to visit the S. H. Griffin No. 4. It stands 
amid a little community—older pre-
fabricated houses, tidy new brick bun-
galows—that marks the extended reach 
of the Fort Worth suburbs. The town 
used to be called Clark, but a decade 
ago its mayor made a deal with a sat-
ellite network to provide ten years of 
free basic service to the two hundred 
residents, in return for renaming the 
town after the company. Satellite dishes 
still sit atop many houses there, and 
even though the agreement has ex-
pired the town’s name remains: dish.

This part of Texas is flat grassland 
dotted with scrubby mesquite trees. 
You see a lot of heavy industry as-
sociated with pipelines and drilling. 
Tanker trucks, which carry the mil-
lions of gallons of water required to 
frack a well, and tractor trailers known 
as SandCans, which haul silica to the 

site, have worn down the roads. Each 
drilling rig is huge and arrives disas-
sembled, in a dozen truckloads of parts. 
Workers must also install the four-
inch metal pipe for the hole, which 
comes in thirty- foot lengths weigh-
ing six hundred pounds apiece; the 
concrete to encase the pipe; and the 
carbon-steel transmission pipes, be-
tween two and three feet in diameter, 
that transport the gas to storage con-
tainers. About twelve hundred truck 
deliveries are needed for every well 
that is fracked. 

First, the hole for a fracking well 
is drilled. In the Barnett, holes go 
down six to eight thousand feet, sub-
stantially below the water table. Once 
the desired depth is reached, the drill 
slowly bends until it becomes hori-
zontal, for as much as another ten 
thousand feet. 

There is a science-fiction quality 
to the fracking process. Several tubes, 
called perforating guns, are snaked to 
the end of the well bore. The guns 
contain explosives that rupture the 
surrounding strata. Meanwhile, on 
the surface, twenty or so trucks line 
up on either side of the well. Pipes 
and hoses emanating from the trucks 
connect to a metal apparatus known 
as a manifold, which looks like a giant 
insect. A mighty sound suddenly 
erupts as the trucks begin pumping 
fluid and proppant into the manifold 
and down the well, at between five 

hundred and eight hundred gallons 
per minute. Ferocious jets of fluid 
shoot out of the perforating guns, 
opening up fresh micro- fractures in 
the shale. The process is repeated, 
again and again, until the entire hor-
izontal plane of the well has been 
blasted open. It takes about a month 
to bring a well into production.

The S. H. Griffin No. 4 is in a grassy 
field, inside a cage of chain-link fenc-
ing. It looked small and inert on the 

surface. Unlike an oil well, there was 
no pump jack. Instead, the well was 
covered by what is known in the in-
dustry as a “Christmas tree”—a bunch 
of pipes and valves that control the 
flow of gas and direct the emissions 
into olive-green condensate tanks. On 
the northern horizon, there was a 
cloud of black smoke, perhaps from 
an oil fire or a gas flare.

Fracking is a dark bounty. It has 
created enormous wealth for some, 
and the flood of natural gas has low-
ered energy costs for many, but it has 
also despoiled communities and cre-
ated enduring environmental hazards. 
As in many Texas towns where fracked 
wells have become commonplace, the 
citizens of dish were anxious. In 2010, 
the town paid fifteen thousand dol-
lars for an air-quality study. It found 
elevated amounts of benzene, a car-
cinogen, and other harmful chemi-
cals, but not at levels that are known 
to endanger health. “If you drew a cir-
cle of a mile around my house, there 
were probably two hundred wells in-
side it,” the former mayor, Calvin Till-
man, told me. His children started 
getting nosebleeds when gassy odors 
were present. “One of my boys got a 
nosebleed that was all over his hands,” 
Tillman recalled. “There was blood 
dripping down the walls. It looked 
like a murder scene. The next morn-
ing, my wife said, ‘That’s it.’ ” In 2011, 
they sold their house, at a loss, and 
moved to a community that is not on 
the Barnett Shale. The nosebleeds 
went away. Since then, additional 
emission controls have been installed 
on the wells around dish. 

The frackers advanced fifteen miles 
northeast, to the city of Denton, on 
the edge of the Barnett. Locals have 
echoed the air-quality complaints of 
dish’s residents. Denton is now thought 
to be the most heavily fracked city in 
the country. Wells have been drilled 
near schools and hospitals, and next to 
the football field on the campus of the 
University of North Texas. 

Ed Soph, who used to teach jazz 
studies there, told me, “People think 
there are health consequences. Kids 
were getting asthma. There were nose-
bleeds and headaches. The silica coated 
the neighborhood in dust. There was 
the odor, the noise. The kids couldn’t 
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play outside—they would get sick, it’s 
that simple.” He says that there are 
nearly three hundred wells inside the 
city limits and more to come. “A third 
of the landmass of the city has been 
platted for wells,” he said.

In 2008, multiple earthquakes were 
recorded in North Texas, and, accord-
ing to a study conducted at Southern 
Methodist University, in Dallas, more 
than two hundred quakes have fol-
lowed. The study concluded that the 
quakes have most likely been caused 
by the 1.7 billion barrels of waste- 
water that have been pumped into the 
region’s hundred and sixty-seven “in-
jection” wells, which are used to dis-
pose of fracking fluids. Even after en-
vironmental activists recorded twelve 
earthquakes in and around Irving, 
where ExxonMobil is headquartered, 
over a twenty- four-hour period, in Jan-
uary, 2015, energy executives and state 
regulators maintained that the earth-
quakes were a natural phenomenon. 

“I started sounding the alarm pretty 
early,” Sharon Wilson, who once worked 
in the energy industry, told me. In 2008, 
she leased the mineral rights on a small 
horse ranch that she owned, in Wise 
County. “My air turned brown and my 
water turned black,” she said. “I moved 
to Denton, thinking that my family 
would have some level of safety there.” 
As she was unpacking, she noticed that 
a well was being drilled across the street 
from a nearby city park.

George Mitchell had been reluctant 
to admit that the fracking revolution 
that he unleashed had damaging con-
sequences for the environment. “He 
was caught off-guard by the backlash,” 
his son Todd, a geologist, recalls. Todd 
informed his father that, although nat-
ural gas caused less air pollution than 
coal, industrial leakages of natural gas—
especially of methane—could render 
it no better than coal in terms of global 
warming. George also came to appre-
ciate the damage caused by the indus-
trialization of the landscape in com-
munities subjected to intensive drilling. 
In 2012, the year before he died, he co-
wrote, with Mayor Michael Bloomberg, 
of New York, an op-ed for the Wash-
ington Post, arguing for increased reg-
ulation of fracking. “The rapid expan-
sion of fracking has invited legitimate 
concerns about its impact on water, air 

and climate—concerns that the indus-
try has attempted to gloss over,” they 
wrote. “Safely fracking natural gas can 
mean healthier communities, a cleaner 
environment and a reliable domestic 
energy supply.” Mitchell expressed him-
self more succinctly to his son-in-law 
Perry Lorenz, an Austin developer. 
“These damn cowboys will wreck the 
world in order to get an extra one per 
cent” of profit, Mitchell said. “You got 
to sit on them.” Unfortunately, Mitch-
ell’s plea has gone unheeded in Texas. 

Sharon Wilson began volunteering 
for a group in Denton called Earth-
works. In 2014, she became part of a 
successful campaign to ban fracking 

within the city limits. “It should send a 
signal to industry that if the people in 
Texas—where fracking was invented—
can’t live with it nobody can,” Wilson 
said at the time.

The state legislature, which is slav-
ishly beholden to the oil-and-gas in-
dustry, soon passed a law prohibiting 
any such ban. Now cities in Texas have 
almost no recourse when the frackers 
move in. 

I f you’ve ever flown over West Texas, 
in the region near Midland and 

Odessa, you may have noticed a land-
scape that looks like graph paper, stretch-
ing for hundreds of square miles across 

ADVENT

God said—Look at it this way—The poinsettias 
have to endure themselves—so many 

pornographic reds in one place—their effect 
that of the clown—all mouth—it’s too much—

And so you must also endure your form—
make the best of things—stop moping around—

Sometimes I spy you from the top tier 
of my treehouse in the woods—with my special 

binoculars—I have to get the leaves out 
of my eyes first—adjust the black knobs—

Then the top of your head, your bangs hanging 
limply in your eyes—you are always alone, 

in clothes that seem a size too small—a girl-ox 
moving through the grass—so dumb—

pulling a cart filled with the adult world—
its anxieties and lusts stacked like logs,

all that liquid grief pooling in the bottom—
You think I didn’t see but I saw—the little slits 

they made in your flesh, just below the ribs—
How they tried to fit their fingers in, and more—

The wound—it bled and bled—I watched—
And so I sent him like a hologram—to you—

Speak, child. What are you waiting for—?

—Bridget Lowe
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the flatland prairie. Each intersection 
marks an oil or a gas well. This is the 
Permian Basin. “It has been drilled more 
than any province on the planet,” Rob-
ert Bryce, an Austin-based journalist 
who reports on the oil industry, ob-
served. “And yet the more the oil com-
panies drill in it the more oil they find.” 
Nearly thirty billion barrels of low- sulfur, 
or “sweet,” oil, known as West Texas In-
termediate, have come out of this field, 
which is roughly the size of South Da-
kota, and much more oil remains. Fac-
tor in the fracking revolution, and the 
Permian Basin is arguably the hottest 
oil-and-gas play in the world.

Rystad Energy, an oil-and-gas con-
sultancy, estimates that, for the first 
time in history, the U.S. holds more 
oil reserves than either Saudi Arabia 
or Russia. More than half of the U.S. 
total is embedded in shale. Techno-
logical advances have decreased the 
cost of fracking to the point that it is 
becoming competitive with traditional 
means of extraction. Production in the 
Permian Basin has doubled in the past 
five years, to two million barrels a day, 
and the break-even cost of a fracked 
well in the region has plummeted to 
as low as twenty- five dollars a barrel. 
This has had dramatic consequences 
for more expensive means of produc-
tion, such as coal-tar extraction and 
ocean drilling. 

In September, 2016, the Apache Cor-
poration, a Houston-based oil- and-
gas-exploration company, announced 
the discovery of a new field in the Per-
mian Basin, called Alpine High, which 
is estimated to contain seventy-five 
trillion cubic feet of gas and three bil-
lion barrels of oil. Two months after 
the Alpine High discovery was an-
nounced, the U.S. Geological Survey 
revealed that another area within the 
Permian, the Wolfcamp shale, likely 
contains twenty billion barrels of oil. 
The agency called the deposit “the larg-
est estimated continuous oil accumu-
lation . . . assessed in the United States 
to date.” Wolfcamp is also thought to 
have sixteen trillion cubic feet of nat-
ural gas. Between 2007 and 2012, as-
sessments of how much recoverable oil 
remained in the Permian Basin in-
creased by more than eight hundred 
per cent. 

The little town of Balmorhea lies 

within the Apache Corporation’s vast 
fracking field, as does one of Texas’s 
most glorious spring-fed swimming 
holes—an oasis, more than an acre in 
size, that attracts tourists from all over 
the world. The pool is home to two 
endangered species of fish. Locals are 
concerned that the water table will be 
contaminated by gas leaking from  
a disposal well or by an earthquake. 
Apache, which maintains that its meth-
ods are “safe and proven,” promises 
not to drill within the town’s bound-
aries or beneath the state park that 
contains the swimming hole, and pre-
liminary testing of the local water sup-
ply—funded by the company—has 
found no “significant” deleterious 
effects. Still, it’s hard to imagine that 
there won’t be environmental damage 
from the estimated five thousand wells 
that will be required to extract all that 
oil and gas. 

Any ecological costs will have to be 
measured against the benefits, such as 
the decent jobs that will come to the 
region and the taxable income that will 
support city services. There are unde-
niable geopolitical advantages to re-
ducing American dependence on for-
eign oil and to lowering the cost of 
energy. Because of fracking, the United 
States now has abundant reserves of 
natural gas, and this is killing demand 
for coal, a trend that the Trump Ad-
ministration is unlikely to be able to 
reverse. Along the Texas Gulf Coast, 
facilities that were built for importing 
natural gas are now used to export it. 
Gas burns far cleaner than coal, and  
in the U.S. greenhouse-gas emissions 
have fallen to their lowest point in a 
quarter century. 

Nevertheless, hydrocarbons released 
by power plants, refineries, extraction 
wells, and leaky pipelines make Texas 
the nation’s leading offender in the pro-
duction of ozone pollutants, which 
cause smog. Two environmental groups, 
Earthworks and the Clean Air Task 
Force, predict that, by 2025, oil and gas 
production will have made Texas the 
worst place in America for children 
suffering from asthma. The Texas Com-
mission on Environmental Quality, 
which, like most Texas politicians, al-
most invariably stands with the energy 
companies, claims that stricter emis-
sions standards for the industry aren’t 

worth the money and won’t improve 
public health; tailpipe emissions from 
cars and trucks, the commission insists, 
are the main source of pollution in 
Texas. In October, 2014, the commis-
sion’s chief toxicologist declared that 
there would be “little to no public health 
benefit” from lowering ozone levels—
the opposite finding of the Environ-
mental Protection Agency. 

Texas is the only state that has its 
own electrical grid. It is operated 

by the Electric Reliability Council of 
Texas (ercot), and was created largely 
to avoid federal regulations. Because 
of the intense energy needs of the  
oil-and-gas business—it takes a lot of 
power to run oil refineries and petro-
chemical plants—Texas uses more elec-
tricity than any other state. (Califor-
nia, the second-largest consumer, uses 
about two-thirds as much.) Yet elec-
tricity in Texas is cheaper than the na-
tional average, and in some places it is 
free at night. That’s because Texas gets 
about seventeen per cent of its elec-
tricity from wind power, and wind gen-
erally blows more at night, when de-
mand is lower. The plains and mesas 
of West Texas, and the coastal region 
south of Galveston, are lined with reg-
iments of wind turbines. They are so 
heavily subsidized by the federal gov-
ernment that wind-energy producers 
sometimes pay companies to take the 
energy off their hands, in order to re-
ceive federal tax credits. In October, 
2016, Jeff Bezos, the founder of Ama-
zon, broke a bottle of champagne atop 
a three-hundred-foot turbine to inau-
gurate a vast new wind farm in Scurry 
County, three hours west of Fort Worth; 
it will provide a million megawatt hours 
a year to the Texas grid.

The state has invested nearly seven 
billion dollars in high-voltage transmis-
sion lines to carry wind power and other 
energy eastward, from the shrub- covered 
plains to the cities. On some days, wind 
satisfies almost half of Texas’s electric-
ity demand. Solar energy has been slower 
to catch on, despite abundant and in-
tense sunshine. Austin, the state’s lib-
eral enclave, already obtains nearly forty 
per cent of its power from renewable 
sources, and aims at almost doubling 
that figure in ten years. Georgetown, 
which is thirty miles outside Austin and 



one of Texas’s most conservative sub-
urbs, has done the capital one better:  
it already gets all its electricity from  
renewable sources. Clean-energy ap-
proaches are threatened, however, by the 
Trump Administration’s reluctance to 
continue subsidies for alternatives to 
coal and petroleum.

Nick Fowler, the younger brother 
of Mack Fowler, who showed me the 
graph about crude-oil production, op-
erates a petrochemical plant in Odessa. 
Nick is a ruddy man whose striking 
white hair and mustache look almost 
like a disguise. He is what is known as 
a “downstream” oilman. Upstream oil-
men are those who find the oil and 
provide the money to drill. Midstream 
are the pipeline operators and the peo-
ple who move the product to refiner-
ies and to market. At the end of the 
stream, Fowler makes a kind of plas-
tic from a by-product of refining gas-
oline. “We take a hydrocarbon and turn 
it into a polymer,” he explained as he 
showed me around the plant, with its 
inscrutable towers and mazes of pipes 
and gangplanks. I spent part of my 
childhood in West Texas, and I remem-
ber seeing facilities like this lit up on 
the flat horizon at night, like an out-
post in a “Mad Max” film. 

Fowler handed me a sample of his 
end product, a malleable, sticky glob 
that in the trade is called a “potato,” al-
though it more closely resembles a  
pregnant ravioli. “It’s a form of poly-
propylene used for hot-melt adhesives,” 
he told me. I recognized it as the same 
substance that is used in a hot-glue 
gun. When melted, the potato becomes 
spreadable. “The biggest use for it is 
in the assembly of non-woven mate-
rials, like in feminine-hygiene prod-
ucts, disposable diapers, panty liners, 
and adult-incontinence products,” 
Fowler said. “Our adhesives hold the 
layers together. Diapers are a very com-
plicated structure.”

As he drove me through the facil-
ity, Fowler rolled down the window 
and stopped to talk to three engineers. 
The plant had been shut down owing 
to an equipment malfunction. A train 
car that had arrived to take the next 
shipment of polymer to market was 
sitting idle, and who knew how many 
fortunes were being lost. But the en-
gineers were unfazed; in fact, they all 

seemed amused and excited, because 
they had an interesting problem to 
work on. The lead engineer, J. J. De-
Cair, speculated about what might  
be wrong—possibly a water leak in a 
condenser. Fowler drove on, praising 
his crew: DeCair was self-taught, “an 
American genius of the same ilk as 
Wilbur and Orville Wright.” It takes 
a lot of ingenuity to run a petrochem-
ical plant. Here they were, in one of 
the most desolate parts of Texas, on a 
hundred-degree day in June, having a 
pretty great time. 

