PRICE 58.99 T H E DEC. 5, 2022

NEW YORRER

=y
DN 2ty

r——

—

eH _iu

P ey

L w:.-_:
—

P
-.._'J""_-;"_ 'h_"_-*







S E X

BY MADONNA

CURATED BY ANTHONY VACCARELLO
ART BASEL MIAMI BEACH
NOV 29 — DEC 4

PHOTOGRAPHED BY STEVEN MEISEL

SAINT LAURENT

ERIVE DROITE



Molly Fischer

Jay Katsir

Jill Lepore

Awva Kofman

Amanda Petrusich

Danielle Dutton

Adam Gopnik
Maggie Doberty

Vinson Cunningham

Simon Armiz‘age
Lizzie Harris

Jorge Colombo

20

27

28

34

46

58

62
67
69

72

40
55

THE NEW YORKER

DECEMBER 5, 2022

GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN

THE TALK OF THE TOWN

Benjamin Wallace-Wells on Nancy Pelosi’s legacy;

in search of East Coast earthquakes; Meghann Fahy;

a ‘Jackass” guide to midlife; to mask or not to mask.

BRAVE NEW WORLD DEPT.
In the Bubble
What's an N.FT" empire worth?

SHOUTS & MURMURS
Last Words

LIFE AND LETTERS
Counter-Espionage

How Mick Herron reinvented the spy genre.

A REPORTER AT LARGE
Endgame
Heartless proﬁz‘eering in the hospice industry.

PROFILES

Nothing Else Matters
Masculinity, vulnerability, and Metallica.

FICTION
“My Wonderful Description of Flowers”

THE CRITICS

BOOKS

An oral history of Hollywood.

The warring selves of Kathy Acker.
Briefly Noted

THE THEATRE
“The Patient Gloria.”

POEMS
“The Frantic Adding Machine”
“Law of the Body”

COVER
“Off-Season”

DRAVINGS P C. Vey, Carolita Johnson, Asher Perlman, Jeremy Nguyen, Zachary Kanin,

Frank Cotham, Adam Douglas Thompson, Brendan Loper, Tom 1oro,
Roz Chast, Michael Maslin, Harry Bliss, Benjamin Schwartz, Sophie Lucido Johnson
and Sammi Skolmoski, Zoe Si SPOTS Edward Steed



" HOW D0 YOU CAPTURE ALIFETINE?

~ NATHANTANE

TONY AWARD WINNER

DANNY BURSTEIN

' OLIVIER AWARD WINNER

Z0E WANAMAKER

 PICTURES
" FRON
~ HOME.

WRITTEN BY DIRECTED BY

SHARR WHITE BARTLE]TSHER

BASED ON THE PHOTO MEMOIR
“PICTURES FROM HOME"

 GETTICKETS NU[;W\

S]UDI054254W54THST NEWYURK NY 10019 | HG'I'UHESFHIIMI'IIMEBHUADWAYM |274-B497




THE

NEW YORKER

The New Yorker
app, now available

on Android.

A new way to read
top stories and explore
hundreds of issues,
at home or on the go.

Exclusively for subscribers.
Download it today.

F‘ G.oogle Play

Scan to download.

CONTRIBUTORS

Ava Kotman (“Endgame,” p. 34) is a re-
porter for ProPublica. Her work has
also appeared in the Times Magazine
and New York, among other publications.
This article is a collaboration between

The New Yorker and ProPublica.

Molly Fischer (“In the Bubble,” p. 20)
became a staff writer earlier this year.

Jorge Colombo (Cover), an illustrator,
a photographer, and a graphic designer,
published “New York: Finger Paint-
ings by Jorge Colombo.”

Lizzie Harris (Poem, p. 55) is the
author of the poetry collection “Stop
Wanting.”

Jay Katsir (Shouts & Murmurs, p. 27)
is a head writer and a supervising
producer for “The Late Show with
Stephen Colbert.”

Danielle Dutton (Fiction, p. 58) is the
author, most recently, of the novel
“Margaret the First.” She is the co-
founder and editor of the feminist press
Dorothy.

Amanda Petrusich (“Nothing Else Mar-
ters,” p. 46) is a staff writer and the
author of “Do Not Sell at Any Price:
The Wild, Obsessive Hunt for the
World’s Rarest 78rpm Records.”

Jill Lepore (“Counter-Espionage,”p. 28),
a professor of history at Harvard, is the
host of the podcast “The Last Archive.”
Her books include “These Truths: A
History of the United States.”

Dan Greene (The Talk of the Town,
p. 18) is a member of The New Yorker’s
editorial staff.

Maggie Doherty (Books, p. 67) is the
author of “The Equivalents.”

Simon Armitage (Poem, p. 40), the Poet
Laureate of the U.K., served as the
Oxford Professor of Poetry from 2015
to 2019. His latest collection, “New
Cemetery,” is forthcoming in 2023.

Adam Gopnik (Books, p. 62) has been
a staff writer at The New Yorker since
1986. His books include “A Thousand

Small Sanities.”
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2022 IN REVIEW

Year-end-list season has arrived!
Read about Inkoo Kang’s favorite
television shows of 2022, and more.

ANNALS OF TECHNOLOGY
Elizabeth Barber on what inventors
are trying to achieve in their endless
quest for a better mousetrap.

Download the New Yorker app for the latest news, commentary, criticism,
and humor, plus this week’s magazine and all issues back to 2008.
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THE MAIIL

AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

Jeannie Suk Gersen does a brilliant job
of laying out the stakes for the SCOTUS
decisions in the cases filed by Students
for Fair Admissions against Harvard and
the University of North Carolina (Com-
ment, November 7th). I was in my first
year of law school at Rutgers-Newark
when the Regents of the University of
California v. Bakke case was argued, in
1977. The next year, the Court ruled against
quotas, specifically against the sixteen out
of a hundred slots reserved for minorities
at U.C. Davis’s medical school. At the
time, I remember, women and people of
color regarded the decision as a defeat,
as it replaced an objective criterion with
a vague and necessarily subjective stan-
dard permitting race to be considered as
only one of any number of factors.
What now? Gersen mentions the pos-
sibility of eliminating standardized test
scores or promoting students from
low-income communities, but I can't help
but despair. How far will we backtrack,
reduced to relying on poorly disguised
subterfuge to achieve any semblance of
racial equity, only to have S.EF.As Ed-
ward Blum and his cohort succeed with
their next challenge?
Martha Hamilton

Housatonic, Mass.

Iappreciated Gersen’s focus on affirma-
tive action as an issue with particular res-
onance for Asian Americans. Whereas
the earlier Grutter and Fisher cases fea-
tured white plaintiffs, the Harvard and
U.N.C. ones spotlight Asian Americans,
who have long had an uneasy relation-
ship with affirmative-action programs.
S.F.F.A’s cynical decision was no doubt
seen as a useful method for pitting Asian
Americans against other ethnic minori-
ties. As an Asian American who is pro-
affirmative action, I am disheartened by
this.I am currently a senior at U.C. Berke-
ley, a school that, because of a 1996 state
proposition, does not use affirmative ac-
tion. Had it been illegal nationwide when
I applied to college, would I be attend-
ing somewhere “better?” Does it matter?
A Harvard education is not a prerequi-

site to success. The value instilled in me
and my Asian American friends by our
parents was that hard work succeeds
where complaints fall short. With affir-
mative action in the news cycle for per-
haps the final time, I am disappointed
that many Asian Americans seem to have
forgotten that principle.

Ryan Ruiyang Liu

Berkeley, Calif.