Later that afternoon, Fowler took 
me to his country club for dinner. On 
the highway, next to a strip club, there 
was a fifty-seven-acre lot where un-
used oil rigs were stored. Every Friday 
at noon, Baker Hughes, a giant oil-
field-services company in Houston, re-
leases a “rig count”: a measure of how 
many new wells are being drilled in 
the U.S. It is the most closely watched 
barometer of the drilling industry’s 
health. On that Friday—June 17, 2016—
only four hundred and twenty-one rigs 
were being put to use in the U.S., less 
than a tenth of the forty-five hundred 
rigs that were operational in Decem-
ber, 1981, the highest count since rec-
ords began to be kept. In the lot that 
Fowler and I passed, forty-seven rigs 
were lined up, in even rows. “They  
cost fifteen to eighteen million dollars 
apiece,” Fowler observed. He estimated 
that the total investment in the idle 
rigs was eight hundred and fifty mil-
lion dollars.

We sat down in the country club’s 
empty dining room, watching through 
a picture window as a storm blew in 
across the flayed landscape. Golfers 
raced into the clubhouse as lightning 
bombarded the giant black sky, as if 
there were an air war. The rainfall was 
paltry, typical of the noisy, uncharita-
ble storms of this part of Texas. The 
idle rigs on the horizon, illuminated by 
the blinding flashes, looked like ideal 
lightning rods. There have long been 
dreams of harvesting the electrical 
power of Texas’s many lightning strikes. 
In 2006, a company set up an experi-
mental lightning-capture tower in 
Houston, where there are lots of elec-
trical storms and a huge demand for 
power. The company could never make 
its contraption work. 

I asked Fowler if he ever thought 
of leaving Odessa. “Only on mornings 
when the sun rises in the East,” he 
joked. “When the weather’s nice, it’s 
delightful, although it’s still not very 
attractive.” On the other hand, he liked 
being in a place where “the people at 
the laundry know your name.” Mainly, 
he was comforted by the two hundred 
and ten good jobs that he provided. 

Fracking had recharged the econ-
omy of the Permian Basin, Fowler ob-
served, but, like any boom, it wouldn’t 
last forever. When he and Mack were 
boys, their parents took them on a va-
cation to Colorado, and they stopped 
in Leadville, the headquarters of the 
silver boom of the eighteen-seventies. 
Leadville then had two dozen theatres, 
including the grand Tabor Opera 
House, where Oscar Wilde and Harry 
Houdini performed. The lobby floor 
of a hotel was paved with silver dol-
lars. Leadville was the second-largest 
city in the state, after Denver. Today, 
only a few thousand people live there, 
and the town relies on nostalgia tour-
ism. At best, Nick Fowler said, the 
Permian Basin has twenty-five more 
years before it follows the same dark 
path. “Fortunes change,” he said. “Peo-
ple move on. How can it be any differ-
ent in Odessa?”

I f you look at a map of pipelines in 
America, you will be struck by the 

rat’s nest that covers the Gulf Coast, 
from South Texas to the eastern bor-
der of Louisiana. There are 2.5 million 
miles of pipeline in the country, and 
about a sixth of them are in Texas. They 
carry crude oil, gasoline, heating oil, 
aviation fuel, and natural gas all over 
the U.S. More than forty per cent of 
the refined product from the Texas Gulf 
Coast moves through the Colonial 
Pipeline, which originates in Houston 
and travels fifty-five hundred miles to 
New Jersey, with stops in communities 
along the way. Other lines starting in 
Houston flow to Colorado, California, 
and Arizona. Another nexus of pipe-
lines originates in Midland and runs 
to Chicago, Toledo, and Detroit. Ex-
cess gas from North Texas gets sent to 
salt caverns in Oklahoma and elsewhere 
for storage. More than thirty thousand 
miles of new pipeline are planned, or are 
under construction, in North America, 
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including the long-delayed Keystone 
XL, which was recently approved by 
the Trump Administration. It is pro-
jected to carry eight hundred thousand 
barrels of oil per day from the tar sands 
in Canada to refineries in Texas.

The Gulf Coast acts as a sort of 
catcher’s mitt for the tropical storms 
that are stirred to life across the At-
lantic Ocean and hurl themselves to-
ward Texas and Louisiana. Until this 
year, Texas hadn’t had a direct hit since 
Hurricane Ike slammed into Galves-
ton in 2008. Ike was only a Category 2 
hurricane, but it was one of the most 
destructive storms in Texas history, 
causing a twenty-foot surge of sea  -
water and killing seventy-four people. 
Most of Texas’s political leaders are 
complacent about climate change, and 
publicly express doubt that it is hap-
pening—or, at least, that human activ-
ity has anything to do with it. Given 
the scientific consensus on global warm-
ing, it is difficult to read this political 
resistance as anything other than a 
pledge of allegiance to the oil-and-gas 
industry, which is headquartered right 
in the hurricane strike zone.

In August, 2017, a desultory storm 

named Harvey lumbered across the Yu-
catán Peninsula into the Gulf, where 
it gathered only enough strength to be-
come a tropical depression. But, thanks 
to abnormally warm waters in the Gulf, 
within fifty-six hours Harvey had ex-
ploded into a Category 4 hurricane. At 
10 p.m. on August 25th, Harvey made 
landfall at Rockport, a fishing village 
and art colony north of Corpus Christi, 
with sustained winds of a hundred and 
thirty miles an hour. It wiped out en-
tire blocks in Rockport and levelled 
other towns in the area. But the wind 
wasn’t the main threat; it was the rain.

Harvey poured more rain on Hous-
ton and the surrounding region than 
any storm in U.S. history—51.88 inches 
were recorded at Cedar Bayou, just east 
of the city. Nearly a hundred thousand 
homes were flooded, and as many as a 
million vehicles were destroyed. Esti-
mates of the damage are as high as two 
hundred billion dollars, which is nearly 
equivalent to the costs of Hurricanes 
Sandy and Katrina combined.

Almost a quarter of America’s re-
fining capacity shut down in the after-
math of Harvey, including the two  
largest refineries in the country. It took 

weeks before they were fully back on-
line. Fires and lightning strikes released 
toxic pollutants from storage tanks and 
petrochemical plants into the air. Ports 
from Brownsville to Port Arthur were 
shut down. The storm has called into 
question the future of the Gulf Coast 
as a safe repository for the nation’s  
energy supplies. 

And yet, in the short term, Har-
vey’s effect on the oil-and-gas indus-
try was minimal. The refineries recov-
ered without significant long-term 
damage. Gasoline prices briefly spiked 
at the pump, but crude-oil prices barely 
moved. In economic terms, even a hur-
ricane is less powerful than the cur-
rent glut of oil.

Texas has never been rich in the 
way that Maryland and Connecti-

cut and other old-money Eastern states 
are. Even Nebraska has more million-
aires per capita than Texas. And yet, 
when people all over the world think 
of Texas, they still think of big money—
the kind of cowboy-hat-and-suspend-
ers billionaires depicted on the TV se-
ries “Dallas.” In the go-go years before 
the big bust in the nineteen-eighties, 
I began hearing the word “unit,” slang 
for a hundred million dollars—the 
amount that you needed to have to be 
judged genuinely rich in Texas. I don’t 
hear that anymore.

Societies that depend on natural re-
sources tend to have certain inherent 
problems. The limited concentration of 
wealth—whether from oil, coal, dia-
monds, or bauxite—often leads to cor-
ruption and authoritarianism. Venezu-
ela, Saudi Arabia, and Louisiana are 
primary examples. In such a society, the 
economy rises and falls by a single mea-
sure. When the price of oil goes up, the 
entire Texas economy takes a deep 
breath. Millionaires blossom like rain 
lilies. News races through the country-
side that the money train is pulling into 
the station. Hop on board! In places 
where money comes out of the ground, 
luck and a willingness to take risks are 
the main denominators that determine 
one’s future, not talent or education or 
hard work. Money that is so easily ac-
quired somehow comes to seem well 
deserved, because those who have it 
must be either uniquely perspicacious 
or divinely favored. 

“Papa Bear was too much, Mama Bear wasn’t enough,  
and I always had to be just right.”



In good times, a kind of forgetful-
ness falls over the land. It’s easy to make 
money when the price of oil skyrock-
ets and building cranes loom over the 
cities like praying mantises and the 
malls are jammed and you can’t get a 
dinner reservation. Then the reckon-
ing arrives. 

In the late nineteen-eighties, during 
the savings-and-loan crisis, I was serv-
ing on a jury in Travis County, which 
includes Austin. In Texas, many savings- 
and-loan companies failed because of 
a collapse in real-estate prices that had 
accompanied a fall in the price of oil. 
During a recess in the trial, I walked 
outside to get some air, and there was 
a mob of people on the steps, pushing 
forward to grab pieces of paper that 
were being handed out. By then, I had 
grown used to signs of economic dis-
tress. Department stores were shut-
tered. Vacant skyscrapers were called 
“see-throughs.” Texan newspapers and 
banks were being sold off to out-of-
state interests, resulting in the loss of 
control of our sources of information 
and finance. “now serving break-
fast” banners foretold the next restau-
rant to close. One of my neighbors, an 
engineer who worked for the City of 
Austin, lost his house and moved into 
his Volkswagen van. Until that day, I 
had never seen foreclosed properties 
for sale on the courthouse steps.

I contemplated the legacy of the 
great oil boom of the seventies and 
early eighties, which had come to such 
a crashing halt. The bust lasted twenty 
years. Where were the cultural institu-
tions, the schools, the public art? What 
I saw instead were cruddy strip malls, 
garish beach communities, and the ugly 
sprawl of car lots and franchise chicken 
joints and prefab warehouses, which 
issued out of the heart of every city 
and crawled along our highways like 
poisonous vines. After the boom, Texas 
was revealed to be a society built on 
greed and impermanence, a civiliza-
tion that was here to take, not to give. 
It was odd, because Texans were always 
talking about how much they loved the 
state, but I couldn’t find much evidence 
of that love.

There were bumper stickers back 
then that read “please, god, send 
me one more oil boom. this time, 
i promise not to piss it away.” 

Although the price of oil has been 
floating above fifty dollars for more 
than two months, and oil-and-gas ex-
ports are now at the highest level in 
American history, more than seventy 
thousand oil-and-gas jobs have been 
lost in Texas since December, 2014, and 
many of them aren’t coming back. For 
one thing, the extremely competitive 
frackers have learned how to automate 
much of the drilling pro-
cess. There is now a rig that 
can assemble itself and also 
“walk,” unaided, from one 
drilling site to the next.

Houston personifies the 
Texas oil economy. The city 
was a ramshackle, swampy 
place, notorious for its many 
alligator holes, until Spin-
dletop hit, and it suddenly 
found itself the capital of 
an oil empire. By 1913, there were nu-
merous oil companies in the city, in-
cluding Humble Oil, a predecessor of 
ExxonMobil. “Houston was a one- 
company town,” Stephen Klineberg, the 
founding director of the Kinder Insti-
tute for Urban Research, said recently, 
over coffee at a French bakery in Hous-
ton. “We did oil the way Detroit did 
cars.” The city is still the international 
center of the petroleum industry. “Ev-
eryplace else is a backwater,” Walter 
Light, an independent oilman in Hous-
ton, told me.

The city, which has one of the high-
est concentrations of immigrants in 
America, has finally begun to diver-
sify its economy as well. For the past 
thirty-seven years, Klineberg has been 
conducting an annual survey of the 
city’s economy. When he began his 
work, oil and gas accounted for more 
than eighty per cent of Houston’s econ-
omy; now it’s forty. Houston’s medi-
cal center—the largest such facility in 
the world—has more than a hundred 
thousand workers, in fifty-nine insti-
tutions, occupying an area larger than 
Chicago’s Loop. Houston’s port is now 
the second largest in the country. Be-
tween 2000 and 2014, the city added 
more than seven hundred thousand 
jobs, almost twice the number of jobs 
created in New York City. “People 
complain about the weather and the 
flying cockroaches, but the latest sur-
vey shows that eighty-one per cent say 

life in Houston is excellent or good, 
even with the downturn,” Klineberg 
told me. “They say that Houston is a 
crappy place to visit but a wonderful 
place to live.” 

When I was growing up, in Dallas, 
we viewed Houston as a blue-collar 
cousin, a fine place to go if you liked 
country music and barbecue. That’s still 
true, but Houston is now rated, by the 

Washington Post, as one of 
the five best restaurant cit-
ies in America. It also has 
an excellent opera, and 
claims to have more theatre 
seats than any city outside 
New York—achievements 
that point to Houston’s as-
piration to be an interna-
tional cultural center. Lynn 
Wyatt, the long-reigning 
queen of Houston’s social 

scene, told me, “There was this quote 
in a local publication. It said, ‘Houston 
is . . . ’—what’s that awful word? ‘Funky.’ 
It said, ‘Houston is funky.’ I called them 
up at once! I told them, ‘Houston’s not 
funky! You make it sound like Austin, 
or some such place. Houston is a world-
class city.’ ” 

The rest of the state has followed 
Houston’s economic lead, and Texas is 
at last starting to become less reliant 
on oil. In addition to its wind-turbine 
farms, the state has expanded in man-
ufacturing, aviation, aerospace, defense, 
and biotechnology. Austin has Amer-
ica’s fourth-largest concentration of 
startups. San Antonio has become a 
center for cyber-security, with more 
than eighty firms in the city. Although 
Texas has only nine per cent of the na-
tion’s population, it accounted for at 
least a quarter of the new jobs created 
between 2000 and 2014. The infamous 
boom-and-bust cycle is less severe. The 
Federal Reserve Bank in Dallas reports 
that oil and mineral-related revenue 
makes up only five per cent of the state’s 
total tax collection, half of what it was 
in the nineteen-eighties. One of the 
state’s most respected economists, An-
gelos Angelou, argues that low oil prices 
are actually good for the state econ-
omy, a proposition that would have 
been heresy only a few years ago.

Maybe God, in His wisdom, will 
decide not to send Texas one more  
oil boom. 
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E
ileen watched the bus pull into 
the depot and the passengers 
debark, stiff and groggy, into 

the crisp November air, their breath 
flashing like handkerchiefs in front of 
their faces. She was in her car, the win-
dow rolled all the way down, her arm 
slung out. She was smoking a ciga-
rette but the cigarette had gone out 
and her arm had turned numb, not 
from the cold but from the ligature of 
its own hanging weight. Eileen liked 
the sensation, as if her arm were hold-
ing its breath. 

The crowd dispersed, leaving one 
man lurking under the eave of the shel-
ter. He had a Slazenger sports bag 
bunched against his ribs, long wrists 
dangling from his coat cuffs, and a pink, 
animate nose, twitching like a dog’s. It 
was Murt’s gait and it was Murt’s head. 
Eileen had known Murt since they 
were both thirteen—a dozen years 
now—and his frame had never lost the 
stringy, unfinished quality of adoles-
cence, though he had since acquired a 
little belly. 

Eileen dropped the dead smoke and 
hauled her sleeping arm inside the car 
and onto her lap. She jabbed her other 
thumb into the crease of her palm. 
The flesh was cool, waxen, but already 
she could feel it coming on, the reviv-
ing fizz of the nerves. When the bris-
tling subsided, she opened the door 
and got out, raised her refreshed arm 
into the air. Murt gathered the folds 
of his coat collar and set off from under 
the eave. 

When he was near enough, she said, 
“Welcome back to planet Earth.” 

“They still calling it that?” he said. 
“They are.”
“I told you, you didn’t have to come.”
“I know,” Eileen said. 
He went to hug her, and she stepped 

away from the door to let him. 

He asked her to go to his uncle Nu-
gent’s. He did not say if his uncle 

was expecting him, or what his mother 
would have to say about that. Murt did 
not make any mention of the mother. 
Eileen had resolved not to ask too many 
questions. As far as she knew, on this 
occasion Murt had entered the hospi-
tal voluntarily and the hospital had 
now consented to his discharge; Eileen 
took this to mean that he was over the 

worst of it, had managed to once again 
step back from the ledge of himself. It 
would be up to him to talk about it or 
not. So Eileen concentrated on getting 
him across town, subdued on a week-
day afternoon, the slivers of ice pulver-
ized into the pores of the macadam 
giving the road a sullen shine. 

They idled on a red at a T junction. 
“Who won the U.S. election?” Murt 

asked.
She told him. 
“Whoa,” he said flatly.
The election had been two weeks 

earlier. Eileen figured Murt already 
knew who’d won; the question was a 
way of letting her know how out of it 
he was—at least back then. 

“We could go to McDonald’s,” Ei-
leen said.

“What even are they called?” Murt 
said. Eileen glanced over at him. He 
had his shoulders ducked forward and 
was looking through the windshield 
at a building that used to be a bank, 
then something else, but was now a 
bank again. 

“What are what even called?”
“I want to say cornices,” he said. 

“Turrets, maybe. Those sculpted bits 
of stone, those patterned bits, at the 
very top. I don’t have a clue, but.”

Eileen looked up. The stone along 
the roof of the building had a row of 
vertical recesses carved into it, the re-
cesses filled with scraps of blond, 
stale-looking snow. 

“What you don’t know,” Murt said. 
“It’s only when you stop to take stock 
you realize. I can, for instance, be read-
ing a book.” 

“And you look up,” Eileen said.
“Exactly,” he said. “Like, what was 

I just reading? I can spend thirty min-
utes devoutly banging through a book, 
rereading sentences just to savor them. 
And a minute later I’m consulting the 
wall and I can’t recall a blessed.” 

“I get that, completely,” Eileen said. 
“I mean, my concentration is abso-

lutely totalled most of the time anyway, 
just gone. But now and then I’ll lull 
myself into thinking, Yeah, yeah, the 
head’s getting sharp again—oh, go,” he 
said, meaning the light. 

Eileen looked. It was green. 
Murt’s bag was squeezed in front of 

his shins in the footwell. He mumbled 
at her that his phone was dead. Eileen 

said there was a portable charger in the 
glove box. 

“Resurrecting the profiles,” he said, 
thumbing at the screen.

A t McDonald’s, Murt ordered two 
Happy Meals for himself, a choc-

olate milkshake, and a coffee. They 
took a booth. 

“Always enjoy the tension,” he said. 
“Waiting to see if they’ll ask if there’s 
actually a child with you.” 

Eileen thought Murt’s mentioning 
a child might prompt him to ask after 
her son, Ashleigh. 

“I’m thinking they’re obliged to give 
you whatever you want in any case,” 
she said. 

“Yeah, but there are the rules and 
there’s the spirit of the thing,” Murt 
said, turning the nubbin of a chicken 
nugget between his fingers. “Strikes me 
I’ve been pining for a taste of exactly 
this. And you knew.”

“I wanted to come anyway,” Eileen 
said. 

“Look,” he said. There were two lads 
at the counter. One was in a Chicago 
Bulls bomber jacket, the other had a 
frayed cast on his wrist and a round, 
ugly, floridly freckled face, their heads 
cocked back with their mouths open, 
contemplating the overhead screens of 
the menu. 

“The Heads,” Murt said. “The 
Heads, the Heads, the Heads.”

Lunchtimes back in secondary 
school, he and Eileen would walk 
around the town pegging cold chips at 
pigeons and inventing classifications 
for passersby. The Heads was what they 
used to call a certain type of local, the 
ones to whom it would never occur to 
leave. Eileen, it seemed, had become 
one of them after all.

On the way to his uncle’s, Murt said 
that he was tired. Tired was a vague 
descriptor, and anything vague was 
treacherous, but Eileen didn’t want to 
push. Nugent’s house was a bungalow 
with a pebble-dash job so pockmarked 
it looked as if the façade had taken 
heavy artillery fire. There were two cars 
in the drive. Murt did not invite her 
in. He said, “Thank you for the lift, 
Eileen.” 

“Take her handy and I’ll give you a 
buzz soon,” she said. 

Eileen replayed their interaction on 



the drive home. She had to be careful. 
There was the danger, after one of his 
bad periods, of reading meaning into 
Murt’s every blink and syllable. She 
had arranged to work only evenings 
this week behind Naughton’s bar, so 
that she could get over to Murt in the 
mornings or early afternoons, which 
would at least oblige him to be up at 
a reasonable hour. Not that she wanted 
to impose structure on him. But she 
wanted to be there if structure was what 
he needed. 

They’d met when the girls Eileen 
hung out with fell in with the boys Murt 
hung out with. Murt was the morose 
but funny one of the group, and played 
the hypochondriac, anxious, would-be 
depressive so well and so pitilessly that 
Eileen was surprised to find out that 
he actually was all of those things. When 
they were sixteen, he confessed to a 
crush on her. She told him that she 

wanted to stay friends. A few weeks 
later, he went into the hospital for the 
first time. Eileen blamed herself, until 
he eventually wrote a gruellingly de-
tailed e-mail assuring her that she had 
nothing to do with it, or not more than 
anything else. She would not have be-
lieved him without that qualification. 
This latest stint was Murt’s fourth hos-
pitalization. He’d tried to tell her once 
what it was like. He said it was as if ev-
erything were always turning endlessly 
over, turning into something else, in-
side him, and Eileen’s understanding 
was that it simply never stopped. 

The next time Eileen arrived at Nu-
gent’s, there were again two cars 

in the drive. A pug dog was padding 
around the lawn. Its jowled puss and 
weepy eyes tracked Eileen as she got 
out of her car. It kept watching as she 
walked around the bonnet to retrieve 

a carton of doughnuts from the pas-
senger side. The dog belonged to Sara 
Duane, Jamie’s bure, which meant that 
Jamie, Murt’s big brother, must be there, 
too. The front door was closed but not 
locked, a gesture of etiquette still res-
olutely practiced among certain of the 
older generation and which meant: 
Whoever is there, come on through. 
As Eileen went down the hall, she could 
hear the scattering cold points of a 
young man’s laughter, Jamie’s laughter. 

Eileen tapped on the kitchen door, 
pushed it open. Nugent was sitting  
on a ragged little settee with a trucker 
cap covering his bald spot. Murt was 
at the kitchen table in a cement-colored 
hoodie, his laptop in front of him. Jamie 
was up and in motion, wearing an olive- 
green Forestry jacket over a T-shirt, 
sweatpants, and a pair of battered Chel-
sea boots, the heels of the boots snap-
ping like fingers as he paced the planked 
floor. Sara Duane was in an easy chair, 
drinking Calpol cough medicine straight 
out of the bottle, a purple tinge band-
ing her top lip.

“Currency is anyway a legacy struc-
ture,” Jamie said. 

“Sorry for interrupting,” Eileen said, 
looking from Nugent to Jamie and then 
Murt. Murt had the glassy, heaped dis-
position of one routed recently from 
his bed.

“Eileen,” Nugent said. He rose to 
his feet, looked down at the settee, and 
sighed. “Change,” he said, “is the bane 
of my existence,” and bent to recover 
the coins that had just seeped from his 
pockets. 

Nugent, a man once unthinkingly 
robust, had suffered a stroke several 
years back. Among the litany of muti-
nies perpetrated by his body on his 
body was a lasting deformity to his 
hands: each thumb and forefinger had 
wrenched back and locked in place, an 
effect that surgery had only partially 
reversed. His thumbs remained severely 
kinked, like claws, obliging Nugent to 
roughly sweep at the cushion with one 
palm and catch the splattering coins 
in the other. 

“Coins are at least aesthetically 
pleasing objects. Notes are just dirty 
paper,” Jamie said. 

“We’re on economics now,” Nugent 
said to Eileen. “You already missed a 
lecture on biology.” 
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“Currency’s a sentiment we can let 
go of at any time,” Jamie said. “We just 
don’t want to yet, but rest assured.” 

“Not going to happen,” Murt said. 
“Trust me,” Jamie replied. “Currency, 

computers, they are just technologies, 
and it’s in the nature of technologies 
to go away. A thing arrives, it prolifer-
ates, it grows into ubiquity. And, like 
everything else that reaches ubiquity, 
it one day disappears.” 

“Your dog is outside, so you know,” 
Eileen said.

“I do know,” Sara said.
“Cheerio has a ferocious tolerance 

for his own company,” Jamie said. “Which 
is commendably undogly of him.”

“I would say he looks a little bit lost 
out there,” Eileen said. 

“He came out of his mammy’s crease 
looking exactly as lost,” Jamie said. 
“Don’t judge a thing off him by that 
look.”

“What are you saying about my 
dog?” Sara said to Jamie. “And she’s a 
she, for Christ’s sakes. Millionth time 
I’m telling you.” She had the pinched, 
flushed look of someone enduring 
something viral. 

“I brought doughnuts,” Eileen said.
“Doughnuts,” Jamie sneered. 
“Doughnuts,” Sara repeated. 
“What’s wrong with doughnuts?” 

Eileen said. 
“Nothing. Only there’s no credible 

way for a Mayo accent to say dough-
nutz,” Jamie said. 

It was Eileen’s opinion that if you 
wanted demented, if you wanted pathol-
ogy, here was Jamie: with his vicious jab-
ber and his incoherent clothes, his brain 
like a door with a busted latch, incapa-
ble of ever being shut. The Forestry jacket 
was pure Jamie. Out of technical college 
he’d managed to get a job in which he 
was paid very well to sit in a portakabin 
in the Belleek woods and read the paper 
while polite middle-class ramblers vis-
iting from Dublin and the odd school 
tour trekked around the trails and the 
ruins. Last year he’d been suspended and 
then fired after it was discovered he was 
taking payments to let travellers burn 
rubbish on a site in the woods. The smoke 
had almost completely killed off a listed 
species of weed that grew wild there. 
Jamie maintained that the real reason 
he was let go was that he’d consorted 
with travellers, treating them with what 

he insisted was dignity while the coun-
cil racked their brains to find a way to 
run them out of town altogether.

Eileen recalled the second car out-
side. She wondered if Jamie had also 
managed to shack up with Nugent. 
Jamie had been the standard superior 
big brother, oscillating between pick-
ing on and protecting Murt, and still 
possessed an occult hold over him with-
out even trying. Eileen could already 
hear Jamie’s influence in Murt’s voice. 

“Another problem being, econom-
ics is a theology now,” Murt said. 

“Absolutely,” Jamie said. “Absolutely. 
And the worst one there is.” 

“Is he here, too, so?” Eileen asked 
Nugent, nodding at Jamie. 

“In what sense?” Nugent asked. 
“In the sense is he staying here, too.” 
“For a spell,” Jamie said. “Would be 

the situation.”
“Define spell,” Nugent said to Jamie, 

a little irritated. Then, to Eileen, “I 
made the mistake of not offering terms 
and little has been forthcoming.”

“Nuge understands solidarity,” Jamie 
said. “And is a tenderhearted cunt un-
derneath it all.”

“Nuge is frankly sound,” Murt said.
“We love him,” Jamie said. 
“Stop,” Nugent said.
Eileen came over to the table and 

popped open the doughnut carton. 
She’d bought five, figuring one apiece 
for Murt, Nugent, and herself, with an 
extra one each for the boys. “Have at 
them,” she said.

“These from the Maxol out at the 
Tesco?” Jamie asked. 

“Yeah,” Eileen said. 
“Excellent. They are of course not 

good, but they are the best you will get 
in this corner of the world,” Jamie said, 
lifting a glazed ring and taking a bite. 

“I want like a half,” Sara said. Jamie 
tore his doughnut in half and tossed 
her the bitten part. 

“Prickhole,” she said, and threw it 
back at him. It landed on the floor. 

Nugent said he would put on the tea. 
“I was thinking we could go into 

town, maybe,” Eileen said to Murt. “Or 
a walk.’’

“Thanks, Eileen,” Murt said, rising 
from his seat to reach for a doughnut. 
Jamie leaned in and measuredly thwacked 
the carton down the table toward his 
little brother. 

“And how’s Big Devaney?’’ Jamie 
asked Eileen, meaning her partner, Mark.

“He’s sound.’’
“And how’s your little buck? What’s 

your little buck called again?”
“Ashleigh.’’
“Ashleigh,’’ Jamie repeated. “Only I 

saw Devaney’s other boy, the teen-age 
lad, in town the other day.’’

“That would be Danny.’’
“It’s an uncanny business,’’ Jamie said.
“What is?’’ Murt asked.
“Children,’’ Jamie said. 

E ileen and Murt were walking the 
path by the river in the Belleek 

woods. It was only gone two in the af-
ternoon, but the sky was already so gray 
it was like being on the moon, the light 
a kind of exhausted residue. To their 
right coursed the Moy, dark as stout and 
in murderous spate; to their left high 
conifers stood like rows of encumbered 
coatracks. Eileen was smoking, mizzle 
prickling her face; Murt was in a wool-
len hat and gloves borrowed from his 
uncle. They’d agreed to walk the length 
of the woods and were both so soaked 
it would have taken more resolve to 
abandon the walk than to keep going. 

“Nuge is an incel,” Murt said. 
“Incel?” 
“Involuntary celibate.”
“What’s that when it’s at home?”
“What it sounds like. It’s the new 

parlance. The world is awash with the 
new parlance.”

“And in what sense is Nuge one of 
them cells?” Eileen said. 

“Incel,” Murt said. “And he is one 
in the sense he’s never known how to 
get any—and never will. That’s the 
problem with sex. In order to know 
how to get any, you need to have al-
ready managed to figure out how to 
get some. And Nuge is too innocent.”

“Innocent,” Eileen said. 
“In his heart, Nuge is an innocent. A 

man of insufficient savagery and guile.”
Murt and Jamie’s father had been a 

generally useless article who drank, and 
left the family to move to England 
when Murt was ten, ostensibly for work. 
They’d stopped hearing from him years 
ago. Nugent, his younger brother, had 
always been one of those men who spent 
a lot of time with children, back when 
that wasn’t looked at skeptically. He’d 
stewarded football games, volunteered 
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in the community center, and let Murt 
or Jamie stay at his place whenever they 
got too much for their mother. 

“He was always that way,” Murt went 
on, “even before the stroke. Small towns 
are incubators for these men. It’s not 
even that they are secretly queer or any-
thing like that. They just never devel-
oped the cop to have anything to do 
with it at all. These are the men who 
faithfully do the messages, by foot, every 
day for the mother, year in and year 
out, until one of them drops dead.” 

A few days with Jamie had entirely 
contaminated Murt’s style of speak-
ing, though he was energized, which 
was good. 

“Is Nugent’s mother alive?” Eileen 
asked. 

“She’s not, but that doesn’t matter. 
It goes toward my point.” 

“And how is your mother?”
“That’s not the question.”
“I was only asking.”
Murt was looking straight ahead. 

There was someone coming toward 
them. 

“That sky’s like porridge someone 
left sitting out,” he muttered. 

Jogging at them through the hang-
ing vapor was a man in a sopping T-shirt. 
The number 2012 was emblazoned on 
it in large white print and for a moment 
Eileen felt disoriented, as if that se-

quence of digits, the year they repre-
sented, were an unreachably long way 
away into the future, instead of already 
gone. Eileen and Murt parted and the 
man passed between them, eyes resent-
fully intent upon the middle distance. 

“Cullen. Keith Cullen, that was,” 
Eileen said. 

“Loon, in this weather,” Murt said. 
“You’re telling me.’’
“In the locker room at school once 

he thumped me on the side of the head 
for I forget what,” Murt said.

“I could imagine, though,” Eileen 
said. 

“Something maybe about his sister 
probably, or his bure, some no doubt 
enlightened remark right out of my 
mouth.” 

After a while, Eileen said, “I think 
Nugent’s all right.” 

“I’m not saying he’s not all right.” 
They kept walking. Murt felt around 

in his jacket pocket and pulled out a 
packet of hard toffees. He grubbed a 
sweet from its cellophane wrapper and 
lodged it inside his jaw, offered Eileen 
one. She took a last drag of her ciga-
rette and flicked it into the Moy. 

“Let me tell you,” Murt said, sighing. 
“Tell me,” Eileen said. 
“Being depressed is like being in a 

dream. The suspicion is that everyone 
you meet is actually depressed, too, only 

they don’t know it. Or worse. The sus-
picion is that they’re just aspects of you, 
manifestations.” 

“I don’t follow,” Eileen admitted. 
“Cullen, for instance,” Murt went on. 

“I was just thinking about school this 
morning. I was thinking about how awful 
I was back then, and how I was just this 
wretched little streak of jism. And I was 
thinking about how many deserved 
lumps I got, and how Cullen was just 
one of the many lads who imparted them 
lumps to me. And then there he is. 
What is he, then, if not a manifestation?” 

“I did want to ask how your mother 
is, Murt.” 

“Jesus. Eileen. Fuck. How about: 
How is Eunice?” 

“Eunice is fine,” Eileen said tonelessly. 
“Eunice is paying penance for other 

people’s sins, is what poor Eunice is 
doing,” Murt said, agitated. 

“She is,” Eileen said. 
Murt broke into a waddling jog. He 

went off into the rain, and like a boxer 
he drew his fists up in front of his face, 
swinging one out and then the other, 
imparting lumps to heads that were 
not there. 

They were in Eileen’s car in the drive 
of her house. Murt had his head 

at an angle, cuffing himself under his 
ear, runnels of rain striping his cheek. 

“I will towel the head and then.” 
“Sure,” Eileen said. 
“No offense.” 
“I know.” 
Murt was always reluctant to come 

in. It didn’t matter who was around. 
They went through to the kitchen. Ash-
leigh was seated at the kitchen table 
with his half brother, Danny, in their 
different- colored school uniforms, Ash-
leigh’s a maroon jumper over a gray 
shirt, Danny’s a pastel-blue shirt and 
navy tie. Ashleigh was six, Danny four-
teen. Danny had a pistachio between 
his teeth. Ashleigh was watching him. 

“What’s this?” Eileen said. 
Danny bit down on the pistachio with 

just enough pressure to split the shell. 
There was a pair of bowls in front of 
him. He dropped the kernel into one 
bowl and deposited the fragments of the 
husk into the other. This performance, 
Eileen figured, was for Ashleigh’s benefit. 
It was a habit of Ashleigh’s to set chal-
lenges for Danny, like popping the tab 

“Look at that—I still fit into your grandmother’s wedding dress.”

• •



on a Coke can without letting the foam 
spurt, or completing the level of a video 
game. These challenges were always 
safely rudimentary, Ashleigh anxious 
only to see Danny demonstrate his 
worldly capability, and Danny always 
obliged. 

“Anyone here going to actually eat 
any pistachios?” Eileen asked. 

“I’m demonstrating a technique,” 
Danny said. 