METHOD LEARNING

As a former Suzuki student (of piano), a
current Suzuki parent, and a professional
musician, I read Adam GopniK’s article
on the Suzuki method with interest
(Books, November 14th). In my view, he
missed two important aspects of the Su-
zuki method as it is currently practiced.
First, for a child enrolled in traditional
(i.e., not Suzuki) instrumental lessons,
sight-reading is an important gateway to
playing music. In the Suzuki method,
sight-reading does not need to be the
earliest step in a young music student’s
development. A benefit of this approach
is that the student very quickly develops
an ear for dynamics, phrasing, and ex-
pression, the elements of music that, as
listeners, we respond to most. The down-
side is the usually difhicult transition into
sight-reading, a necessity for the major-
ity of musicians, and especially for those
who wish to move on to the highest lev-
els of Western classical music.

The second aspect is something that
may seem more novel in twenty-first cen-
tury America than it did in nineteen-for-
ties Japan—the creation of a shared reper-
toire of music. While there are problems
of exclusion and homogeneity in the Su-
zuki repertoire (as in any canon), the at-
tempt to define a common musical vernac-
ular has many benefits for music culture.
Nick Lloyd
Bethany, Conn.

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

to the Met this holiday season.

Julie Taymor's spectacular, English-
language production runs under two hours

and is perfect for audiences of all ages.

metopera.org/holidays 212.362.6000
Tickets start at $25

Met
Opera
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GOINGS ONABOUT TOWN

On the principle that it takes one to know one, Bruce Weber celebrates the extraordinary life and work of another
photographer, the nonagenarian Paolo Di Paolo, in the documentary “The Treasure of His Youth” (opening on
Dec.9,at Film Forum). Starting in 1949, Di Paolo bore witness to social changes in postwar Italy and created
revelatory portraits of some of its culture heroes, such as Anna Magnani and Pier Paolo Pasolini—and then,
in 1968, abandoned photography. In interviews, Di Paolo displays a personality that’s as original as his art.



COURTESY FILM FORUM; RIGHT: ILLUSTRATION BY THOMAS MERCERON

OPPOSITE: PAOLO DI PAOLO, “PILGRIMAGE IN MOLISE” (1957) /

As ever, it’s advisable to check in advance
to confirm engagements.

MUSIC

Bitchin Bajas

EXPERIMENTAL Since starting out, in 2010, with
“Tones / Zones,” the Chicago ambient trio
Bitchin Bajas has made a strong name for it-
self among discerning psychedelic heads and
committed crate diggers. The band has a habit
of running with the good will on such cheekily
titled albums as “Bitchitronics,” “Bajas Fresh,”
and “Bajascillators,” its latest release. If that
immersive and aqueous suite of long-form com-
positions recalls the experimental electronic
pioneer Laurie Spiegel, it’s warranted: parts of
the marimba-evoking lead track, “Amorpha,”
were created using Spiegel’s algorithmic Music
Mouse software, which she developed in 1986. At
this concert, the bell-like drones and satisfying
microtonalities of Bitchin Bajas’ meditative
music are complemented by opening sets from
Time Wharp and Gift Horse, with analog vi-
sual accompaniment by the local light-show
duo of Chris Georges and Gregory Thrasher,
collectively known as Macrodose.—Jenn Pelly
(Union Pool; Dec. 4.)

Eri Yamamoto Trio

Jazz A gifted musician can make her instrument
sing, but there can come a time when only the
human voice does the trick. Several albums
into her tenure as the leader of her noteworthy
trio, Eri Yamamoto, a pianist and a composer
of uncommon finesse, has started to vocalize.
Purposeful songs on her new album, “A Woman
with a Purple Wig,” address racial and sexual
discrimination, yet also step back to celebrate
simple joys—the guileless “Colors Are Beau-
tiful” is as affirming as the title track is criti-
cal. Yamamoto and her group, which features
the bassist David Ambrosio and the drummer
Ikuo Takeuchi, bring her personal message to
a blooming Bedford-Stuyvesant club, followed
by sets at the recently rejuvenated Arthur’s
Tavern, in the West Village.—Steve Futterman
(Bar Lunatico; Nov. 30. Arthur’s Tavern; Dec. 7.)

Héléene Grimaud

cLAssICAL A pianist of clean grace and in-
sight, Hélene Grimaud has not appeared in a
solo recital at Carnegie Hall since 2006. For
her long-anticipated return (Dec. 1), she plays
through much of her 2018 album, “Memory,” a
dreamy phantasmagoria of Debussy, Satie, and
Chopin. Grimaud also adds Schumann’s “Kreisle-
riana”—a mad, eight-movement piece inspired by
E.T. A. Hoftmann’s writings which confounded
virtuosos as distinguished as Frédéric Chopin,
Franz Liszt, and Clara Wieck. Elsewhere at
Carnegie, string quartets descend upon Zankel
and Weill Recital Halls, with Brentano String
Quartet playing Haydn, Bartdk, and Fanny Men-
delssohn (Dec. 1) and Brooklyn Rider (Dec. 7)
and Mir6 Quartet (Dec. 9) unveiling New York
premieres by Akshaya Tucker and Caroline Shaw,
respectively.—Qussama Zahr (Carnegie Hall.)

Charlie Parr

FoLk Last year, a stack of albums into his ca-
reer, the Minnesota folksinger Charlie Parr

released his inaugural work for the hallowed
Smithsonian Folkways label, “Last of the
Better Days Ahead.” Rock artists of Parr’s
vintage tend to go the way of opened cans
of soda, their fizz a distant memory; folkies
can more easily follow the wine trajectory.
Relaxed and a bit grizzled at fifty-four, the
singer unleashes verbose character studies
that he colors with weariness. “You feel so
very old,” he sings on the album’s title track,
“like you've taken all your chances and tossed
them all aside for some stupid piece of metal.”
Parr earned his empathy—concurrent with
his stage life, he has worked on an outreach
team serving Minneapolis’s homeless com-
munity, and his strongest songs channel the
voices of the downtrodden. “Walking in these
shoes,” he concludes in “Everyday Opus,” the
record’s centerpiece, “isn’t as easy as you'd
like.”—Jay Ruttenberg (Mercury Lounge; Dec. 4.)

Sault: “11”

R.&B. The London R. & B. combo Sault, which
first emerged in 2019, is a record collector’s
dream. Anonymous and mysterious, they
issue albums in a flurry, with no preamble or
P.R. Like its predecessors, the meditative,
jazz-flecked LP “11”—released in November

alongside four companion albums—sounds
both homemade and deeply worked through.
It’s sparsely arranged —at times, the only au-
dible sound is a softly played guitar—in a way
that calls to mind dub reggae, yet the grooves
are closer to the gospel soul of a live band.
The understated vocals are as striking, and
as seemingly nonchalant, as the music.—Mi-
chaelangelo Matos (Streaming on select platforms.)

ART
“At the Dawn of a New Age”

Relish the abundance of relatively—and poi-
gnantly—dud paintings in this show of ear-
ly-twentieth-century American modernism at
the Whitney, organized by the curator Barbara
Haskell. With an emphasis on abstraction, it
features a number of rarely exhibited works
(most owned by the museum), which were
made during the learning-curve years—at full
tilt by 1912—of artists in the U.S. who strove
to absorb revolutionary innovations that had
originated in Europe. Occupying the muse-
um’s eighth floor, the array provides a sidelight
(or prequel) to the Whitney’s long-running

R. & B.

The Toronto-born singer Jessie Reyez has been a fixture of Canadian
R. & B. since 2017, but she expanded beyond a homegrown talent with
her EP “Being Human in Public,” which won a Juno Award, was long-
listed for the Polaris Prize, and got nominated at the 2020 Grammys.
Those governing bodies were all likely charmed by her effervescent and
confessional songs, buoyed by her sunny voice. Her star was quickly
rising when she released her début album, “Before Love Came to Kill
Us,” into the early fog of the pandemic, in March, 2020. But her suc-
cesses spilled well into the COVID months, including an appearance in
Beyoncé’s Disney+ film “Black Is King.” Her sophomore album, “Yessie,”
which she toasts at Hammerstein Ballroom on Dec. 4, feels emergent
in a different sense, embodying the reintroduction suggested by its title.
There has always been breathtaking candor to Reyez’s best music; now
she is working toward self-sufhiciency.—Sheldon Pearce
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AT THE GALLERIES

To enter the exquisite, emotional, and haunting show “Blacklips Perfor-
mance Cult: 13 Ways to Die” (on view at Participant, Inc., through Dec.
18) is to be plunged into an atmosphere whose central elements are color,
light, memory, and activity. That the activity it documents, displayed on
numerous screens, is three decades old doesn’t diminish what we see; time
has added another level of amazement and melancholy to the proceedings.
Organized by the brilliant artist and singer Anohni, the exhibition pays
beautiful homage to the Blacklips Performance Cult, which Anohni co-
founded, with Johanna Constantine and Psychotic Eve, in 1992. Back
then, the artists would gather at the Pyramid Club to perform their
own scripts—stories that might suggest a cheap sci-fi flick with moral
underpinnings, or a pulpy mystery that couldn’t be solved. (Constantine,
Lily of the Valley, and Kabuki Starshine are pictured above, performing
“The Blue Angel,” by Anohni, in 1992.) The performers might know
their lines, or they might not. The point wasn't professional polish but
queer fantasia—the wild, nocturnal imaginings of artists who wanted
nothing more than to entertain, and to play with the idea of entertainment.
The show’s videos are complemented by vitrines filled with ephemera,
including newspaper clippings and flyers that remind us that the grand
gestures seen in these performances were important—necessary—because
the times demanded them. AIDS was then the dominant social force
in New York, a city in which so many great artists lost the fight to live,
valiant efforts that Blacklips had no intention of forgetting.—Hilton Als

installation, one floor below, of touchstone
pieces from its collection, which parades feats,
dating from 1900 to 1965, by such American
adepts as Edward Hopper, Alexander Calder,
Jacob Lawrence, and Willem de Kooning. “At
the Dawn” samples provincial talents who had
plenty of moxie but remained shallowly rooted
in the dashing radicality with which Europeans
eclipsed embedded traditions. These aspiring
Americans thrilled to the explosion but tended
to be hazy on exactly what, in prior art his-
tory, was being blown up. But their frequent
ingenuousness tantalizes. It is a fact of the
art-loving experience that serious but failed
ambitions teach more about the tenor of their
times than contemporaneous successes, which

8 THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 5, 2022

freeze us in particular, awed fascination.— Peter

Schjeldahl (Whitney Museum; through Jan. 29.)

Laurie Simmons

In the mid-nineteen-seventies, this influen-
tial artist began her career by photographing
shadowy doll-house interiors. The small,
jewel-toned pieces in her new show, “Color
Pictures/Deep Photos,” recall those uncanny
scenes—with some notable differences. The
photo-collage works on view are windows
into an X-rated, Lilliputian world of nude,
often masturbating female figures (images
that the artist downloaded from amateur-porn
sites) populating strange domestic spaces.

When she started the long-simmering proj-
ect, in 2007, Simmons planned to present
it as a series of large photos. But, this year,
she landed on a novel approach, setting the
pictures in shadow-box frames and pouring
clear resin over them, resulting in a sticky,
hard-candy look. Miniature objects—a ceiling
light fixture, a pink bathroom sink—often
emerge from the surfaces, their toylike pres-
ence acting as an unsettling foil to the adult
content. Sometimes male artists haunt the
compositions, too. Trapped in resin, images
of Jackson Pollock’s libidinal splatters and
Walt Disney’s observant gaze mingle with
the women’s come-hither poses, delivering an
extra jolt of irony into Simmons’s distillation
of feminism and fantasy.—Johanna Fateman
(56 Henry; through Jan. 15.)

Betty Woodman

Today ceramics are respected as art, but that
wasn't the case in postwar New York. Wood-
man, who died in 2018, emerged from that
era as a pathbreaking force, embracing the
long-standing craft associations of clay—its
utilitarian and decorative roles—while also
mining its plastic qualities to comment on
developments in both painting and sculp-
ture. This exhibition features an exhilarating
abundance of Woodman’s works from the nine-
teen-nineties. In wall-mounted pieces, such
as “Balustrade Relief Vase 96-2,” from 1996,
vessels and abstracted architectural details are
arranged as bold fragments, painted with loop-
ing vines and urn motifs in a palette of muted
gaiety. The terra-cotta-colored “Conversations
on the Shore,” from 1994, evokes a stage set
with its staggered arrangement of elements
and its cleverly illusionistic combination of
painted and actual negative space. Oversized
ewers stand like chess pieces on the floor; on a
wall behind them, a sconce-like form seems to
rise like the sun. As with everything on view
in this wonderful show, the installation is so
gestural and so fluid that it’s easy to forget
that the ecstatic whole is composed of brittle
parts.—/.F. (Kordansky; through Dec. 17.)

THE THEATRE

A Christmas Carol

This superb adaptation of Charles Dickens’s
Yule-themed memento mori, by Jefferson
Mays, Susan Lyons, and Michael Arden,
who also directs, goes all in on atmosphere,
fully tapping the parable’s prominent vein of
Gothic horror (complete with jump scares)
without shortchanging its humor. The de-
signs—including Dane Laffrey’s sets, Joshua
D. Reid’s sound, and Lucy Mackinnon’s pro-
jections—offer a dazzling showcase of stage-
craft, especially Ben Stanton’s lighting, which
begins with a single candle flame fighting the
Victorian gloom and builds slowly and thrill-
ingly from there, in an increasingly expres-
sionistic style. But the show’s most impressive
special effect is the predictably marvellous
Mays, who plays nearly every role (with
Danny Gardner providing supplementary
spectre services). Mays’s emphasis on Dick-
ens’s language makes the story surprisingly
fresh again, even if you feel like you've seen
it a million times.—Rollo Romig (Nederlander;
through Jan. 1.)

MARTI WILKERSON / COURTESY PARTICIPANT



ILLUSTRATION BY LUCAS BURTIN

Fiddler on the Roof

This National Yiddish Theatre Folksbiene pro-
duction, directed by Joel Grey, premiéred in
2018, at the Museum of Jewish Heritage, then
reopened at Stage 42 in 2019, and now returns for
a seven-week run at New World Stages. Its itin-
erant persistence mirrors that of the Eastern Eu-
ropean Jews it portrays, early-twentieth-century
shtetl dwellers who were eventually driven out
by encroaching Russians. (The timing of this
revival is depressingly apt.) Pre-expulsion, we
meet various community fixtures, including
a busybody matchmaker, a rabbi who doesn’t
always have the answer but gives one anyway,
and the poor yet plucky Tevye (Steven Skybell),
buoyed by his faith and his sense of humor. The
combined power of Joseph Stein’s book, Jerry
Bock’s melody-rich music, and Sheldon Har-
nick’s plainspoken, eloquent lyrics props up the
weaker performances and exalts the stronger
ones, especially Skybell’s, whose patriarch both
embodies tradition and finds the compassion to
deviate from it. In Yiddish, with English and
Russian supertitles.—Dan Stahl (New World
Stages; through Jan. 1.)