“I see that.” 
“Da likes them,” Ashleigh said. 
“Da likes to do that himself. They’ll 

go stale out like that,” Eileen said. 
“That’s that, so,” Danny said to Ash-

leigh, flashing the younger boy a regret-
ful glance as he ran his fingers along the 
resealable top of the packet. Danny looked 
at Eileen and then looked away. Danny 
was as contained and as opaque as any 
teen-age boy, she supposed. He gener-
ally spoke to Eileen only when prompted, 
but did so in a considered and even man-
ner in which she could never decode any 
sarcasm or hostility. Danny would have 
been within his rights to hate Eileen. 
Danny’s mother was Eunice. Eunice had 
been Mark’s first wife, was actually, still, 
his only wife, because they were sepa-
rated but not divorced. Eileen was the 
reason Mark had left Eunice. There had 
been drama, not least because Eileen had 
been only nineteen, and Mark Devaney 
almost twice that, when she’d fallen preg-
nant with Ashleigh, but in the end Eu-
nice, the wronged woman, had been the 
one to leave town. Danny had gone with 
her initially, but had returned a couple 
of years ago for secondary school. 

 Murt cleared his throat and eased 
back out into the hall. “Will do the 
hair,” he said, and went upstairs. 

Ashleigh sucked in his cheeks, jabbed 
out his tongue, and crossed his eyes. 

“Stop,” Eileen said. 
“How’s Murt?” Danny said. 
“He’s good.” 
“Good,” Danny said, fiddling now 

with the zipper of his football kit bag, 
on the seat beside him. Danny played 
the trumpet, and kept the instrument 
wrapped in a bit of newspaper in the 
bag. He played in the school band, played, 
albeit under some duress, at the parties 
his father was partial to throwing in the 
house, and he was good enough to pick 
and choose gigs with several local bands. 
It mildly appalled Eileen that the boy 

carted this beautiful brass instrument 
around with his balled-up socks and 
stinking boots, but she figured that was 
the point. The kit bag was a gesture of 
deliberate negligence on Danny’s part, 
a protest not against his ability but against 
his obligation to that ability. 

“Any gigs coming up?” Eileen asked 
him. 

“Them lads in the funk band are 
after me to play out in Enniscrone next 
Thursday.” 

“School night.” 
“I know. It’s shekels, though.” 
“They’re the ones. What are they 

called again, them lads?” 
“They go by White Chocolate, 

which is, I would say, fairly racist.” 
“Say it to Mark.” 
“I didn’t say I was going. I said I was 

asked.” 
“Well, say it to Mark.” 
“And Da’s birthday’s in January. 

Reck on he’ll enlist me in some capacity.” 
“How old is Da now?” Ashleigh 

asked. 
“How old do you think?” Eileen said. 
“Em. Em. Seventy,” Ashleigh said. 
“I’m going to tell him you said that,” 

Eileen said. She looked down at the 
bowls in front of Danny. “Will you at 
least eat some of them?” 

Danny frowned and placed a nut 

into his mouth. Eileen’s phone vibrated. 
It was a text from Murt. 

   
sorry have headed off 
 
Eileen looked at the phone, then at 

the boys. She went upstairs to the bath-
room. The window was up off the sash, 
the cold coming in. She looked around 
the empty, small space, drew back the 
crackly sheath of the shower curtain 
even though she knew there was noth-
ing behind it. She closed the window.

“Murt,” she whispered, like he was 
just out of sight. “Murt. Murt.” 

She rang Murt and it went to voice 
mail. She texted. 

 
did u just go out the window?? 
 
She went back downstairs, out into 

the drive. Her car was empty. There was 
no one out on the street. The phone 
beeped. 

 
yeah 
 
why?? 
 
took a notion just had to go sorry hun 
   
Eileen went back inside and rang 

Murt, but it went to voice mail again. 
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After a few minutes, Murt sent a flurry 
of texts. 

   
am grand laughing at this now 
 
just wanted to see if i cld get down off 

shed roof into garden 
 
& i did it was fun 
 
jogging home feels good stitch in side 

tho 
   
be sorry if i fell & done an angle 
 
ankle! Good day had fun 
 
Eileen did not reply straightaway. 

She texted when she was on her way 
to Naughton’s. 

 
hun id say your not right in the head 

but u know that!! into work now x 
   

Over the next couple of weeks Ei-
leen took Murt for drives. They 

went to Enniscrone beach and stood 
on a dune crest and watched the At-
lantic gather in long, wobbling furrows 
and smack onto the shore. Eileen took 
Murt to the dole to sign on, took him 
to the cineplex to watch the feature 
they mutually adjudged the dumbest- 
looking, took him to the pharmacist 
for his refills, into town for new shoes. 
Christmas came and went. Eileen gave 
Murt a Jack & Jones shirt of gray 
denim.

One day Murt rang her for a change, 
and Eileen’s body braced as if she were 
a passenger in a swerving car. 

“Jesus Christ,” Murt said. 
“Yeah?” Eileen croaked. 
“Jamie’s got that Duane one pregnant.” 
“Oh, Lord,” Eileen said. 
“Nuge is taking us out tonight for 

drinks. I thought maybe.” 
“I’ll see,” Eileen said. 
“If you wanted,’’ Murt said. 
“No, I’ll see,’’ Eileen said. “I just 

might need to switch a shift around.” 
 When Eileen walked into Kenne-

dy’s she found Nugent, Murt, Jamie, 
and Sara at the very back of the lounge. 
Breedge, Murt and Jamie’s mother, 
was there, too. She was a white-haired 
and thin woman, seated securely be-
tween her sons, the way a mother has 
every right to be. 

“Congratulations,” Eileen blurted, 
at everyone. 

Sara stood up, took in a big breath, ex-
haled. “This is mad,” she said, and hugged 
Eileen, something like delirium in the 
whites of her eyes. Jamie absently lifted 
a leg to let Sara sit back down beside him. 
Eileen looked at Murt, handsome in the 
shirt she’d got him, a hand on the little 
mound of his paunch as if he were the 
one who was pregnant. At the very end 
of the table Nugent was already rising. 

“Sit down, Eileen, and I will get you 
a drink.” 

“Sure I’ll get one myself.” 
“You will not,” Nugent said. “What 

do you drink?” He looked at Murt. 
“What does she drink?” 

“Stop, a gin-and-tonic so,” Eileen 
said. 

“Good girl.” 
“Hello, Eileen,” Breedge said. 
“Hello.” 
“Can you believe this?” 
“I can’t!” 
“This is some arrangement. What 

was it you used to always say, Jamie, 
about having kids?” Breedge said, look-
ing sidelong at her son. 

“I used to always say you should 
need a license,” Jamie said. 

“And now look,” Breedge said. “See 
how it happens. It just happens, Jamie.” 

“I stand by the principle,” Jamie said. 
“Well, it’s happened now, and that’s 

that,” Breedge said. She had long fingers 
with smashed-looking knuckles. The 
way her hands wreathed her drink made 
Eileen think of the roots of trees that 
crack out of and then fuse with the 
pavement. 

“It all’s going on,” Breedge said. “It 
just keeps barrelling ahead.” 

“I’m guessing this would be life 
you’re talking about, Mother,” Jamie 
said. 

“You. A daddy. I don’t know,” Breedge 
said. “What do you think, Eileen?” 

 “Well, you can’t prepare. Not really, 
I don’t think. But they are going to be 
fine,” she said, looking at Jamie and Sara. 

“Of course they’ll be fine,” Breedge 
said. 

“We won’t be fine,” Jamie said. “We’ll 
be absolutely fucked.” 

“Shut up,” Sara said, nudging him 
in the ribs. 

“Boys do tend to melancholy,” 
Breedge said. “Let him get it out of his 

system now and he might be in a right 
shape for when that baby arrives.” 

Murt cleared his throat. “Well done, 
but,” he said to Jamie, and raised his 
drink. 

“The best day of your life,” Breedge 
said, “is the day you realize it’s no lon-
ger your own.” 

E ileen drank too much because ev-
eryone drank too much. It was Nu-

gent’s fault; Nugent was being stealth-
ily and lethally generous, nipping to 
the bar to conjure rounds between 
rounds, preëmpting other people as 
their turn to buy approached. When 
he wasn’t buying drinks, he was sit-
ting at his spot at the far end of the 
horseshoe-shaped booth, his rigid 
hands curled either side of his drink, 
sipping with a straw at his Jameson-
and-ice and looking so pleased with 
himself he seemed almost tearful. Ei-
leen went to the toilet and came back 
to the bar determined to order a round, 
her drunkenness like a patiently smol-
dering fire in the back of her head that 
she did not, as yet, have to address  
putting out. Jamie was there, heavy- 
lidded, breathing through his nose like 
a stabled horse. 

“Your mother is in some way with 
the news,” Eileen said. 

“She is processing,” Jamie said. 
“You are going to be fine.” 
“Are you fine?” 
“What?” 
“Never mind me. Are you fine,  

Eileen?” 
“I am.” 
“I know you are,” Jamie said, his 

mouth gone beady, unrepentant with 
drink. “You are armor-plated.” 

“I’m what?” Eileen said. 
“You are a tank, Eileen. You just 

smash over things and you keep going.’’ 
“What’s that mean?” 
“Murt. That boy is struggling, in 

case you didn’t know.” 
“I do know.” 
“If I were in your shoes I know what 

I’d be saying. I’d be saying that I am 
trying to help. But you have to take 
your boot off his throat. Just for a lit-
tle while you have to take your boot 
off his throat.” 

Eileen’s body felt like a heavy coat 
she had neglected to remove, the blood 
in her face thick and clambering. She 



went to speak but her throat shied. 
“Murt is my best friend. I care so 

much about Murt,” she was able to 
finally say in a thin, winded voice, as if 
she were trying to talk after a bout of 
sprinting. 

“You care for him, Eileen,” Jamie 
said, “but you have no pity for him. He 
is what he is. He is not like the rest of 
us. You have to accept that. You have 
to have a little pity.” 

“I don’t know what Murt wants. But 
I don’t think he wants pity, not from 
me,” Eileen said. 

Jamie turned himself around, placed 
an elbow on the bar. He looked toward 
their booth. The table was honey-
combed with empties. Sara, Breedge, 
Murt, and Nugent all looked wired and 
exhausted. 

“Murt will be moving back in with 
the mother shortly, did he tell you?” 

“No,” Eileen said. 
“That’s why she’s come out, really. 

Babby aside. It’s difficult, but they are 
friends again.” 

“I think that’s good, anyway,” Ei-
leen said. 

“Do you know why Murt went back 
into the hospital? Do you know why 
he came to stay with Nuge and us, 
which was, by the way, my idea?” 

Eileen said nothing. 
“Living with Murt? Give me a 

break. Just try it someday, Eileen. She 
rang me up the night he went back 
into the hospital and you know what 
she said to me? She said, ‘He had to 
go.’ She said, ‘It was me or it was him.’ 
Imagine having to say that about your 
own son.” 

“Think what you like about me,” 
Eileen said. 

“You tell me what’s best for that 
boy,” Jamie said. 

Eileen said nothing. Jamie took a 
drink of his drink. 

“There is no best.” 

The following week Murt moved 
back in with his mother and a fort-

night after that Jamie and Sara got the 
go-ahead to move in with Sara’s folks. 
The Duanes despised Jamie but for 
the sake of the baby they assented to 
having him under their roof. At Nu-
gent’s behest, Jamie left his car in his 
uncle’s care. Nugent pleaded a con-
vincing case: there was plenty of park-

ing space and he would be happy to 
keep the tank topped up and take it 
for the occasional spin. Nugent’s own 
car was an unsalvageable relic, the tires 
flat, gummed to the ground. It was  
Jamie’s car Nugent used. He tried a 
week after Jamie and Sara left, on a 
Sunday evening, guiding the car into 
the cobweb- raftered garage at the back 
of his house and running a length of 
amputated garden hose from the ex-
haust pipe in through the driver’s win-
dow. He drank heavily beforehand and 
swallowed a dozen sleeping pills. Once 
he had the engine on, he tried to cover 
up the gap in the driver’s window with 
masking tape, but peeling away the re-
quired length of tape proved too diffi-
cult, what mobility he still possessed 
baffled by the pills and the booze and 
the carbon monoxide swilling around 
his head: eventually he passed out, but 
he vomited the pills in his sleep and 
the garage was not an airtight enough 
structure to accommodate a sufficient 

buildup of gas. It was Murt who found 
him. He was dropping in a spare plate 
of roast dinner from his mother’s and 
just said he knew, coming through the 
unlocked front door of the house, some 
charge to the untidy emptiness within: 
a clear bag of defrosted chicken thighs 
puddling in the sink, a cup with a 
cracked handle lying in a cold splat of 
tea on the floor, the door out to the 
back ajar. 

“The garage door was down. Do 
you remember if the garage door is ever 
usually down? I don’t know, but maybe 
that was it. Subliminally, maybe it was 
like I registered that. I went out and 
realized I could hear an engine. I got 
the door up and he was within, in the 
car. He looked inhuman. Face on him 
like week-old cat shit.” 

Murt telling this to Eileen the Fri-
day after he found Nugent, Nugent sta-
bilized in the I.C.U. in Galway, breath-
ing on his own but still very frail, wak - 
 ing only briefly and not communicating 
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“And this one is made of ancient crystals that detoxify the air  
and remove all the money from your pocket.”

• •
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when he did, the doctors as yet dicey 
on the prospective degree of brain  
damage, organ damage, everything. Ei-
leen and Murt were in Staunton’s,  
Eileen on Sprite, Murt on Guinness. 
Eileen had the day off. Murt had en-
rolled in an evening writing class held 
in the secondary school, and had a  
session later. 

“Jamie’s awful cut up about the car.” 
“You would be,” Eileen said. 
“I think he feels duped.” 
“How’s Sara?” 
“She’s good. They’d the first scan. 

The what you call. The sonogram. The 
womb. Might as well be footage of the 
moon.” Murt supped his Guinness. “Ja-
mie’s insisting now he wants to sell the 
car. He says getting into it feels like 
climbing into someone’s tomb.” 

“Nugent’s alive.” 
“He gave it some try, though.” 
“He won’t get much for that yoke 

at this stage,” Eileen said. “Scrappage, 
is my guess. Come up tonight, though. 
Mark’s birthday. We’re having people.” 

“He says there’s a cursed energy to 
the car now. A malignant charge, when 
he gets in,” Murt said. 

“How’s the writing class?” 
“The class is fine. Sound skins. Ev-

eryone is seventy, but they bring in 
homemade scones every week.” 

“Well, there you go,” Eileen said. 

The party had been going for sev-
eral hours by the time Murt 

showed. Eileen saw his head bobbing 
in the crowded sitting room. She picked 
up a bottle of Guinness and made her 
way toward him, stepping carefully over 
Ashleigh, sprawled with four other kids 
on the ground in front of the TV, ref-
ereeing who went next on the Xbox. 

Murt saw her, put his head down, 
shouldered a channel toward her. 

“Brought these with me if you don’t 
mind,” Murt said. Two women and a 
man were following him. They were 
all old. 

“Oh, God, of course not, love!” 
“This is Freda, this is Margaret, and 

this is Tom,” Murt said. “Everybody, 
this is Eileen.” 

The women were smiling but looked 
a little apprehensive. Around them peo-
ple heedlessly jostled and cawed. 

“Come on and I’ll get you a drink,” 
Eileen said gently. 

“Go on, they’re my crowd to babysit, 
I’ll get them a drink,” Murt said. 

Eileen let him go. Mark appeared 
beside her, slid his arm around her waist. 
“Who on earth invited the biddies?” 

“Murt brought them.” 
“Murt. Well, fair play,” Mark said. 
 Some of Mark’s friends produced 

a guitar and a squeezebox. They played 
“Sally MacLennane” and “The Sick 
Bed of Cuchulainn,” “Johnny Jump Up” 
and “Solsbury Hill” and “Leave Me 
Alone.” 

 Mark found Danny hiding out in 
his bedroom, and cajoled him down-
stairs, trumpet in hand. Danny was 
dressed for bed, striped pajama bot-
toms and an Argentina jersey with 
MESSI 10 on the back. He stood in the 
little clearing in the living room where 
the other musicians were seated, lacon-
ically tuning and adjusting their in-
struments. Danny kept his head down 
and transferred his weight from foot 
to foot, working a kind of stage sto-
icism. People began to shout “Come 
on, lad!” and “Go on, Danny!,” Mark 
proudly trying to shush people. Danny 
tapped his foot tentatively until the 
crowd noise dropped to a murmur, and 
with no ceremony whomped out a cou-
ple of big baggy notes, just to settle the 
air around him. “Hang on, now,” he 
said. He set his stance again, and began 
to play. He wagged his shoulders in 
time with the music, his cheeks inflat-
ing and hollowing, the exertions cor-
rugating his brow, but his eyes, even as 
they jumped around, maintained an 
ironical gaze, unimpressed and forbear-
ing, as if the noise filling up the room 
had nothing to do with him. But he 
was concentrating, you could see it in 
his fingers—the way they caged and 
danced against the trumpet’s curved 
and tapered body, which opened out 
into the startling, brassy, orchidaceous 
mouth of the bell. 

He’d played this one before. Eileen 
liked it. 

Tom—the man who’d come in with 
Murt—was standing beside Eileen, 
nursing a bottle of Coors. He had the 
solid, weather-beaten features and wary 
demeanor of a farmer on a visit to town. 

“Now, that’s good,” Tom said. 
“He is good,” Eileen said. 
“Chet Baker,” Tom said. 
“What?” 

“The tune. It’s by Chet Baker. ‘Let’s 
Get Lost.’ That’s the good stuff, Eileen.” 

“How are you finding Murt?” 
“It’s good to have new blood in the 

group. Lord knows we need periodic 
freshening up.” 

“Is he any good?” 
“At what?”
“At the writing, I suppose.” 
Tom smiled. “I’d say Colm Tóibín 

won’t be quaking in his boots anytime 
soon. But sure look, as long as you’re 
getting something out of it. He’s a fine 
young man, all told. Getting something 
out of it is the main thing. That’s why 
the rest of us are there.” 

“How long have you been in the 
group?” 

“Oh, now. Twelve years, I’d say. We’ve 
a decent core of regulars. Adherents, 
like them two lunatics.” Tom nodded 
at the women, who were standing with 
Murt. The women were talking and 
Murt was watching them, smiling, in-
tent. “Other ones come and go, younger 
ones. Women mainly, of course. There’s 
only two regular men, myself included, 
and a good ten ladies. It’s harder for the 
young to stick with things. They’ve other 
tacks to be chasing, sooner or later.” 

“Twelve years,” Eileen said. “That’s 
a fair stint.” 

“We are the terminal cases now, is 
what we tell ourselves. We’d a smash-
ing woman, died of cancer coming on 
a year ago. She was a fine woman and 
she was a very gifted poet. First of the 
set to go. That’s the joke now. We are 
in it to the end.” 

“Sorry to hear that,” Eileen said. 
“Don’t be.” Tom said. “That’s life. 

But it doubles your resolve in some 
way, do you know?” 

Eileen said nothing, because he 
didn’t require an answer. Tom took a 
drink of his beer. 

“That boy can play something beau-
tiful. You must be proud,” Tom said, 
and Eileen thought that even though 
Danny was good, he was perhaps not 
so good that it merited this string of 
compliments. Eileen figured the man 
was just being agreeable, decently filling 
the silence, the way you had to with a 
stranger. 

“What else would I be?” Eileen said. 

THE WRITER’S VOICE PODCAST

Colin Barrett reads his short story.
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MUSICAL	EVENTS

THE PEOPLE THAT WALKED IN DARKNESS

Street Symphony performs Handel’s “Messiah,” on Skid Row.

BY	ALEX	ROSS

Three years ago, Brian Palmer, a 
forty- three-year-old native of 

Beaumont, California, was a homeless 
man struggling to overcome heroin ad-
diction. All he owned was a bag con-
taining some clothes, a blanket, and a 
pillow. He sought assistance at a re-
covery center at the heart of Skid Row, 
the dismayingly large tent city in down-

town Los Angeles. One activity that 
helped him through the skittish early 
period of sobriety was singing. As a  
kid, he dreamed of becoming a profes-
sional singer; he was a member of the 
church choir and appeared in musicals 
at school. In 2015, he encountered the 
Urban Voices Project, a choir made up 
of Skid Row residents and allies. This 

led him to Street Symphony, a group 
of professional musicians, mostly from 
the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the 
L.A. Master Chorale, which works 
with homeless, mentally ill, and in-
carcerated populations. In February, 
Palmer began taking voice lessons from 
Scott Graff, a member of the Master 
Chorale and of the Street Symphony 

Zanaida Robles, conducting at the Midnight Mission. She welcomes friendly interruptions from the audience.
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are we!” someone shouted. Palmer ex-
plained what had been going through 
his mind as he sang. “An act of love,” 
he said, looking out at familiar faces 
in front of him. “One act of love, I 
know for sure, is listening.”

There are about fifty-eight thou-
sand homeless people in Los An-

geles County. To walk through the 
streets of Skid Row to the Midnight 
Mission is to feel shame for the state 

of the city and the state of 
the country. Block after block, 
the sidewalks are crammed 
with tents, boxes, broken fur-
niture, and shopping carts 
full of posses    sions. To enter 
the mission, you have to step 
over people in sleeping bags. 
It is, however, a different ex-
perience to visit the Mid-
night Mission with Vijay 
Gupta, an L.A. Phil violin-

ist, who, in 2011, founded Street Sym-
phony. He greets both residents and staff 
with smiles, handshakes, banter, and an 
explosive laugh.

Gupta, a barrel-chested, lightly 
bearded man of thirty, is one of the 
most radical thinkers in the unradi-
cal world of American classical music. 
With Street Symphony, he has cre-
ated a formidable new model for how 
musical institutions should engage 
with the world around them. One 
ubiquitous buzzword in classical music 
is “outreach.” It signifies attempts to 
bring music to underserved commu-
nities, public schools, medical facili-
ties, and prisons. 

“I’m really bothered by some forms 
of outreach,” Gupta told me, at a coffee 
shop in Echo Park, where he lives. “You 
have to wonder who it’s actually for. A 
bunch of musicians show up, play their 
beautiful music, and leave. For people 
on the inside, maybe it brightens their 
day a little, but . . . Look, Thanksgiv-
ing just happened. Ten thousand peo-
ple got fed on Skid Row. I was there 
the day after Thanksgiving, and the 
street smelled like you couldn’t believe. 
All that turkey had become trash. Who’s 
doing the cleanup? If you’re going to 
make any difference, you have to show 
up a lot more often, and not just when 
you feel like it. This community is one 
defined by trauma. In their lives, some-

one didn’t show up. We gotta fucking 
show up.” 

Gupta is a riveting speaker, at once 
jovial and intense. He talks rapidly, pre-
cisely, and with startling candor. “I know 
a little bit of what some of these peo-
ple have gone through,” he told me. 
“My parents disowned me. I was for-
tunate enough to have great people 
around me who supported me. But I 
think about the very dark places my 
life could have gone, particularly with 
depression.”

The son of Indian immigrants, Gup-
ta grew up in upstate New York, show-
ing prodigious musical and intellectual 
abilities from an early age. He entered 
Juilliard’s pre-college program when 
he was seven, and graduated from 
Marist College at seventeen, with a 
degree in biology. He considered a ca-
reer in neuroscience before turning to 
music full time. In 2007, he beat out 
more than three hundred applicants to 
win a seat in the L.A. Phil; he was 
nineteen. His parents supported him 
in his early career, but their relation-
ship fell apart around the time he mar-
ried, despite their objections, the psy-
chologist and activist Samantha Lynne.

Soon after Gupta moved to L.A., 
he got to know a homeless musician. 
Steve Lopez, a columnist for the Los 
Angeles Times, had been writing about 
a man named Nathaniel Ayers, who 
had been a star double-bass student 
at Juilliard in the early nineteen- 
seventies before paranoid schizophre-
nia forced him to drop out. Ayers 
ended up living on the streets of down-
town L.A., playing for passersby on 
a broken two-stringed violin. In 2005, 
Lopez approached Adam Crane, then 
the director of public relations for the 
L.A. Phil, with the idea of bringing 
Ayers to a rehearsal at Disney Hall. 
Ayers went, and continued visiting Dis-
ney. Gupta began giving him informal 
violin lessons. In 2008, Lopez pub-
lished a book about Ayers, “The So-
loist,” which subsequently became a 
film. Although Ayers has been in and 
out of an institution in the interven-
ing years, Lopez, Crane, and Gupta 
remain in touch with him. Ayers at-
tended Street Symphony’s first “Mes-
siah,” in 2015, and followed along with 
the score.

“I was down on Skid Row on my 

Chamber Singers. Graff told me, “I 
gave Brian some tips on vocal tech-
nique, and he taught me life lessons. I 
got the better end of the deal.”

A few days after Thanksgiving,  
Pal mer sang in a musical workshop at 
the Midnight Mission, a charitable in-
stitution on Skid Row. He had been 
studying “The People That Walked in 
Darkness,” a bass aria from Handel’s 
“Messiah.” In ten days’ time, he would 
sing it with Street Symphony, which 
presents an abridged “Mes-
siah” at Midnight each year. 
At the workshop, five string 
players accompanied him; a 
few dozen members of the 
Skid Row community were 
in attendance. Before per-
forming, Palmer shared with 
the audience some thoughts 
about the music. A tall man 
with shaggy hair and a drawl-
ing voice, he was dressed in 
jeans and a “Rule Your Own Destiny” 
T-shirt. He told his story with the prac-
ticed directness of someone who has 
attended many twelve-step meetings. 
“When I came here, three years ago, I 
didn’t know where my life was going 
to take me,” he said. “I just knew that 
I needed to change, and that I needed 
help. When I was walking through my 
life in addiction, and the darkness and 
the hell I had created for myself, it was 
like the phoenix coming out of the dark-
ness and seeing the light.”

Palmer then sang the aria. The text, 
from the book of Isaiah, is as follows: 
“The people that walked in darkness 
have seen a great light: they that dwell 
in the land of the shadow of death, 
upon them hath the light shined.”  
Handel’s “Messiah” is such a fixture of  
the repertory that it takes some effort 
to focus on the words and register what 
they mean. In that respect, Palmer  
surpassed any singer I have heard. He  
performed well for one who has been 
studying vocal technique for less than 
a year, and in the lower end of his range 
he had a round, full tone that can’t be 
taught. More important, he made the 
text sound as though it had been taken 
from his own life.

“That was really empowering,”  
Pal mer told the audience afterward.  
“I’m really high right now.” He laughed, 
and the crowd laughed with him. “So 
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twenty-second birthday,” Gupta re-
called. “Steve and Adam had brought 
out a cake, and Nathaniel was play-
ing ‘Happy Birthday’ on his violin, 
and I was trying to blow out the can-
dles when I saw this man looking out 
at me from a tent, staring me down. 
That look got to me. It was a joyous 
thing and a really shitty thing at the 
same time.” 

Gupta was soon performing at shel-
ters, hospices, clinics, and prisons. At 
the end of 2010, he launched Street 
Symphony, in league with Mitch New-
man, another member of the L.A. Phil 
violin section, and several other col-
leagues. “When we get back to the 
Phil, we’re different, better musicians,” 
Gupta told me. “One time, we were 
doing Schumann in a mental ward at 
the Twin Towers Correctional Facil-
ity, the huge jail downtown. A guy 
who’d studied music at a Cal State 
school said to me, ‘You know, these 
guys had real shit happen to them. 
Bach was an orphan. Beethoven was 
beat by his dad. Brahms had to play 
in brothels. And Schumann—he died 
in a place like this.’ That still gives 
me chills. I’ll never play Schumann 
the same way again.”

The first performance of “Messiah,” 
in Dublin, in 1742, was, accor       ding 

to a contemporary announce ment, pre-
sented “for the Relief of the Prisoners 
in the several Gaols.” Proceeds from 
the première helped the Charitable 
Musical Society to free a hundred and 
forty-two people from debtors’ prison. 
Street Symphony’s “Messiah” there-
fore comes closer to the original spirit 
of the piece than most modern ver-
sions do. The first “Messiah” attracted 
a “most Grand, Polite and crowded 
Audience”; the performances at the 
Midnight Mission draw Skid Row res-
idents, charitable workers, benefactors, 
and musicians’ friends. People may start 
dancing during the “Hallelujah” Cho-
rus or shouting out encouragement 
during the arias. Zanaida Robles, who 
has been conducting the Street Sym-
phony “Messiah” since 2015, welcomes 
such friendly interruptions, often turn-
ing around to acknowledge them.

This year, the ensemble also offered 
“We Need Darkness to See the Stars,” 
a new choral-orchestral composition 

by Benjamin Shirley, who lived at the 
Midnight Mission from 2011 to 2013. 
Shirley had been a bass player in  
a successful rock band before enter -
ing a downward spiral of substance  
abuse. Once he got sober, he became 
interested in writing film and concert 
music. For the past year, he has been 
working with Reena Esmail, who  
is Street Symphony’s composer-in- 
residence. Shirley has a keen ear for 
harmony and instrumental color. “We 
Need Darkness” ends with sunny up-
lift, but along the way it dips into pun-
gent dissonances and rougher textures. 
Shirley, a grizzled man with a tattoo 
on his neck, waxed self-critical after 
hearing his work, as composers do. “I 
need to trim it more,” he told me. But 
he looked overwhelmed. “In 2011, I 
was one of these guys on the edge. 
Now I’m here as a composer. How did 
that happen? It’s not a one-man show.”

Spiritual homilies, whether in the 
form of venerable religious texts or re-
covery literature, have a way of seem-
ing corny until a crisis arrives, at which 
point they take on the force of break-
ing news. That explains why line after 
line of “Messiah” felt especially acute 
on Skid Row. In the soprano-and-alto 
duet “And He Shall Feed His Flock,” 
Christina Collier, who sings alongside 
Brian Palmer in Urban Voices, gave a 
plaintive torch-song quality to the first 
verse. Tamara Bevard, from the Mas-
ter Chorale, answered with a classically 
immaculate second verse, ending with 
a caressing delivery of the phrase “Ye 
shall find rest unto your souls.” Through-
out, Handel blended easily with Urban 
Voices’ more modern selections—“Beau-
tiful City,” from “Godspell”; Kirk Frank-
lin’s “I Smile.” Mariachi and Afro- 
Cuban bands played before the main 
performance, and reggae tunes were 
spun afterward. 

The spell dissolves when you leave 
the Midnight Mission. The people 
that walked in darkness are still there. 
Hard stares greet you as you proceed 
to your car. This feeling is, if any-
thing, even worse than the one that 
hits you going in. The entire experi-
ence is at once exalting and crushing, 
luminous and bleak. “We get to leave,” 
Gupta said. “That’s the source of our 
shame. The only way to deal with it 
is to go back.” 
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His moral vision, like his personal heroism, was authentic. Little else was.

BOOKS

THE MADE-UP MAN

The truth about the novelist Romain Gary.

BY	ADAM	GOPNIK
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Romain Gary was a great big liar. 
The French novelist, war hero, 

and diplomat made up stories the 
way other people make up beds: daily 
and conscientiously and without much 
premeditation. He lied all the time, 
and about many things. He lied about 
his background: born Roman Kacew 
in Lithuania, in 1914, right at the be-
ginning of the European catastrophe, 
as a poor Jew among poor Jews. He 
lied about his mother, his father, his 
education, his literary history, his  
loves. His fine and patient and en-
tirely admiring biographer, David 
Bellos, not only called his study of 
Gary “A Tall Story” but throughout 
uses words like “bullshit” and “eye-
wash” to characterize the tales his 
subject told.

But Gary was a big liar. This des-
perately poor Eastern European Jew 
reinvented himself as a French patriot 
and literary figure, titles he earned 
by fighting for France and by writ-
ing very good novels in French, one 
of which won the Goncourt Prize, 
France’s highest literary award. And 
then, when he was famous under one 
made-up name and persona, he in-
vented another name and persona, 
and wrote well enough in this very 
different voice to win a second Gon-
court Prize. (The rules say it can be 
awarded to someone only once, so he 
remains the sole writer with this dis-
tinction.) No lie Romain Gary told was 
bigger than that he was Romain Gary.

Through it all, he was, puzzlingly 
but certainly, great: a great man of a 

special mid-century kind—great in 
form, in fable, in the entire fiction he 
made of his life, dedicated to an ex-
travagantly complicated ideal of hu-
manity. Here was a man of steadfast 
personal courage who spoke up in his 
writing for those called cowards, for 
the schlemiels and wise guys and prank-
sters who, faced with the unimaginable 
evils of human existence, feigned and 
dodged and, sometimes, survived. He 
allowed the contradictions in his own 
life to become identical to the absur-
dities of modern existence. 

Gary has gone in and out of favor 
in America. Back in the nineteen- fifties 
and into the sixties, when he was often 
resident here—in the fifties, he was a 
French consul general in Los Ange-
les—he was a star, both as an exotic 
public figure at the center of the Higher 
Hollywood (he lunched with J.F.K.) 
and as a best-selling author. He mar-
ried the actress Jean Seberg at the 
height of her fame, and despite the 
tragic end to their marriage—both 
died by their own hands, though in a 
way each died by the other’s—it was 
a genuine love story of the day, a nou-
velle vague alternative to the epic of 
Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton. 
He was a storyteller rather than a 
“literary” writer, a sort of street-dog 
Nabokov; fluent in six languages, he 
passed punningly from one to the other 
in a dazzling display of instinctive in-
terlineation. The novel that won the 
first Goncourt, “The Roots of Heaven,” 
a green manifesto against elephant 
hunting, became a bad John Huston 
movie starring Errol Flynn. He even 
co-wrote the screenplay for the D-Day 
movie “The Longest Day” (1962), 
though how much of his handiwork 
made it into the finished product is 
uncertain. Two more sixties nov-
els—“The Dance of Genghis Cohn,” 
about a Holocaust victim who becomes 
the dybbuk of a Nazi commandant, 
and “White Dog,” a supposedly nonfic-
tion account of a dog trained to attack 
black people—were events and best- 
sellers, too. 

Yet his sloppiness as a stylist and 
the hopelessly rushed quality of his 
structures—he took pains with his 
beginnings but raced to the end of his 
books, as though late for dinner—has 
damaged his reputation since, at least 
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in English. In France, he is remembered 
mostly as a fantastic personage, who 
strolled the streets of the Saint-Ger  main 
quarter, drolly holding court at Bras-
serie Lipp. (He once told a young writer 
never to worry about subjects but al-
ways to retain possible poetic titles, be-
cause the titles suggested more sub-
jects than searching for the subjects 
ever could.) Bernard-Henri Lévy wrote 
a long, loving homage to him, as a sort 
of clown prince-saint of French liter-
ary life. Yet one has the sense that he 
is honored less for his prose than for 
his extraordinary élan vital, which 
somehow persisted even to the day of 
his suicide, in 1980, when he lunched 
complacently with his publisher and 
only then went back to his apartment 
on the Rue du Bac to shoot himself, 
having first composed, quickly, a mor-
dantly witty suicide note.