The Old Man and the Pool

The excellent comedian Mike Birbiglia has
helped spur the popularity of a current genre
in solo performance: his hit theatrical mono-
logues, such as “Sleepwalk with Me” and “The
New One,” are part of what made the “stand-up
special that’s overtly thoughtful” into a phenom-
enon. His tightly written one-man shows toggle
between hilarity and sudden sentiment, using
a precise, literary matrix of callbacks, while his
observational jokes (why do we call them “pre-
existing conditions” when they’re just .. . . con-
ditions?) and tart crowd work (never be late to
a Birbiglia show) keep everything comedy-club
casual. His latest show dives deep into mortality
and its terrors, prompted by dire signals from
his doctors and his heart-incident-prone family.
A recurring gag, about his disbelief that anyone,
even a professional athlete, does cardio five
days a week, is the apex of his reluctant-man
shtick. In other Birbiglia shows, we’ve seen
him dragged, grumbling, into marriage and
fatherhood; now we see him hesitantly agree to
find life precious. Ugh, fine, we will, too.—Helen
Shaw (Vivian Beaumont; through Jan. 15.)

The Rat Trap

The Mint presents the American premiére of this
astounding Noél Coward work, first mounted, in
London, in 1926, but written eight years earlier,
when the author was eighteen. The unabashedly
feminist piece follows the fortunes of a young
married couple, Sheila (Sarin Monae West)
and Keld (James Evans): though the pair begin
their marriage blissfully in love, the patterns
of patriarchy inexorably worm their way into
the relationship as his playwriting career takes
soul-killing precedence over her early success as a
novelist. Coward’s construction is masterly, even
at this formative stage—the early banter is witty
and epigrammatic, and the later, deadly serious
confrontations achieve audience-stilling breath-
lessness. Both West and Evans are excellent,
playing off of supporting characters—a cynical
old friend (Elisabeth Gray), a farcical bohemian
pair (Ramzi Khalaf and Heloise Lowenthal), an
ambitious ingénue (Claire Saunders), a deadpan,
scene-stealing housekeeper (Cynthia Mace)—
whose dialogue subtly but clearly defines them,

and the director, Alexander Lass, draws out every
bit of wisdom, comedy, and intelligence that the
superb cast has to offer.—Ken Marks (New York
City Center Stage II; through Dec. 10.)

DANCE

Alvin Ailey American
Dance Theatre

The main début of the Ailey company’s
monthlong season at City Center is a feel-
good piece by Kyle Abraham called “Are
You in Your Feelings?” Its mixtape of soul,
R. & B., and hip-hop is designed to insure an
affirmative answer. There’s also the company
premiére of “Roy’s Joys,” a step-dense Twyla
Tharp highflier from 1997, set to recordings by
the jazz trumpeter Roy Eldridge. Alongside
familiar Ailey works, the rarely performed
“Survivors,” made with Mary Barnett, gets
a revival. It’s a stormy tribute to Nelson
and Winnie Mandela, created in 1986, four
years before the man who would become the
President of South Africa was freed from
prison.—Brian Seibert (New York City Center;
Now. 30-Dec. 24.)

Emanuel Gat Dance

Do you believe in love power? The nine-
teen-eighties hits of Tears for Fears professed
that faith, and the Israeli choreographer Emanuel
Gat channels it in “LOVETRAIN2020.” Fourteen
dancers, dressed haphazardly in reconstructed
gowns, as if they’ve looted a vintage store, play
with and against the drive and lift of “Everybody
Wants to Rule the World,” “Shout,” “Sowing the
Seeds of Love,” and other irresistible tracks. It’s
a dance that was made to defy pandemic gloom,
and it might still serve that purpose.—B.S.
(BAM’s Howard Gilman Opera House; Dec. 1-3.)

Sally Silvers Dance

To celebrate her fortieth anniversary as a chore-
ographer, Silvers revives her first evening-length
dance, “Pandora’s Cake Box,” from 1996. It has
something to do with Berg’s opera “Lulu” and
with Wedekind’s play “Pandora’s Box,” but more
to do with Silvers’s intelligence and eccentric
imagination. There is a Lulu (more than one, ac-
tually), but, before getting killed by Jack the Rip-
per, she ends up in Mexico with the photographer
Tina Modotti, doing science experiments and
swimming. The large and impressive cast includes
such original members as Koosil-ja, Sedn Curran,
and Silvers herself.—B.S. (Roulette; Dec. 1-3.)

OFF BROADWAY

The playwright Sarah Ruhl burst to prominence nearly twenty years
ago, with plays that melded lyricism and whimsy. Her breakout works
included “Eurydice,” a retelling of the Greek myth, and “The Clean
House,” about a Brazilian housekeeper fascinated by jokes, which was
staged at Lincoln Center Theatre’s Mitzi E. Newhouse in 2006. Ruhl
returns to the Newhouse with her latest, “Becky Nurse of Salem” (in pre-
views, opening on Dec. 4), directed by her frequent collaborator Rebecca
Taichman. A dark comedy that contemplates misogyny and witcheraft,
the story follows a modern-day employee at a witch museum in Salem,
Massachusetts, herself a descendant of a woman accused in the Salem
witch trials. She’s played by the winningly offbeat Deirdre O’Connell,
who cast a theatrical spell last year with her Tony-winning, entirely lip-

synched performance in “Dana H.”—Michael Schulman
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MOVIES

The Cry of Jazz

Edward O. Bland’s low-budget dramatic film-
making is stark, but his cultural insights—as
seen in this philosophical featurette, from 1959,
based on his own writings—are profound. It’s
set at a party, in Chicago, at which white jazz
enthusiasts ask Black friends about the music.
The protagonist, Alex (George Waller), re-
sponds with an essayistic voice-over mono-
logue of laser-like clarity: “The difficulty in
being Negro resides in being able to accept
all the hazards of being Negro and simulta-
neously to triumph over these hazards. Jazz is
the musical expression of the triumph of the
Negro spirit.” Alex relates the form of jazz—
and the existential edge of Black musicians’
performances—to history and politics, and,
remarkably, predicts both the dwindling of
jazz as a genre and its inspiration of real-world
change. Filmed performances by Sun Ra and

other musicians are intercut with trenchant
documentary footage—of double Dutch and
street basketball and church services, substan-
dard housing and neglected public spaces—that
displays what Alex calls the “joy and suffering”
of Black American life. The movie, which is
as passionate as it is analytical, suggests a new
dimension in music criticism.—Richard Brody
(Streaming on the Criterion Channel.)

The Eternal Daughter

Joanna Hogg’s sequel to her two “Souvenir”
films is a tour de force of conceptual and ac-
torly audacity. In both prior movies, the pro-
tagonist is a young filmmaker named Julie
Hart, played by Honor Swinton Byrne; Julie’s
mother, Rosalind, is played by the actress’s
real-life mother, Tilda Swinton. Now Hogg
presents a middle-aged Julie and an elderly
Rosalind, both played by Tilda Swinton. In
a chilly late November, mother and daugh-
ter travel to a remote Welsh guest house, a
converted mansion, to celebrate Rosalind’s

ON THE BIG SCREEN

Chase Joynt’s multilayered, self-questioning documentary “Framing Agnes”
(opening on Dec. 2, at Film Forum) deploys dramatic reénactments—and
metafictional interviews with the reénactors—to illuminate the conflicts
and possibilities of trans people’s lives, past and present. The film is based
on a long-unseen archive, rediscovered by Joynt, of interviews with gen-
der-nonconforming subjects conducted at U.C.L.A. between 1957 and
1960. One of the interviewees is a woman named Agnes, who was trans
but presented herself as intersex in order to obtain gender-confirmation
surgery, which would otherwise have been unavailable. Joynt casts trans
actors to play Agnes and five other interview subjects, interspersing their
performances with their discussions of the texts at hand in relation to their
own experiences. The film explores the history of trans communities, and
their enduring confrontations with issues of class, race, and institutional
power—including that of documentary filmmakers. The historian Jules
Gill-Peterson emphasizes the potential danger and liberation of trans
people speaking out, then as now, and says, of those who didn't take part
in university interviews, “The fact that we don’t know who they are says
very little about them and everything about us.”—Richard Brody
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eighty-seventh birthday—while Julie secretly
plans to make a film about her. The choice of
venue is no accident: it’s where Rosalind was
sheltered, as a child, during the Second World
War. As the vacation grows increasingly tense,
Julie learns that the house harbors grim family
history—and she sees an actual ghost. Hogg’s
script captures, with surgical precision, the
cheerful conversations that conceal lifetimes
of mysteries and resentments; Swinton revels
in the two characters’ divergent tones, and the
building, with its ornate décor and labyrin-
thine corridors, is a virtual character that, in
Hogg’s wry yet weighty images, nearly steals
the film.—R.B. (Opening Dec. 2 in limited the-
atrical release and on video on demand.)