Now he is at least a little bit back 
among American readers. New Direc-
tions is publishing the first translation 
of his last novel, “The Kites,” which 
appeared in French almost four de-
cades ago, along with a new edition of 
his once famous memoir, “Promise at 
Dawn.” Reading him in the twenty- 
first century reminds us why, despite 
his irritating imperfections—no good 
writer ever wrote less well—he is worth 
revisiting. More than a humorist, more 
than a storyteller, he’s a moralist, an 
independent and significant student 
of the struggle to tell right from wrong, 
good conduct from bad. This strug-
gle took place within a life that was, 
as people like to say, itself as good a 
story as any novel that he wrote, 
though it was, in truth, the novel he 
was always writing. 

“The Kites,” which is among Gary’s 
most accomplished works, is a 

fine place to begin. Sensitively and 
even wittily translated by Miranda 
Richmond Rouillot, it begins in a de-
tached, lightly ironic tone that recalls 
French film comedies of the thirties 
and forties. The story takes place in a 
small village in Normandy mostly 
under the German occupation. It has 
two heroic characters: young Ludo, 
the narrator, and Ludo’s uncle Am-
brose Fleury, a famous kite-maker who 
creates wildly improbable ones in hom-
age to the great figures of the French 

Enlightenment. Alongside this im-
probable uncle is his near neighbor 
and counterweight Marcellin Duprat, 
who (improbably in such a small town) 
runs a legendary three-star restaurant. 
Ludo falls in love with a visiting Pol-
ish aristocratic girl named Lila—also, 
improbably, spending the summer in 
this small town with her aristocratic 
brothers and her German cousin. Ludo 
then discovers that he has (improba-
bly) a gift for total recall, becomes a 
sort of mathematical genius and finan-
cial adviser to Lila’s family, and trav-
els to visit them in Poland. Many more 
semi-fantastical creatures fill the ac-
tion, including Julie Espinoza, a 
madam whose bordello in Paris is a 
headquarters of the Resistance. (“A 
woman in whom there was a total ab-
sence of illusion, born no doubt of the 
long exercise of her profession. Some-
times I imagined her receiving a visit 
from dishonor, whom she knew so 
well, and hearing its confidence: it 
must have murmured in her ear, ‘My 
hour is coming soon, my good Julie. 
Get ready.’ ”)

Still, the sum of all these improb-
abilities is a remarkably persuasive pic-
ture of moral possibility: when the war 
arrives, Ludo and Ambrose both be-
come resisters. Ludo just barely sur-
vives, amid much death and many  
executions, and Ambrose is taken off 
to Buchenwald, though he returns, 
improbably, intact. Duprat, on the 
other hand, keeps his auberge, the Clos 
Joli, open and serving the Germans 
throughout the war, with the argu-
ment—which is given weight and dig-
nity—that only by persisting in the 
practice of French civilization can 
France endure: 

“We will ensure that all of France becomes 
a big Clos Joli!” And then he added, “You know 
what the German army did when it got to the 
Maginot Line? It drove right past! And do you 
know what it did when it got to the Clos Joli? 
It stopped!”

The tone of the book is oddly eigh-
teenth-century in its piling on of coin-
cidences; at one point, Lila, lost chapters 
ago in Poland, suddenly reappears in Nor-
mandy as the lover of a German officer, 
for which Ludo instantly forgives her: 

Her eyes, when she lifted them to me, were 
intense.

“There were so many times I wanted to get 

in touch with you; I wanted to come here, but 
I felt so . . . I felt . . .”

“Like a tramp?”
She said nothing. 
“Listen to me, Lila. In this time and place, 

being a tramp is no kind of sin. In any time 
and place, really. Where your ass has been is 
the least of our worries. Tramphood is pretty 
much sainthood, compared to all the rest.”

What is remarkable about “The 
Kites” is this combination of moral clar-
ity and moral compassion: there is no 
doubt that Ludo and his uncle are doing 
the only right thing by putting their 
lives on the line every day as resisters—
the book even ends with an abrupt trib-
ute to the pastor of a French village who 
saved Jewish children. But the action 
of the collaborators is seen as part of an 
inevitable human comedy in which 
honor and dishonor, cowardice and cour-
age—even erotic against empathetic 
love—are terms to be interrogated every 
day rather than to be blindly treated as 
totems. For Gary, despite the lechery 
that inflects his books, or perhaps be-
cause of it, the real values are entirely 
“feminine”: “Our Father who art in 
heaven, make the world feminine!” Lila 
preaches at a crucial moment. “Make 
ideas feminine, make countries femi-
nine, make heads of state feminine! . . . 
Jesus was the first man to demand that 
the world be made feminine, and I de-
mand it, too. I’m the second person after 
Christ to insist upon it.” 

Gary’s style bears a certain resem-
blance to that of Bruno Schulz or even 
Jerzy Kosinski, in the sense that only 
a wildly hyper-real style can grasp the 
hyper-realities of the time. But it’s 
more benign, rooted in mordant 
French irony rather than in black com-
edy; in Gary’s literary universe, Kafka 
might never have written at all. Per-
haps that’s because the French expe-
rience of the war, for all its horrors, 
was comprehensible. Occupation, be-
trayal, resistance, and the ambiguities 
that lay within them: this had hap-
pened before and would happen again, 
in a way that what happened in the 
East had not. Gary had an under-
standable reluctance to fully imagine 
the Shoah as it really was; it is signifi-
cant that Ambrose, in “The Kites,” 
returns from Buchenwald unharmed. 
Writing about his real father’s death, 
Gary says, in his memoir, that a “cor-
respondent . . . acting as a doorman 



“I never really considered a career in I.T. consulting  
until my parents got themselves a MacBook.”
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or receptionist” at the gas chambers 
had seen his father fall down dead of 
a heart attack as he approached them. 
As Bellos points out, Gary’s actual fa-
ther was probably shot on the out-
skirts of Vilno, and the whole passage 
was designed to erase the man’s exis-
tence. It is also typical that Gary, in 
fabricating a scene from the death 
camps, would have added in doormen 
and receptionists.

To figure out who Gary was and 
how he arrived at his intricate 

marriage of absurdist comedy and hu-
mane instruction, you have to turn to 
that memoir, “Promise at Dawn,” a 
matchlessly entertaining and psycho-
logically persuasive book. But you have 
to read it alongside Bellos’s biography, 
which explains why basically nothing 
Gary said about his childhood was 
true, though he was still, in his way, 
essentially honest.

The story Gary tells is of how his 
mother, a Russian-raised actress 
named Nina, kept them both alive by 
various increasingly absurd scams in 
the much fought-over Lithuanian and 
then Polish town of Vilna, or Vilno, 
while spending her life dreaming of 
making her small Jewish son into, of 
all impossible things, a literary figure 
and a man of the world in the France 
where she had never been. “In the 
whole course of my life,” Gary writes, 
“I have heard only two people speak 
of France in the same tone: my mother 

and General de Gaulle.” He explains 
that he never knew his “supposed” fa-
ther, Leiba Kacew: “My father had 
left us almost immediately after I was 
born,” throwing the ambitious, madly 
Francophile mother and the gifted, 
sensitive son into a relationship that 
recalls Charlie Chaplin’s with his 
wounded, fey mother. At last, in 1928, 
Roman and Nina risked all and fled 
to France so that, settled in Nice, his 
mother’s dream of making her son 
into a French man of the world could 
be realized in full. 

Little of this, Bellos reveals, actu-
ally happened. Kacew lived with and 
helped raise Romain until 1925; but 
Gary wanted to advertise his moth-
er’s myth that his real father was a fa-
mous Russian actor, Ivan Mosjou-
kine, who supposedly had an affair in 
Moscow with Nina when she was in 
her twenties—although his mother 
had never been a success as an actress 
and may never have appeared on the 
Moscow stage. Her name wasn’t even 
Nina; it was the much more Jewish 
Mina. Nor was he “half-Tartar,” as he 
liked to say; he was wholly Jewish, 
but within a world where Jewishness 
was almost always dyed with Russian 
and Polish and Lithuanian and, in-
deed, French colors. Far from being 
a charming idiosyncrasy of his moth-
er’s, the tropism of Eastern Jews to-
ward France was one of the magnetic 
pulls of the period: Paris was the great 
light of emancipated Jewish life, and 

it was not as eccentric as Gary needed 
to pretend for his mother to dream 
of his making a life there. There was 
scarcely an educated, nonreligious 
Eastern European Jew who didn’t. 
And the eventual emigration, far from 
being a sweeping, all-in gamble, took 
place through a series of well-financed 
feints and small measures: his mother 
was nowhere near as poverty-stricken 
as he makes her seem, nor was France 
as distant a goal as he wants it to 
sound.

Yet Gary’s stories are rarely fraud-
ulent: they are dramatically keyed-up 
versions of the truth. Obsessed, as Bel-
los points out, with the moment when, 
at fourteen, he lost his virginity—many 
of his novels, like “The Kites,” begin 
with fourteen-year-old boys as the nar-
rator, “born” at that erotic moment—
Gary offers in his memoir a single ep-
isode that captures the essence of the 
thing. He explains that he had an affair 
with a shopgirl named Adèle, whom 
he had seduced with books. “He made 
me read all of Proust, Tolstoy and Dos-
toevsky,” she complains to his mother. 
“What is going to happen to me now? 
Who will want to marry me?” Gary is 
chagrined: “It was true that I had made 
Adèle swallow all of Proust, volume by 
volume, in rapid succession, and that 
was as good as telling her she could 
order her wedding dress.” 

Obviously, this never happened: to 
read through Proust, volume by vol-
ume, is a year’s work for a good reader 
with all the time in the world. But Gary 
was conveying an essential truth: that 
he had seduced a woman with litera-
ture, and that the knowledge of it had 
left him feeling both giddy and guilty. 
A mere recitation of the facts would 
be anti-dramatic, less faithful to the 
emotional event even while being more 
precise to the actuality.

Gary was obsessed with sex and, 
it must be said, he was obsessed above 
all with female behinds, almost to the 
exclusion of any other feature. Marri-
ette, the maid, who was his first sex-
ual encounter, is characterized only 
as having “such a firm, round, lively 
and truly impressive behind that the 
haunting vision of this interesting as-
pect of her personality frequently ob-
scured the face of my math teacher 
at school.” Freudian metaphors are 
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out of style now, but the odd thing is 
that, while we all know what an 
anal-retentive personality is and use 
the bizarre idiom unthinkingly, the 
companion Freudian category of the 
“anal expulsive” personality is far less 
familiar. The description, as it hap-
pens, matches Gary’s character per-
fectly, as someone who is emotional, 
disorganized, self-confident, artistic, 
generous, and careless. A bad narra-
tor of the facts, he was a good narra-
tor of his own erotic pedigree.

When the Nazis invaded, Gary fled 
for England and de Gaulle. He had 
tried out for the French Air Force as 
an aviator and been rejected, perhaps 
for caste reasons, but the Free French 
Air Force was understandably less dis-
criminating. The poor Russian- Polish 
Jew soon became an aviator. He flew 
bombing missions, experiencing the 
brushes with death that were bound 
to take place in a field where the ca-
sualties among crews often climbed 
toward totality. He ended the war a 
French hero, decorated and prepared 
to enter, as his mother would have 
dreamed, the diplomatic corps. She 
died in Nice during the war; in the 
memoir, he insists that she had, on her 
deathbed, arranged to have letters sent 
regularly to him after her passing, so 
as not to worry him in battle with 
thoughts of her health—another beau-
tiful and filial fiction. 

His fabrications hold a particular 
fascination because of the moral 

authority asserted by his novels, and 
by his actions. Gary’s example defines 
a fundamental distinction between the 
fabulist and the fraud. The higher 
forms of fiction and the lower form 
of fibs were, no doubt, born within 
minutes of each other. Anyone who 
is an inspired storyteller, as Gary was, 
knows that the essence of good story-
telling is not assembling a heap of 
facts but having the imagination to 
leap through an arc of bright truths 
to create a great curve of invention. A 
story is a constellation of stars, with 
a recognizable shape made from shin-
ing bits of fact that may exist, empir-
ically, at different levels and different 
spatial depths.

Yet even if the will toward art and 
the will to deceive others can be closely 

aligned, we readily distinguish between 
the liar and the littérateur. The fabu-
list wants to convey the dramatic ex-
perience of events, while the fraud wants 
to convey a false evaluation of them. 
The fabulist wants to dramatize him-
self; the fraud, to deceive others. With 
fable-makers like Gary, the artificial-
ity of the material is almost always 
self-evident, and so is the dramatic 
point being sought by the story. I once 
knew a great fabulist who, never en-
tirely inventing, always intensified for 
dramatic effect. If he said that he’d once 
been sold at a charity auction for ten 
thousand dollars and only after having 
removed all of his clothes, you would 
soon find out that he had been sold for 
two thousand, and had taken off his 
shirt. The formula was to divide by five 
and add pants.

With Gary, the formula is to di-
vide by seven and add literature. The 
hyperbole involves raising reality—
one volume of Zola becomes every 
volume of Proust—and his tales al-
most always have a literary origin. At 
one point in his memoir, he tells a 
story about promising a little Jewish 
neighbor of his to repeat his name in 
the presence of anyone famous he ever 
meets, and then insists that he did, 
even to the Queen of England. As 
Bellos tells us, Gary is adapting a well-
known story by Gogol for his pur-
poses. Did an old man say something 
like that, and did Gary then say some-
thing to the Queen? It almost doesn’t 
matter; the moral point of the adapted 
anecdote is apparent: there are no lit-
tle lives, or little people. For Gary, this 
truth cuts both ways. If there are no 
little lives, there is no one too small 
to remember, and also no one too small 
to take responsibility for what is hap-
pening. In one of Gary’s most force-
ful images, he says that just as offen-
sive as Dachau is the picture of the 
little town going on harvesting and 
planting and eating alongside it.

Yet we wish, somehow, to sort this 
kind of untruth from the other, darker 
kind of falsehood that blemishes our 
public life. The answer, Gary’s work 
instructs us, has to do with the way 
we discern the motive and the inten-
tions of speakers. No one reading 
“Promise at Dawn” ever imagined that 
it happened quite like that. We know 
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Gorbachev, by William Taubman (Norton). The de-Staliniza-
tion of Soviet Russia took place in two stages: first, from 1953 
to the early sixties, “The Thaw” of Nikita Khrushchev; then 
the reforms of Mikhail Gorbachev, who—from 1985 until 
Christmas night of 1991, when he ruefully announced the dis-
integration of the Soviet Union—took on the gargantuan and, 
ultimately, self-immolating task of democratizing a Commu-
nist empire. Amazingly, Taubman, a political scientist at Am-
herst, has written by far the best biographies of both leaders. 
(The book on Khrushchev won the Pulitzer Prize in 2004.) 
He does not answer every riddle of Gorbachev’s personality 
or of his wildly improvisational reign, but, with evident sym-
pathy, he tells a superbly researched story of a politician of 
such decency as to seem, in our more pessimistic, darker mo-
ment, almost beyond imagining.

The Dawn of Detroit, by Tiya Miles (New Press). This history 
focusses on the role Native American and African slave and 
indentured laborers played in building Detroit from the 
mid-eighteenth to the early nineteenth century. The two groups 
intermarried and protected one another, but there were also 
skirmishes, and captives were sent to slave-seeking Europe-
ans. Making resourceful use of scant archival material, Miles 
describes an enslaved African-American family whose patri-
arch led an all-black militia defending Detroit against the 
threat of native insurrection, and filed a lawsuit for his four 
children’s freedom, to no avail. They all escaped to Canada.

The Extra Woman, by Joanna Scutts (Liveright). In 1936, a Vogue 
editor named Marjorie Hillis published “Live Alone and Like 
It,” a jubilant guide for the single working woman, which 
offered advice on how to find an apartment, mix a cocktail, 
and manage a love affair. As Scutts writes in this study of Hil-
lis and her era, the idea that unmarried women could be happy 
and fulfilled challenged “the very basis of American women’s 
citizenship.” Hillis’s subsequent books defended the ideal of 
female independence, even through the “retrenchment into 
domesticity” of the postwar era. As Scutts argues, it’s an ideal 
that still requires defending today: “Exercising the right to live 
your life as you choose is still a political act, and a brave act.” 

A Bold and Dangerous Family, by Caroline Moorehead (Harper). 
This account of a patriotic Italian-Jewish family at the fore-
front of the resistance to Mussolini’s regime follows the broth-
ers Carlo and Nello Rosselli, both of whom were killed by 
Fascist militants. Carlo, one of the most renowned non- 
Communist anti-Fascists of the nineteen-twenties and thir-
ties, escaped political imprisonment, and subsequently founded 
the Justice and Liberty movement. Nello, a historian, wrote 
annals of Italian unification that implicitly contradicted the 
political complacency of his contemporaries. But the center of 
the book is their mother, Amelia, a prominent playwright and 
feminist to whom they wrote frequently. Moorehead draws 
extensively on their letters, giving the reader an intimate sense 
of the everyday depredations of life under Fascism.

bad lies from good fables because the 
world they propose is not the mixed 
one we know and narrate but another, 
made-up world where only domina-
tion counts and the teller alone asserts 
himself. A healthy literary lie often 
makes the speaker look more ridicu-
lous than his fellows; an evil political 
lie makes its teller seem like a master 
of men. The lies of tyrants and 
would-be tyrants are bad literature, 
and we know they are lies almost be-
fore they are fact-checked; we know 
them as lies by the world they conjure, 
one in which only supplicants and 
masters can live.

Gary’s career after the war was both 
deliriously successful and, in a way, 

never quite fully achieved. Although 
the war hero was soon a much admired 
writer, Gary was never taken entirely 
seriously by the self-important French 
literary establishment. Indeed, he par-
odied this self-importance in his show-
manship, his performance, parading 
around the streets of the Left Bank 
and holding court in bistros. A com-
parison might be made between Gary 
and his good friend and admirer Al-
bert Camus: both were outsiders, the 
Eastern European Jew and the Alge-
rian; both were resisters (though Ca-
mus’s war was nowhere near as heroic 
as Gary’s); and both spoke up for the 
particular and against the abstract, fol-
lowing the hope, embedded in the 
French vocabulary, that the word hu-
main could stand for both the human 
and the humane.

But Camus wrote exclusively in 
the philosophical and high-minded 
tradition of Racine: though he insists 
on humanity, there are only scraps of 
actual human-animal behavior in his 
books. Meursault’s decision to mur-
der the Arab on the beach, in “The 
Stranger,” reads bloodless, nor is there 
a single truly comic passage in Camus’s 
work. There is, in effect, a schematic 
divide in French literature between 
the lineage of Racine and that of Ra-
belais, between the stern, high- poetic 
voice of moral instruction and the 
low, gross voice of human experience. 
Gary has the human animal every-
where—feasting, farting, fucking—
and this made him seem charming, 
and minor. (In English, we are blessed 
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to have in Shakespeare both at once: 
the noblest versifier of human pain, 
and a man who wrote page after page 
of piss jokes and fart jokes and funny- 
Welshman jokes.) 

The classic Gary note involves an 
ironic acceptance of human frailty 
married to an equally strong sense of 
right and wrong; Gary saw what he 
called “mediocrity,” vindictive self- 
righteousness, as the root of all evil. 
“The Germans helped me a lot,” Ludo 
insists, in “The Kites.” “The inhuman-
ity of it is what makes Nazism so hor-
rible—that’s what people always say. 
Sure. But there’s no denying the ob-
vious: part of being human is the in-
humanity of it. As long as we refuse 
to admit that inhumanity is completely 
human, we’ll just be telling ourselves 
pious lies.”

When Gary moved to America as 
the French consul general in 

Los Angeles, in 1956, it seemed the per-
fect theatre for so theatrical a French-
man, and his greatest fame, and suc-
cess, was achieved there. He played the 
part to perfection, and became a South-
ern California icon—until, in 1959, he 
fell in love with the actress Jean Se-
berg, leaving his British wife for her. 
Seberg had become a star as Otto 
Preminger’s “St. Joan,” in the late fifties, 
but became an icon when she was taken 
up as the pin-up girl of the nouvelle 
vague in France, most memorably in 
Godard’s “Breathless.”

 The trouble was that Seberg, though 
later the victim of a heinous campaign 
of blackmail and harassment by the 
F.B.I. (it was convinced that her still-
born child had actually been fathered 
by a Black Panther activist), was also 
a genuinely troubled woman, whose 
descent into drug addiction and mad-
ness seems only peripherally political. 
Gary’s book “White Dog” is, in some 
measure, an attempt to make sense of 
the mad California world of civil-rights 
politics and drug dealing in which the 
marriage plunged him. 

 His return to France in 1961 was 
in large part motivated by his desire 
to follow Seberg back there, where she 
was a much bigger star than she was 
in America. It was only then, after his 
return—and as their marriage was 
breaking up—that he made the im-

provised decision to take up the liter-
ary identity of “Émile Ajar.” Although 
he tried, in a posthumously published 
confession, to give this deception some 
of the flavor of a jeu d’esprit, it was a 
desperate move meant to recover a lit-
erary heft that had been coarsened by 
too much rapid writing and repeti-
tion. It succeeded: the first novel writ-
ten under Ajar’s name, “Gros-Câlin,” 
the tale of a lonely Parisian statisti-
cian in love with a Guyanese woman, 
was a tighter, more minimalist perfor-
mance than Gary had managed in his 
American-oriented best-sellers. It was, 
though, a sort of misfortune that his 
second Ajar book, “The Life Before 
Us,” became as celebrated as it did, 
winning the Goncourt again. It made 
what was intended as a small feint into 
a big serial deception—he enlisted one 
of his nephews, unwisely, to imper-
sonate this other author—and the cost 
of the deception, flowing out over so 
many people, was the beginning of his 
decline.

Seberg committed suicide in 1979, 
overdosing in a parked car on a street 
in the Sixteenth Arrondissement, her 
body untended for many days. Though 
the couple had long been separated, 
and Gary had had countless one-night 
stands since, she had been the love of 
his life, and her death brought on a 
depression that never quite lifted. On 
December 2, 1980, after that reason-
ably cheerful lunch with his publisher, 
he returned to his apartment and wrote 
a note that began, “D-Day. No con-
nection with Jean Seberg. Aficionados 
of broken hearts should apply else-
where. . . . So why? . . . I have at last 
said all I have to say.”

The climax of “The Kites” —the 
novel appeared shortly before 

Gary’s death—may be one of the most 
strangely moving sequences in all 
French fiction about the war. Lila, who 
has prostituted herself—not in itself a 
bad thing, in Gary’s reckoning—has 
her head shaved by a sanctimonious 
local barber as punishment for sleep-
ing with a German officer. (This was 
a routine humiliation of the period.) 
Instead of accepting her shaming, Ludo 
insists on parading her through town 
in her “mutilated” state, and then, on 
their wedding day, her hair grown in, 

he takes her back to the bemused bar-
ber, and makes him cut it short again. 
It’s a gesture of defiance and shame-
lessness, and of a new kind of compas-
sionate chic: 

Chinot got to work. In a few minutes, Li-
la’s head was shaved as closely as it had been 
in those first days. She leaned forward and ad-
mired herself in the mirror. 

“It really suits me.”
She stood. I turned to Chinot. 
“How much do I owe you?” 
He was silent, his mouth hanging open.
“How much? I don’t like being in anyone’s 

debt.” 
“Three francs fifty.” 
“Here’s four, for tip.” 

This very “Christian” turn, created 
by a Jew mocking a Catholic commu-
nity, with the embrace of humiliation 
as a form of sanctity in a world long 
since fallen, would have pleased Camus; 
but Gary does it with gaiety rather 
than with piety. It would make a fine 
scene in a movie, or a musical com-
edy. (The passage also suggests Gary’s 
penchant for subtle literary in-jokes. 
Lila, the beautiful girl whom the pro-
vincial kid stumbles upon in the woods 
as a boy and can’t ever forget, is a ref-
erence back to the princess in Alain- 
Fournier’s “Le Grand Meaulnes,” while 
her trimmed hair is a reference for-
ward to the signature coiffure of Jean 
Seberg herself. She was famous for the 
style when she and Gary were mar-
ried, but it was first adopted—one 
more Gary-esque irony—for her movie 
role as Jeanne d’Arc.) 

Gary is in favor of significant moral 
action and against sanctimonious 
moral fervor. He is for hiding more 
Jews and shaming fewer sinners. He 
took the essential Rabelaisian posi-
tion that by asserting the humanness 
of humanity, the sheer animal absur-
dity of eating and shitting and fuck-
ing and lying, we can stop pretending 
and accept that we are all the same 
ruined creature. Compassion for the 
fallible is his chief lesson, one he can 
teach with authority, since, in the his-
torical pinch, he didn’t fail. A fabulist 
in many small ways, he was in pos-
session of one big compound truth: 
to believe that the human and the hu-
mane are naturally the same is one of 
the worst lies we tell ourselves; to think 
that they might yet become so is one 
of the better stories we share.	
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In “Thérèse Dreaming,” Balthus’s licentiousness and genius claw at each other.

THE	ART	WORLD

POINTS OF VIEW

The Balthus conundrum, and the passions of Käthe Kollwitz and Sue Coe.

BY	PETER	SCHJELDAHL
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I both like and dislike “Thérèse Dream-
ing” (1938), the Balthus painting that 

thousands of people have petitioned the 
Metropolitan Museum to remove from 
view because it brazens the artist’s letch 
for pubescent girls—which he always 
haughtily denied, but come on! The man 
was a creep. The subject sits with head 
turned, eyes closed, and a knee raised to 
expose her panties. On the floor, a cat—a 
personal totem for Balthus—laps milk 
from a dish. The picture is strongly painted, 
with a dusky tonality in which colors smol-
der. There is a sense of time run aground 
on a day—in the afternoon, you some-
how know—without end. Thérèse was 
the daughter of a restaurant worker, a 
neighbor of Balthus’s in Paris. At the time, 
she was twelve or thirteen years old, and 
Balthus was about thirty. He had been 

making paintings of her since she was 
around eleven; he stopped three or so years 
later. The erotic charge of the image, while 
unmistakable, is mild compared with that 
of others by him. In 1934, he painted “The 
Guitar Lesson”: a bare-breasted woman 
strums the vulva of a schoolgirl. In a sketch 
based on the work, the woman is a man. 
Balthus didn’t go that far again, but he 
never changed direction.

The provocation and the artistry of 
“Thérèse Dreaming,” the artist’s licen-
tiousness and his genius, don’t balance. 
They claw at each other. The picture 
seethes with prurience. And—not “but”—
it is beautiful. Balthus sticks us with a 
moral conundrum, because he can. His 
elegantly nuanced violations of taboo won 
for his conservatively figurative art en-
thusiastic esteem in the largely Surreal-

ist, devoutly libertine Parisian avant-garde 
of the nineteen-thirties, and secured him 
a lasting place as one of the twentieth 
century’s greats. He befriended and was 
celebrated by fellow-artists from Picasso 
to Giacometti and by writers from Rilke 
and Artaud to Camus. He had an affair 
with a teen-age daughter of Georges 
Bataille. Many of his contemporaries seem 
to have tolerated this and other of his va-
garies, including an anti-Semitism that 
denied his own at least half-Jewish roots 
and a fraudulent claim to be a Polish 
count. That was then. This—a time 
marked by a widespread and intense de-
termination, at last, to strip every shield 
and alibi from sexual abusers—is now.

In past writing on Balthus, I’ve insisted 
on his hebephilia, countering the long 
and enabling piety of art people who have 
endorsed his pretensions to aristocratic 
nobility and spiritual mysticism. (The 
default defensive malarkey is that those 
who see sex in the art have dirty minds.) 
My intent was corrective. Now I find my-
self at the other pole of my ambivalence, 
affirming the work’s aesthetic excellence 
and historical importance, for what that’s 
worth, in an argument about the proper 
physical disposition and critical framing 
of “Thérèse Dreaming.” At present, the 
Met is standing by its commitment to 
display the painting. I concur, while also 
respecting the sensitivity of the petition-
ers. I doubt that we have heard the last 
of the controversy. Any decisive resolu-
tion, one way or another, can be neither 
moral nor aesthetic, only political.

“A ll Good Art Is Political” is the title, a 
quote from Toni Morrison, of a crack-

ling show, at the Galerie St. Etienne, of  
most  ly prints and drawings by the German 
social realist Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945)  
and the English antiwar, anti-capitalist, 
and pro-animal-rights illustrator Sue Coe, 
who is sixty-six and lives in upstate New 
York. Morrison continued, “And the ones 
that try hard not to be political are polit-
ical by saying, ‘We love the status quo.’ ” 
Of course, all ambitious artists come up 
contesting a status quo that has yet to  
acknowledge them; and bad art can be  
plenty political, too. But Kollwitz and  
Coe give Morrison’s polemic substance 
and sting. At opposite ends of the twen-
tieth century, they prove a capacity of art,  
when sufficiently both impassioned and  
adept, to dramatize worldly injustice with  
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fury and flair. Kollwitz is the more ap-
pealing, with a style of masterly touch and 
tender pathos, notably in delicately shaded 
images of mothers and children indom-
itably bonded in poverty or facing un-
specified threats. Coe makes a burnt 
offering of her own fine artistic gifts by 
cultivating an ugliness to befit the targets 
of her rage, including military and sexual 
violence and with a special focus on the 
horrors of industrial slaughterhouses, 
which, starting in the late nineteen-eight-
ies, she spent several years researching in 
person. Both artists assign themselves an 
evergreen social mission: to comfort the 
afflicted and to afflict the comfortable.

Kollwitz was born in East Prussia, 
into a family of socialists and dissident 
Lutherans. Her father, a mason and a 
house builder, and her uncle were among 
the founders of the German Social Dem-
ocratic Party. Encouraged to study art—
her father envisioned her as a history 
painter—she was forced by the time’s mi-
sogynist institutions and attitudes to find 
a niche in printmaking, which became  
her primary medium. She rose to fame  
with “The Revolt of the Weavers” (1893-97),  
a series of lithographs and etchings in-
spired by a play about an uprising of Sile-
sian weavers in 1844, and followed it with 
“Peasant War” (1902-08), picturing men 
and women as comrades-in-arms. But 
the loss of a son in the First World War 
turned her toward militant pacifism. (A 
grandson perished in the Second.) She 
endorsed no single ideology, but the effec-
tiveness of her prints—instantly arrest-
ing, endlessly absorbing—led to their use 
by propagandists of varied stripe. Even 
the Nazis appropriated one, “Bread!,” in 
which children plead with their despair-
ing mother. The Galerie St. Etienne’s 
brochure for the show reports that Koll-
witz, after her death, was exalted simul-
taneously as a Communist heroine in 
East Germany and as a liberal- humanist 
“good German” in the West. Such can be 
a fate of nuanced art in a sphere of gross 
politics, where Kollwitz’s stated, and 
achieved, intention to express “the suffer-
ing of human beings” could be pirated to 
tendentious ends.

No similar deflection imperils Coe, 
whose meanings register with all the sub-
tlety of a punch in the stomach. As ren-
dered by her, rich men are beasts, cops 
are murderers, and butchers earn their 
name. She frankly traces her animus to 

a harrowing childhood, lived within ear-
shot of a pig abattoir where, as she wrote 
in her book “Dead Meat” (1996), “slaugh-
tering started at 4 a.m.” Her early friends 
included “radical lesbians who joined the 
marines, professional car thieves, drug 
addicts who died, a rock star, and one 
shorthand typist.” (She is a crackerjack 
writer.) A scholarship to the Chelsea 
School of Art, in London, when she was 
seventeen, delivered her from what she 
had assumed would be a working-class 
life. She studied illustration and, after 
moving to New York, in 1972, became a 
regular contributor to publications in-
cluding the Times. The St. Etienne bro-
chure aptly lists, as formative influences 
on her, “Daumier, Dix, Goya, Grosz and, 
of course, Kollwitz.” Debts to them all 
are apparent in her art, but only Otto 
Dix’s work really anticipates its ferocity.

Packed but expertly rhythmic com-
positions, usually in black and white and 
occasionally inflected with blood red, de-
tail human and animal bodies in action, 
in extremis, or dead. Jet planes throng a 
sky above gas-masked troops. “How to 
Commit Suicide in South Africa” (1983) 
details an apartheid atrocity. An uncanny 
skill at modelling flesh in receding depth 
produces odd flashes of beauty seemingly 
against Coe’s will. (Maybe she didn’t no-
tice them.) None of her human subjects 
are more poignant than her animals being 
subjected to slaughterhouse procedures. 
She makes it painful, and inescapable, to 
meet their innocent eyes. Her veganism 
is extreme, attuned to a plea for “economic, 
gender and species equality.” You needn’t 
share Coe’s opinions to be moved by her 
art. I have grown used to a peculiar ver-
tigo that it induces: tumbled into empa-
thy with views that are alien to my own.

The bracketing of Kollwitz and Coe 
is a curatorial coup, generating a force 
field, in thought, of possibilities for ex-
pressiveness at one with conscience. It’s 
a gruelling ambition. The moral and the 
aesthetic are fundamentally opposed  
mental exercises—as Balthus demon-
strates, and exploits, with cynical panache. 
Only Goya comes to mind as an artist 
successful at seamlessly blending the two, 
with an effect as frightening as unfriendly 
laughter in the dark. Exceedingly few  
able artists in any generation will brave 
the loneliness and the scant rewards of 
such commitment. Those who do deserve 
not only respect but exceptional honor. 
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Dick-adjacent buffoonery is central to the charm of the Netflix show.

ON	TELEVISION

MOCK EPIC

“American Vandal” captures the true-crime craze.

BY	AMANDA	 PETRUSICH

ILLUSTRATION BY MARK TODD

There may be no genre of television 
easier to parody than true crime. 

The style is formulaic by design: an 
atrocity is followed by an investigation, 
a left turn, a revelation, fin. Think “Amer-
ica’s Most Wanted,” or “Dateline.” Fic-
tionalized variations of the idea, in which 
a crime is committed, scrutinized, and 
solved within the hour, are called pro-
cedurals for good reason. The accoutre-
ments (plastic evidence bags, grainy se-
curity footage, an incriminating fibre 
tweezed from a corpse) are consistent 
from episode to episode, and the action 
unfolds in the same way each time. True 
crime allows for more uncertainty—
sometimes the wrong man is fingered—

but the sight of a perpetrator being  
hustled off in handcuffs remains satis-
fying, because we knew it was coming, 
and because it signals the deliverance 
of justice. Bad things happen, but not 
without consequences. 