A Matter of Time

The director Vincente Minnelli ended his ca-
reer with this romantic drama, from 1976, and
it’s one of the great final films. His daughter
Liza Minnelli plays a famous actress and singer
named Nina, who is awaited by an adoring crowd
at a major ceremony. En route to the event in a
Rolls-Royce, Nina reminisces about her path to
glory. It began in 1949, when, at nineteen, she
became a chambermaid at a faded Roman hotel
and was befriended by an elderly guest, the Con-
tessa Sanziani (Ingrid Bergman), a grande dame
and love goddess of the early twentieth century.
The penniless and isolated Contessa (whom
Bergman endows with an operatic fury) relives
her grandiose memories with a nearly delusional
intensity; she makes Nina her protégée, dressing
her up and teaching her the cynical wisdom of
society, which Nina puts to good use. Along the
way, the director captures, with bold colors and
delicate strokes, the melancholy nobility of a
great past outlived and the dawnlike freshness
of an imagination awakening. The result is a
bittersweet masterwork about the raging and
frustrated passions of old age.—R.B. (Playing
Dec. 6 on TCM and streaming on Prime Video,
Paramount+, and other services.)

Mia Madre

A pall of sadness hangs over Nanni Moretti’s
2015 drama, in which Margherita Buy plays a
movie director, also named Margherita, who
is meant to be concentrating on her latest
project—the story of an Italian company that
is bought by an American entrepreneur. (Like
most films-within-films, it’s not something
you would rush to watch.) Her professional
poise is beginning to crack, however, because
of worries about her aging mother (Giulia
Lazzarini), a much loved teacher whose end is
nigh; Margherita’s brother, played by Moretti,
is relatively sanguine in the face of this im-
pending loss, yet Margherita herself already
seems bereft. Set against that gloom is the
effrontery of her loudmouthed leading man,
played—more ripely, perhaps, than the movie
requires—by John Turturro. The result is slen-
der but piercing, and there is no mistaking the
economy of Moretti’s narrative skills; he will
cut a scene short rather than have it outstay
its welcome, or step in and out of a dream
sequence with such aplomb that we instinc-
tively greet it as real. In Italian.—Anthony Lane
(Reviewed in our issue of 8/29/16.) (Streaming on
Prime Video, OVID, Kanopy, and other services.)

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

COURTESY KINO LORBER



PHOTOGRAPH BY MAKEDA SANDFORD FOR THE NEW YORKER; ILLUSTRATION BY JOOST SWARTE

TABLES FOR TWO

Daily Pleasures in Midtown

The first thing I saw one recent after-
noon at ’Ami Pierre, a new French café
in midtown, was a2 man with a hunk
of baguette hanging from his mouth.
The moment was not staged. The man
was on the move, holding the rest of
the paper-sleeved loaf in the crook of
his arm as he pulled on his jacket. The
bread had been genuinely irresistible.

It seemed plausible, before I tried it,
that this baguette could be the best in
the world. UAmi Pierre (149 W. 51st
St.) sits across a pedestrian walkway
from the restaurant Le Bernardin, and,
though the businesses are not techni-
cally affiliated, they have in common
Eric Ripert, Le Bernardin’s longtime
chef and co-owner. In September,
Ripert opened IAmi Pierre with his
friend Pierre-Antoine Raberin, a for-
mer co-president of the macaron brand
Ladurée. (Ripert serves mostly as a con-
sultant, but his name is on the awning.)

In November, Le Bernardin turned
fifty. Its founders, the siblings Maguy and
Gilbert Le Coze, opened the seafood-
focussed restaurant on the Left Bank of

Paris in 1972, and moved it to New York

in 1986. Ripert, who is fifty-seven, began
working there in 1991. In the decades
since, he has managed to maintain the
highest accolades—Michelin stars, 7imes
stars, top positioning on local and global
best-of lists—and has become a celebrity.

On another afternoon, I went to Le
Bernardin alone for lunch. I drank cham-
pagne, and ate a precisely circular disk of
scallop tartare topped with a generous
quenelle of caviar, then medallions of
lobster in a verjus sabayon, then a plump
fillet of halibut over sunchoke-truffle
purée, surrounded by tiny, toylike car-
rots, roasted to perfection. For dessert,
I spooned chocolate pot de creme and
caramel out of a hollowed eggshell. The
food was beautiful, the service impec-
cable. I couldn't take my eyes oft a cou-
ple sitting a few tables over. Both were
dressed to the nines but their manner
was utterly blasé, as if this hushed, almost
holy dining room were a mere cafeteria.

The man with the baguette seemed,
somehow, to have had a more sensual
experience. It would be hard to argue
that ’Ami Pierre’s baguette is the best
in the world, or even in New York, but
I am willing to make a case that there’s
nothing more luxurious than a jambon-
beurre, the classic French sandwich of
ham and butter. The version at LAmi
Pierre fulfills its basic promise. With a
shiny, golden, crackly crust and a soft but
chewy crumb, the baguette, baked on the
premises, holds up to its luscious fillings.

The café’s grab-and-go salads on re-
frigerated shelves—chicken Caesar; spin-
ach with goat cheese and pine nuts—left

me cold, and a butternut-squash soup
was on the bitter end of earthy. But the
viennoiseries—particularly the pain aux
raisins—sang with clear notes of butter, as
did a chocolate-chip cookie, further dis-
tinguished by its unusual, tart-like shape,
slightly dipped in the middle, with steep,
crisp edges and rectangular morsels of
dense, rich chocolate.

A few blocks away, Ignacio Mattos
shows us what can happen when a chef of
the highest pedigree lends expertise to the
pursuit of small daily pleasures, in addition
to rarefied multicourse dining. At tables
on a covered “terrazza” at Lodi (1 Rocke-
feller Plaza), his Milan-inspired café, you
can order a lavish meal. Don’t miss the
elegant squiggles of ravishing chicken-
liver paté on crostini, or the bone-in pork
Milanese, when available. Inside are a
coffee bar and a bakery that uphold the
same standards more casually, astonishing
amid the sterile salad bars of midtown.
An ordinary cardboard container might
contain an extraordinary farro, cabbage,
and prosciutto soup, or a lentil salad,
crunchy with fennel. The other morning,
as | sat sipping a macchiato and eating
an excellent maritozzo—a great pouf of
brioche wearing a thick stripe of whipped
cream and filled with vanilla custard—a
nattily dressed older gentleman on the
stool next to me was doing exactly the
same. He gestured to the pastry with
glee, explaining that it was from Rome,
as was he, and set off into the chill with
a pep in his step. (L'Ami Pierre $2.50-
$14; Lodi pastries and panini $4-$15.)

—Hannah Goldfield
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COMMENT
WHAT SHE SAID

he job that Nancy Pelosi is leaving

is called Speaker of the House, but
her interpretation of the role has never
had much to do with decorous speech.
Pelosi cajoled; she annoyed; jostled by
the left-wing faction around Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez, she rolled her eyes
and sniped. According to a biography
by Molly Ball, when Pelosi received a
courtesy call from Condoleezza Rice
in March, 2003, letting her know that
troops would invade Iraq that night, the
California congresswoman, who had
helped organize liberal antiwar opposi-
tion, asked, “Why now?” (Great ques-
tion.) When Obama’s health-care plan
withered in Congress, she gave the Pres-
ident a pep talk: “You go through the
gate. If the gate’s closed, you go over the
tence. If the fence is too high, we’ll pole-
vault in. If that doesn’t work, we’ll para-
chute in.” On January 6th, speaking with
Mike Pence on a phone line from one
undisclosed location to another, Pelosi
tore open a meat-stick wrapper with
her teeth and then told the Vice-Pres-
ident, speaking very slowly, in order to
be comprehensible between mouthfuls,

“Don't let anybody know where you are.”

Pelosi is eighty-two years old. It is
time. When she gave her farewell speech
shortly after the midterm elections (she
is staying in Congress, but will not run
again for leadership), she recalled driv-
ing up to the Capitol for the first time
as a six-year-old whose father, the leg-
endary Baltimore mayor Thomas D’Ale-

sandro, Jr., was being sworn into Con-

gress for a fifth term. ID’Alesandro, the
son of Italian immigrants, was a ma-
chine pol, who operated out of Albe-
marle Street in his city’s Little Italy and
maintained a “favor file” of promises and
debts—the sort of figure, like Pelosi her-
self, for whom politics often hinged less
on beliefs than on mechanics, and on a
sharp sense of the day’s contingencies.

But Pelosi also represented some-
thing very different: the long social turn
in which the liberation movements of
the nineteen-sixties became absorbed
into the ethos of wealth and power. By
the time she first ran for Congress, in
1986, she was nearing fifty, and was a
nationally prominent fund-raiser and
Party leader. When she took office, rep-
resenting what she declared to be a dis-
trict that was “for peace, for environ-
mental protection, for equal rights,” there
were twenty-three women in the House

of Representatives; in her farewell speech,
she noted that about three-quarters of
House Democrats would now be women,
people of color, or L.G.B.T. Progres-
sives, especially at the outset of the Trump
years, saw in her an establishmentarian
tatally drawn to compromise, and con-
servatives, staring at the same inkblot,
saw an irredeemable San Francisco rad-
ical. (Years of conservative fixation on
this image, stoked by Rush Limbaugh
and Donald Trump, probably helped in-
spire the maniac who broke into Pelo-
si’s home last month with zip ties and
plans for a kidnapping, and who, when
he learned that she was away, assaulted
her husband with a hammer.) If Pelo-
si’s generation of post-sixties liberals
long seemed to have a permanent grip
on power—the gerontocracy—this is
partly because our politics is in many
ways still stuck in debates over those
same liberation breakthroughs.

And yet, even as the older leaders
are starting to be replaced (ignore, for
a minute, the faintly nightmarish pros-
pect of Trump, nearly eighty,and Biden,
even older, mounting a 2024 debate
stage), the parties aren’t exactly chang-
ing their stripes. The top (and only
announced) candidate to head the
House Democrats is Representative
Hakeem Jeffries, of Brooklyn, a deft
fitty-two-year-old politician with a cen-
trist reputation who represents central
Brooklyn and would be the first Black
congressman to lead a party. Jeffries
does not have much of a record as a
legislative leader, but he has some of
Pelosi’s symbolic facility (having fa-

mously punctuated a pro-impeachment
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speech by quoting Biggie Smalls). More
significant, Jeffries helped create a cam-
paign fund to defend Democratic in-
cumbents from primary challenges on
the left—a hint that he shares Pelosi’s
focus on keeping his members safe from
idealism-induced immolation.
Republicans had imagined that they
would be swept into office by a great
red wave. Instead, Pelosi’s probable re-
placement as House Speaker, the Cal-
ifornia Republican Kevin McCarthy,
finds himself hemmed in. With a ma-
jority of just a few seats, McCarthy cant
afford to distance himself from the far-
right denizens of the Freedom Caucus.
The likeliest future for the new major-
ity will feature investigations of Hunter
Biden, the impeachment of at least one
Cabinet secretary, a focus on border pol-
icy, and McCarthy resolutely standing
beside the most conspiratorial of his
members. (Marjorie Taylor Greene’s
friends are reportedly already lobbying

for an Oversight Committee seat.) He
will be on guard against the sort of far-
right revolt that has done in the last two
G.O.P. Speakers, neither of whom was
able to control a caucus defined by chaos.

But every caucus is pretty chaotic.
Pelosi herself had a contentious left wing
to contend with after the 2018 elections.
Most ambitious politicians don't mean
to stay in the House for long. The Sen-
ate styles itself as a club, but the House
is more like an airport lounge, everyone
impatiently watching the clock and the
departures board and eying the same
skimpy tray of desserts. Pelosi practiced
an artisanal kind of politics, handcrafted
around the limitations of what was pos-
sible. The reason the Democrats have
overachieved legislatively in the past
couple of decades is, in part, that Pelosi
managed to steer ambitious agendas
through the broad window opened
by Obama’s election and the narrow

one opened by Biden’s, while the Re-

publicans did very little after Trump’s.
In Pelosi’s final months as Speaker,
her personal imprint on politics deep-
ened. The references to Catholic saints
grew. She slept less, or perhaps it was
simply that the legend of her sleepless-
ness proliferated. Representative Josh
Gottheimer, of New Jersey, who leads
a group of centrist Democrats, recently
told Politico about a late-night negoti-
ation in which Pelosi asked him to re-
assemble his allies at 7 A.M. He recalled,
“I said, Tl try to find them. It’s one
oclock in the morning.” And she said,
‘Dear,I'm sure you can find them.” The
gerontocracy in the House has been up-
ended, but it hasn't given way to a tide
of progressive reform, as the left had
hoped, or to a grand popular revolt, as
Republicans were betting on. There is,
instead, a situation with which Pelosi
would be familiar: a knife’s-edge mar-
gin, and a new set of contingencies.

—Benjamin Wallace-Wells

DISASTER READINESS DEPT.
SHAKE IT OFF

Every now and then, the ground
trembles, in some places more often
and more dramatically than in oth-
ers. New York is no California. Still,
Brooklyn chimneys toppled and win-
dows shattered in the summer of 1884,
when a quake struck near Coney Is-
land: magnitude 5, or thereabouts. (Seis-
mometers were not then in wide circu-
lation.) Anything larger, amid today’s
infrastructure, would cause quite a bit
of damage. But we have scant records
about how frequently such a quake oc-
curs. “Every thousand years, every ten
thousand years, every million years?,”
William Menke, a seismologist at Co-
lumbia’s Lamont-Doherty observatory,
wondered recently, with the potential
destruction of the metropolitan region
in mind. “It makes a difference!” Many
major earthquakes have occurred on
the East Coast, he explained. We just
don’t know when.

Menke was hiking up a mountain
in Harriman State Park, beside the
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Ramapo Fault, to try to fill in the gaps.
He was in search of rocks whose shape
and placement gave him a sense of
existential comfort instead of dread.
“That was the one that started me
thinking about this,” he said, arriving
at a bobsled-size boulder perched near
the edge of a shallow cliff. “That must
say something important about the
amount of shaking that occurred since
it was put up there. If there was a lot
of shaking, it would have fallen.” A
hiking companion couldn’t resist a fu-
tile push. The boulder was deposited
there, of course, by a glacier. “Every-
thing here reeks of the Ice Age,”Menke
said. The last of the glaciers melted in
these parts around fifteen thousand
years ago. Auspicious.