The popularity of true crime (and its 
dramatized brethren) has never really 
ebbed. But in late 2014, when the pod-
cast “Serial” débuted, to considerable ac-
claim—it examined the 1999 murder of 
Hae Min Lee, an eighteen-year-old 
high-school student—the genre was 
suddenly allotted new mainstream cre-
dence. (Two similar TV series, “The 
Jinx,” on HBO, and “Making a Mur-
derer,” on Netflix, appeared in 2015.) Yet 

perhaps the best proof of true crime’s 
resurgence is “American Vandal,” an 
eight-episode series released by Netflix 
earlier this year. The show applies the 
grave and dramatic conventions of the 
form to a delightfully absurdist trans-
gression: someone at the fictional Ha-
nover High School spray-painted a 
bunch of cherry-red dicks on twenty- 
seven cars in the faculty parking lot. 

Hanover High is situated in Ocean-
side, California, an anodyne, vaguely 
middle-class suburb; it could be any-
body’s high school, in anybody’s home 
town. The show’s creators, Dan Perrault 
and Tony Yacenda, writers of sketches 
featured on the Web sites Funny or Die 
and CollegeHumor, make use of the 
same social hierarchies that have fuelled 
several decades of coming-of-age films. 
Everybody submits to his or her con-
scripted role: the artsy kid, the over-
achiever, the burnout, the nerd, the jock, 
the joker, and, inevitably, for one young 
woman, the Hottest Girl in School. 
When the graffiti is first discovered, ev-
eryone immediately looks to Dylan 
Maxwell, an archetypal troublemaker 
with a deep voice, a wounded demeanor, 
and a wardrobe of hooded sweatshirts. 
( Jimmy Tatro, a YouTube star and co-
median, is terrific in the role; he plays 
Dylan with an artful mixture of defen-
siveness and guilelessness.) That the 
student body at Hanover is so quickly 
and thoroughly gripped by the mystery 
of the dicks feels reasonable. In high 
school, even the most mundane expe-
riences can seem unbearably high-stakes.

Early in the first episode, one of 
Dylan’s peers describes him as “the stu-
pidest kid I’ve ever met.” Dylan has a 
history of antagonizing his teachers, and 
of gleefully scribbling dicks on stuff. The 
school board has an eyewitness—Alex 
Trimboli (Calum Worthy), a simpering, 
clammy Eagle Scout with braces, who 
claims to have seen Dylan racing around 
the parking lot, rendering dick after 
dick—and Dylan is expelled, despite 
otherwise wobbly evidence. Though cur-
rent events have heightened awareness 
of the menace of unchecked male sex-
uality, dicks and dick-adjacent buffoon-
ery are nonetheless central to the charm 
of “American Vandal.” I’m unashamed 
to admit that I found the dicks to be a 
shockingly resilient and lively punch 
line—a truly evergreen jape. (“I’ll never 
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understand what’s so amusing about pe-
nises,” one teacher says, resignedly.)

Peter Maldonado (Tyler Alvarez), a 
broadcaster on Hanover’s morning show 
and an aspiring filmmaker, finds the 
school board’s decision unsatisfying. He 
decides to investigate the crime himself, 
and enlists his buddy Sam Ecklund 
(Griffin Gluck) to help produce a doc-
umentary series. Together, they inter-
view potential suspects, dispute the cred-
ibility of Alex’s testimony—if Alex lied 
about drinking eleven beers at a party, 
and about receiving a dockside hand job 
from the Hottest Girl in School, what 
else might he be lying about?—interro-
gate purported alibis, and attempt to 
re-create the crime so that they may es-
tablish a more precise timeline. (This 
involves spray-painting dicks onto card-
board, which allows them to calculate a 
more exact time-per-dick figure.) In one 
of several tense reveals, Peter and Sam 
discover that Dylan’s preferred style of 
dick includes a few scraggly pubic hairs. 
The dicks on the faculty cars are smooth. 

What does it mean? As the series 
unfolds, Dylan continues to seem 

like the most likely culprit—everything 
in his comportment suggests dick-
drawer. But Peter and Sam are tireless 
investigators, even when their work gets 
them banned from campus. Peter, espe-
cially, takes instinctively to the role of 
beleaguered but determined detective, 
dogged in his quest for truth, regard-
less of whether Dylan deserves or ap-
preciates his advocacy. He has a hyper- 
methodical approach to gathering and 
interpreting information. Much of the 
show’s comedy comes from the juxta-
position of Peter’s unblinking formal-
ity with the pure dumbness of the crime. 
Peter firmly believes that, if he can just 
present his data, he can right any wrong. 

Like every documentarian, Peter has 
his own agenda, which may not always 
be righteous, or compatible with his sub-
ject’s. (Midway through the season, his 
aggressive pursuit of a piece of evidence 
results in its destruction.) In the fifth 
episode, Peter’s series goes viral, and he 
has to reckon with the weight of his own 
influence. “No one listened to me when 
I hosted the morning show,” he admits 
in a grim voice-over. “But everyone is 
listening now.” In the finale, Dylan be-
comes frustrated by his portrayal in the 

documentary, and by his classmates’ un-
kind reaction to the allegations against 
him. “I’m not who they think I am,” he 
says, pacing outside a houseparty. “They 
think I’m some fucking dumb-ass.” 

Along the way, Peter and Sam explore 
various subplots centering on a cruel and 
potentially predatory gym teacher, sev-
eral doomed romantic entanglements, 
and, eventually, their creative partner-
ship. (Peter will do or reveal anything in 
service of the documentary; Sam has 
reservations.) 

“American Vandal” is relentless in its 
mockery of true-crime tropes, from its 
ponderous theme song to Peter’s abso-
lute certainty about the redemptive power 
of facts. The show exposes and satirizes 
its formula by proving that it’s not the 
crime that transfixes viewers but the in-
vestigation. In between its endless dick 
jokes, “American Vandal” can be a bru-
tal indictment of how the culture codifies 
and institutionalizes narrative. We hun-
ger for conclusions, especially when there 
aren’t any good ones. Even the presence 
of the descriptor “American” in the show’s 
title feels like a subtle gag—a reminder 
that applying the adjective to almost any 
noun now imparts instant gravitas, an 
assurance that whatever is being explored 
can be slotted into some grand and sol-
emn continuum. There will be meaning.

But what if the biggest joke of all is 
the idea that something revelatory about 
human nature can be divined from out-
lier instances of heinousness—that every 
small story is a bigger story? When Peter 
gets to the end of his project, he real-
izes that he has come up short on meta- 
narratives. He finally describes high 
school as a “span of time with more 
questions than answers.” What was the 
meaning of the dicks? What if there 
was no meaning? What if it truly doesn’t 
matter who did it, or why, or if they ever 
get caught? 

Human beings are so uncomfortable 
with ambiguity that we’ll do nearly any-
thing to avoid it. In “American Vandal,” 
this avoidance ultimately leads to a 
strange kind of self-actualization, in 
which the show’s antihero eventually 
succumbs to his peers’ faulty expecta-
tions of him. “What the fuck? If that’s 
what everyone thinks, then maybe that’s 
just who I am,” Dylan says. “I’m the bad 
guy.” It is, at least, a way to avoid being 
the worst thing of all: nothing. 
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Alexander Payne’s film offers a novel approach to “humanity’s greatest problem.”

THE	CURRENT	CINEMA

SMALL WORLDS

“Downsizing” and “Happy End.”

BY	ANTHONY	LANE

ILLUSTRATION BY ALAIN PILON

The hero of “Downsizing” is called 
Paul Safranek (Matt Damon), and 

the clumsy name befits him. He stresses 
the first syllable, but everyone else 
stresses the second, with a long “a”; the 
mismatch proves to Paul that the world 
doesn’t really get him. He’s a drab and 
decent fellow from Omaha, who 
dreamed of being a surgeon but wound 

up as an occupational therapist. We see 
him tending to his sick mother, and 
then, ten years later, living with his 
healthy wife, Audrey (Kristen Wiig). 
Nothing much has changed, except that 
a bit more energy has leaked out of him. 
So how about making a change? Why 
don’t he and Audrey downsize—not 
move house or cut down on sugary 
snacks, that is, but reduce themselves to 
.0364 of their original mass and volume? 
Why not live large by turning small?

Such is the delightful premise of Al-
exander Payne’s new film. From the 
opening scene, in a Norwegian labora-
tory, we realize that the necessary sci-
ence is up and running. Moreover, its 
ethical basis is sound. Given that the 
planet is overpopulated, we are told, “the 

one practical, humane, and lasting solu-
tion to humanity’s greatest problem”  
is to give some of those humans—vol-
unteers only—such a magical zapping 
that an entire family can be borne around 
in a cat basket. The average male will 
contract to thirteen centimetres or so, 
along the lines of a full-grown parsnip. 
And nobody is more average than Paul. 

He is the credible shrinking man.
“Downsizing” is not an update of 

“Honey, I Shrunk the Kids,” and any-
one hoping to see Paul go mano a mano 
with a Chihuahua, say, will be frustrated. 
Most of the time, the itsy-bitsy teeny- 
weenies do not dwell among us. Instead, 
they are housed in places like Leisure-
land—a vast biodome, self-enclosed and 
self -sustaining, to which the Safraneks 
travel for miniaturization. (When they 
decided to undergo it we never learn; for 
some reason, Payne elides that crucial 
exchange.) The funniest and strangest 
parts of the film show the process in per-
snickety detail: the shaving of all body 
hair, including eyebrows; gastric irriga-
tion; and the extraction of the teeth, later 
to be replaced by mini-snappers. There’s 

a wonderful image, just after the zapping, 
of regular-sized technicians entering the 
room and scooping up each naked, se-
dated, and freshly shrivelled form with a 
spatula, as if they were flipping bur gers. 
Paul might as well be a slab of meat. Then 
he wakes up, probes his mouth with his 
tongue, checks his groin, and becomes a 
sentient character again. 

Once he is ensconced in Leisureland, 
something curious happens—gratifying 
to fans of Payne’s earlier films, such as 
“Election” (1999) and “The Descendants” 
(2011), yet disappointing, in the light of 
the fantastical setup that he has labored, 
on this occasion, to construct. “Down-
sizing” turns, first, into a regulation so-
cial satire, making easy, if queasy, fun of 
our taste for sunlit success. One of Paul’s 
acquaintances, who went small before 
him, greets him at a pool party with the 
mantra “Look around you, buddy! Life 
is good!” (Most consumer products, we 
are informed, are enticingly cheap on 
the far side of the procedure, and a hun-
dred and fifty-two thousand dollars in 
equity swells to $12.5 million. But would 
the micro-economy not adjust accord-
ingly?) Then comes an epiphany. Paul 
discovers a shantytown on the rim of 
Leisureland, where the tiny poor have 
established their own community; they 
strike him as less phony than the gated 
set among whom he resides, and he finds 
himself, pretty much by accident, be-
coming a dogsbody to Ngoc Lan Tran 
(Hong Chau), a young Vietnamese 
woman with a wooden leg. 

And still Payne is not done. Paul and 
his new friend travel to Norway, where 
the movie began, and join a utopian ad-
venture—a village of the downsized, whose 
inhabitants aim to establish a subterra-
nean home, where they will, over gener-
ations, sit out the ecological death and re-
naissance of Earth. We’ve come a long 
way from Omaha. This is touching and 
unorthodox stuff; Payne has not struck an 
apocalyptic note before, and Paul’s trans-
formation from a mousy dullard to a vi-
sionary who plays bongo drums at sunset, 
beside a fjord, is one that maybe only 
Damon could handle. Just one question: 
where did the smallness go? Almost every-
thing that befalls the hero, in the latter 
half of “Downsizing,” might equally be-
fall a normal six-footer with a hazy polit-
ical conscience, so what’s the point of his 
diminution? The film, having launched a 
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sprightly comic conceit, lets it glide away.
The comparison here is with Swift, 

who was out to belittle mankind. Barely 
for a moment, in the first two sections 
of “Gulliver’s Travels,” does he let us for-
get that small is interesting only in rela-
tion to big. Payne has a nice gag about 
Paul’s wedding ring, which he is permit-
ted to take to Leisureland, where it looks 
as massive as a life preserver, but there 
are pages of Swift that can boast half a 
dozen gags as inventive as that, and he’s 
markedly less prim. Think of Gulliver, 
in Lilliput, extinguishing a fire in the 
royal palace with a jet of urine, or of the 
“frolicsome girl of sixteen,” in Brobding-
nag, who would “sometimes set me astride 
upon one of her nipples, with many other 
tricks”—Gulliver now being the size of 
Paul, and ripe for use as a sex toy. 

The only person in the film who could 
dare to imagine such a jest is Dusan 
(Christoph Waltz), a Serbian sybarite 
and wheeler-dealer who lives in an apart-
ment above Paul’s in Leisureland. Waltz’s 
wicked grin, as Paul opens the door, 
shakes up this placid and well-behaved 
tale, and Dusan’s belief that people are 
basically patsies and prudes (Swift 
wouldn’t disagree) allows him to treat 
the whole business of downsizing not 
as an environmental imperative but as 
a chance for commercial scams. As such, 
he threatens the movie’s ethical zeal, 
and is promptly shunted to the fringes 
of the story. Likewise, we hear in pass-
ing of undocumented mini-migrants 
and of terrorists who are forcibly down-
sized, as if sent into exile, but these fas-
cinating ideas go largely unexplored. A 
less tasteful director might have revelled 
in the danger, the venom, and the sheer 

fun to be had in the kingdom of the 
pint-size, whereas Payne, ever scrupu-
lous, is more attentive to minor acts of 
kindness than to the proportions of the 
folk who perform them. As for Paul, 
you can’t help feeling that, ground down 
as he was, he didn’t need to get shrunk 
in the first place. He needed a shrink.

The new Michael Haneke film, 
“Happy End,” is set in the Calais 

region of northern France, where the 
Laurents are a clan to be reckoned with. 
Thomas (Mathieu Kassovitz) is a sur-
geon. His sister, Anne (Isabelle Hup-
pert), oversees the family’s construction 
company; she hoped to be succeeded 
by her son, Pierre (Franz Rogowski), 
but he is a wastrel. After Thomas’s for-
mer wife attempts suicide, their daugh-
ter, Eve (Fantine Harduin), aged thir-
teen, comes to live with her father, who 
is now married to Anaïs (Laura Verlin-
den). They have a baby son, for whose 
safety you fear. (There is also a sizable 
dog, whose bite is worse than his bark.) 
They all dwell in a mansion with a mar-
ble hall, waited upon by Rachid (Has-
sam Ghancy) and Djamila (Nabiha Ak-
kari). At the heart of the house is 
Georges ( Jean-Louis Trintignant), the 
elderly father of Thomas and Anne, 
who longs to die. He crashes his car into 
a tree, but merely breaks a few bones.  
At his age, they must snap like twigs. 

This being a Haneke project, there 
is plenty to freak us out. He likes to lock 
onto a single composition, holding steady 
and testing our patience to the brink; 
only then will a surprise be sprung. (I 
won’t reveal what happens at the hu-
mongous building site, near the start of 

the movie, but don’t look away.) Haneke 
is rightly obsessed, too, with the way in 
which we have all become filmmakers. 
“Happy End” is topped and tailed by 
creepy cell-phone footage, compelling 
us to ask what it means to “capture” an 
event on our screens: are we really treat-
ing it as something to keep and even to 
treasure, or are we innately cruel, trap-
ping other lives in the wild and mock-
ing the results, like zoo-goers poking 
through the bars?

By Haneke’s standards, however, 
“Happy End” feels stuck—at times, in-
deed, close to a pastiche. The fact that 
misery can chill and rot the rich, like a 
spiritual frostbite, is hardly news. And, 
if you set a movie in Calais, a corner of 
Europe into which so many refugees 
have poured, why make such sketchy 
use of their plight? Pierre, eager to vex 
his mother, brings a group of them to 
a celebratory lunch that she is hosting, 
but the movie itself has paid them lit-
tle heed; they exist purely to embarrass 
the bourgeoisie. Still, there is always 
Trintignant, one of the last lone wolves 
in European cinema, as unsparing now 
as he was in Haneke’s “Amour” (2012), 
Kieślowski’s “Three Colors: Red” (1994), 
and, eons ago, Bertolucci’s “The Con-
formist” (1970). It is worth seeing 
“Happy End” for the long scene be-
tween him and the remarkable Fantine 
Harduin—between the pitiless patri-
arch and his granddaughter. Together, 
they compare notes on the harm that 
they have done. From generation to 
generation, the blood runs cold. 
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Richard Brody blogs about movies.



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’s cartoon, by Danny Shanahan,  

must be received by Sunday, December 31st. The finalists in the December 11th contest appear below.  
We will announce the winner, and the finalists in this week’s contest, in the January 15th issue. Anyone age  

thirteen or older can enter or vote. To do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

“Sure, I’ve got a few minutes to kill.”
Brian Sintay, Sacramento, Calif.

“C’mon, live a little.”
Pamela Aall, Washington, D.C.

“No, thanks—I prefer spirits.”
Howard S. Meyers, Fairfield, Conn.

“I love it when the shirts turn plaid.”
Steve Finnegan, South Pasadena, Calif.
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