The two continued climbing, in
search of ever more precariously
perched boulders. Some were too small
to rule out human intervention. “You
can see somebody moved those hefty
rocks into a bench configuration,”
Menke noted of one arrangement, near
the remains of a campfire. Another
boulder, intriguingly top-heavy, sat in
a crack, making it harder to dislodge,
and therefore unworthy of scrutiny.
Menke crouched beside others to sketch
their contours in a notebook and mea-

sure the slopes of the underlying bed-

rock, using a carpenter’s level and an
inclinometer, for which he'd paid eight
dollars at Lowe’s. “Most of the stuff I
do is pretty low tech,” he said. “I have
occasionally lost things in the field and
then found them six months later, a
little rusty.”

Menke’s gray hair was untrimmed
and, like some of the stones he exam-
ined, in seeming defiance of gravity. His
fixation on the geology was such that
he failed to notice a buck galloping past,
though he called attention to a small
discoloration in the bedrock at one point.
“See the surface here? Something was
protecting this from erosion. Was there
a boulder there that rolled off? Where
is it?” Using some back-of-the-enve-
lope physics, he estimated the amount
of gravitational acceleration required to
send various candidates in his notebook
sliding downhill. “The last one we did
was on a more gentle slope, and it was
about point three of gravity,” he said. “So
that would be about a seven-and-a-half
magnitude.” By contrast, a giant sea-
turtle-shaped rock on a steeper slope
seemed likely to ski with a magnitude 7.
“So that, actually, is an interesting num-
ber,” Menke said. “If you can rule out
that there have been any earthquakes
of magnitude 7 since the end of the Ice
Age, that actually is pretty important
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in terms of New York’s seismic risk.”

Proper science would require his fol-
lowing up with sophisticated camera
technology, for photogrammetry and
3-D computer modelling. “I'll tell you
a funny story about a Greek dude,”
Menke said, referring to the astrono-
mer Aristarchus, who attempted to es-
timate the distance from the earth to
the sun. “He did a pretty good job, but
there was a critical piece of info he
needed to know, and that was the an-
gular diameter of the sun. It’s half a de-
gree, and he guessed that it was two
degrees. Had he been careful to mea-
sure things, he would have gotten the
right number.” For now, though, Menke
took comfort in what the naked eye
was telling him. Then again, a magni-
tude 7 earthquake is a thousand times
more powerful than a magnitude 5.
Think of Haiti in 2010, instead of Coney
Island in 1884.

Pausing for a water break before be-
ginning his descent, Menke ran his
hand over another boulder and broke
off a piece of crusty rock tripe, or li-
chen. “Very low nutritional value,” he
said. “But if faced with a choice be-
tween eating rock tripe and dying, you
eat rock tripe.”

—Ben McGrath

DEPT. OF FANDOM
“STAN” STAN

n a recent afternoon, Meghann

Fahy, one of the stars of the sec-
ond season of HBO’s “White Lotus,”
bounded through the entrance of Mom’s
Spaghetti, a nine-day-only “pop-up ex-
perience”in SoHo celebrating the twen-
tieth anniversary of the film “8 Mile,”
starring Eminem as the rapper B-Rab-
bit. Fahy considers herself to be an Em-
inem connoisseur. Her go-to karaoke
song is “Stan,” a menacing epic about
an abusive loner who is obsessed with
a famous rapper. “It’s not his fastest
song,” Fahy said. “But I do think, from
a storytelling perspective, it is one of
his best.” She explained that Eminem
karaoke was less obnoxious than the
alternative; she'd grown up in southern
Massachusetts, where she'd trained to
be a professional singer. By eighteen,
she was on Broadway, starring in the
musical “Next to Normal.” The role’s
princessy vibrato didn’t play too well at
divey karaoke bars. “I like to give the

“Its made fram one hundred per cent dinosaur-based pez‘roleum ]braducz‘s. ”

people what they want, and it is not
that,” she said.

The shop bumped a bass-heavy hip-
hop track. Fahy, who is thirty-two, with
a spray of cheek freckles and swishy
strawberry-blond hair, shimmied along.
She wore a double-breasted plaid over-
coat, a navy ski cap, and an oversized
beige cardigan, like Katharine Hep-
burn if she shopped at Grailed. Ciara
Benko, the pop-up’s publicist, asked
Fahy about the first time she saw “8
Mile.” “Oh, it was in 2002, and I had,
like, a sexual awakening,” Fahy said.
“My friend and I had to watch it in a
closet, because we were not supposed
to be watching it.”

Benko led Fahy to a window serv-
ing hulking takeout boxes of spaghetti.
“They have plain meatballs and vegan
‘Rabbit’balls,” Benko said. Fahy opted
for the vegan. “I'm a pescatarian,” she
said. “Though I have been known to
fire down some chicken fingers, de-
pending on my level of inebriation.”
Then they headed downstairs, into the
“trailer park” (featuring a yolk-yellow
neon sign from the film bearing the
words “8 Mile Rd. Mobile Court”) and
the “bathroom,” a re-creation of the
film’s grimy night-club lavatory. They
stopped at the mirror where B-Rabbit
would psych himself up. Fahy posed
with her arms crossed.

Near the exit, Fahy made a beeline
tor the gift shop. “I /o-o-ove merch,” she
said. She picked up a vinyl copy of the
film’s soundtrack. “Does it have the rap
battles on it?” she asked. She caressed
a T-shirt promoting a showdown be-
tween B-Rabbit and his nemesis, Papa
Doc. She bought two, one for herself
and one for Leo Woodall, a British actor
she befriended while in Sicily filming
“The White Lotus.” “We lived there
for, like, two and a half months, and we
all hung out with each other a ton, be-
cause it was like a ghost town,” she said.
(They filmed during the island’s oft-
season.) She and Woodall bonded as
tellow Slim Shady stans. “He can do all
the freestyles from the film!”

On the show, Fahy plays Daphne
Sullivan, the ditzy, pampered wife of a
playboy financier, with a secret knack
tor playing twisted mind games. The
role involves jarring lines about forget-
ting to vote or splurging on luxury

goods, but Fahy delivers them with such
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cunning alacrity that they reel in more
than they repel. “Mike White”—the
creator of “The White Lotus™—“just
has this insane ability to cast, like, the
perfect person,” Fahy said. “I watch the
show as a fan, and I see everyone else’s
performances, and I'm, like, I cannot
imagine anybody but you.” She went
on, “I auditioned for Season 1 and got
really close.” The role ended up going
to Alexandra Daddario.

After loading up a bag with “8 Mile
memorabilia, including a hoodie and
a Carhartt hat, Fahy ventured out to
the street to eat her promotional pasta.
She plopped down on a concrete stoop.
The takeout box weighed about as
much as a Pomeranian. The noodles
were slicked with a red sauce that
smelled and tasted like supermarket
Ragu. “At least it’s still warm,” Fahy
said, shoving a plastic forkful into her
mouth. She made it about halfway
through the box before declaring that

she’'d ingested as much Eminem-

»

Meghann Fahy

branded carbs as she could take. “It
was pretty mediocre,” she said. “But,
also, I kind of wanted it to be?”

Fahy said she'd become a food snob
after shooting in Italy. The best thing
she ate? “Probably the eggplant parm
that I made,” she said, laughing. “A guy
who owned this restaurant offered me
a cooking class. So I show up, and the
restaurant is open. They’re serving
lunch. And he’s, like, Tust get in the
kitchen.” We just ended up working
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that day, plating food and serving it to
customers.”

Her parm turned out, but Fahy had
some residual guilt. “I'm kind of on the
fence about it,” she said. “If I was in
Sicily, and I went to a restaurant and
there was an American girl in the
kitchen trying it out for the first time,
and I was paying for that?” She shook
her head. “I'd be, like, what the F?”

—Rachel Syme

LIFE LESSONS
STUNTED GROWTH

I n the nineteen-twenties, while living
in Paris, the artist Alexander Calder
fashioned a miniature circus from com-
monplace materials (wire, cloth, bottle
caps) which he used for putting on
shows for avant-garde confréres (Mird,
Duchamp, Mondrian). The other day,
Stephen Glover, who does modern-day
variety-show stunts (tightrope walking
over an alligator pit, snorting wasabi,
using a bechive as a tetherball) with his
buddies (Knoxville, Danger Eren, Wee
Man) as Steve-O in the “Jackass” fran-
chise, sat in a darkened room in the
Whitney Museum, watching a record-
ing of one of Calder’s productions.
Glover, a professionally trained circus
clown, raised his eyebrows. “Every time
I'see Cirque du Soleil I find myself, like,
tearing up,” he said, his familiar rasp
lowered to a stage whisper. “I'm just so
moved by how fucking incredible hu-
mans can be.” He smiled impishly. “This
is not making me feel that way.”
Glover was in town for the book
tour of his second memoir, “A Hard
Kick in the Nuts,” and he'd been per-
suaded to kill an afternoon at the mu-
seum. (His living room in Los Ange-
les contains a cherished Calder print.)
He'd brought along his fiancée, the pro-
duction designer and stylist Lux Wright,
and their latte-colored service dog,
Wendy, whod walked in docilely on a
gray Ultimate Fighting Championship
collar and leash. “Wendy’s a mix,” Glover
explained. “Belgian Malinois and
Xanax.” Glover,who is forty-eight, wore
a red corduroy button-down and black

Ray-Bans and, among the art, had the
expression of a bird whod accidentally
flown indoors. He peered at a placard
denoting the dates bookending Geor-
gia O’Keefte’s life. “Wow,” he said. “Al-
most a hundred years old.”

He settled in a bright side room
exhibiting a collection of black-and-
white Hazel Larsen Archer photos.
Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor
played from a nearby film installation.
Glover explained that the memoir was
a companion to his comedy show “The
Bucket List Tour,” a combination of
standup and explicit clips. (He'll play
at the Town Hall this week.) He opens
the show feigning distress—“I'm in a
really fucked-up situation: I'm Steve-O
in my forties”—and his initial idea for
the book was a guide to middle age.
“Ultimately, I thought it would serve to
alienate my considerably younger audi-
ence,” he said. “I'm like Matthew Mc-
Conaughey,” he added, referring to the
actor’s “Dazed and Confused” sleaze-
bag character. “I get older, they stay the
same age.”

The memoir instead became a book
of general wisdom, drawn from his four-
teen years of sobriety and the regret-
laden bacchanalia that preceded them.
He never expected to live long enough
to learn so many lessons. “Mortality and
aging in general is a motherfucker for
anybody,” Glover said. “But it feels par-
ticularly hard for me, because I've always
made a living being childish.” As an ac-
tual child, he used outrageous stunts—
shotgunning a saltshaker, pulling his
own teeth—to endear himself to class-

Steve-0



mates. It often backfired. “It wasn’t like,
‘Wow, look how cool Steve is!"” Glover
said. “It was more like, “That’s creepy
and weird.””

In the next room, his face lit up. On
the far wall was Jay DeFeo’s “The Rose,”
an eleven-foot grayscale starburst of oil,
wood, and mica. “Thats cool,” he said.
He glanced approvingly at the broad
black-on-white strokes of Franz Kline’s
“Mahoning”and, in the next room, Claes
Oldenburg’s oversized foam cigarette
butts. “We’ve stumbled upon a dope
floor,” he said.

Wendy tugged onward. Conversa-
tion turned to the “Bucket List” stunt
of greatest permanence—an on-camera
vasectomy. “T'he footage was totally
underwhelming,” Glover said. More re-
warding were scenes of him defying
doctors’rest orders in the surgery’s im-
mediate aftermath by riding a horse
bareback and serving as a human pinata.
The climactic reveal: an appendage
bruised brutally purple. “Thank God,”
Glover said. “Without that, it would
have been a failure. I got really lucky.”
He noted that Wright considered the
vasectomy the best gift he'd ever given
her. “That’s true,” she said. She was less
thrilled about the show-closing seg-
ment Glover has called the “crown jewel”
of his career: a filmed act of onanism
at fifteen thousand feet, performed after
he leaped nude from an airplane. (He
dubbed the stunt “Skyjacking.”) Wright
refused her endorsement. “Until I saw
the show,” she said. “Then I was, like,
O.K,, this is hilarious.”

Sunlight glowed low through a near-
by window. A guard announced that
it would soon be closing time. Glover
seemed ready to go. He discussed his
idea for a museum of his own, showcas-
ing mementos of his career, such as the
cheetah-print bikini bottom he wore in
countless “Jackass” bits, or the scorched
T-shirt in which he was badly burned
while performing “fire angels” on a floor
covered with rocket fuel. The attraction
would share billing with a sprawling an-
imal sanctuary that he and Wright are
planning, on a compound where the two
would live, inspired partly by a recent
visit to Elvis Presley’s estate, in Mem-
phis. “It might be a little on the nose,”
Glover said, “but I kinda wanna call it
Disgraceland.”

—Dan Greene

SKETCHPAD BY LIANA FINCK

@PFIC0.ea'0}

Tl'[E?lE ﬂLL wATC ING
ME, To0. THEY MVST THWK
F A

e

THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 5, 2022 19



BRAVE NEW WORLD DEPT.

IN THE BUBBLE

Yam Karkais illustrations made her an N.FE 1! sensation. Now what?

BY MOLLY FISCHER

O n September 24,2021, Yam Karkai
opened Twitter to see a direct mes-
sage from Reese Witherspoon. Karkai
is a digital illustrator in her late twen-
ties with a warm smile and pale-blue
eyes. During the pandemic, she and
her partner, Raphaél Malavieille, had
decided to pack up their home in Paris
and live as nomads; they were staying
with Malavieille’s mother in the South
of France when Karkai received With-
erspoon’s message. Having an actress
whose movies she had grown up watch-
ing slide into her D.M.s felt “magical,”
Karkai told me.

Witherspoon was writing to ask
for recommendations of female art-

ists making non-fungible tokens, or
N.E.T.s. Sales of N.F.'T's in the first
half of 2021 had reached $2.5 billion,
and the field had a distinct boys’-club
sensibility. The actress was one of a
number of Hollywood women who
felt excluded from the crypto boom.
They wanted to learn more, and—in
the grand tradition of minting Susan B.
Anthony coins and casting female
Ghostbusters—to stake a claim for
women in a sphere dominated by men.
“I'm definitely on a mission to make
more women more money,” Wither-
spoon told Gayle King in an inter-
view, which aired on the day she mes-
saged Karkai, touting the sale of her

As “crypto winter” worsens, Karkais World of Women must rethink its business.
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media company, Hello Sunshine, for
nearly a billion dollars.

Karkai had caught Witherspoon’s at-
tention with a project that she and Mala-
vieille had launched two months ear-
lier, called World of Women: an N.F.T.
collection made up of Karkai’s draw-
ings of glamorous cartoon sylphs. The
WoWs, as she came to call them, had
tull lips and strong brows, and were var-
iously outfitted with flufty party dresses,
spiked collars, purple lipstick, Princess
Leia buns, and 3-D glasses. Karkai used
a splashy, saturated palette that sug-
gested Lisa Frank for grownups, and
the kind of flat, graphic style seen on
beach-read covers. World of Women’s
female artist and subjects distinguished
it from most other N.F.T. enterprises.
(A collection called Fame Lady Squad
had previously claimed to be a woman-
led project selling the first line of fe-
male avatars, but Karkai, unlike the
founders of Fame Lady Squad, was not
eventually revealed to be three Rus-
sian-speaking men.)

N.F.T.s have been likened to works
of art, to trading cards, to investment
vehicles, and to virtual streetwear. In
general terms,an N.F.'T.is a permanent
digital record of ownership—that is,
an entry in a decentralized public led-
ger, called a blockchain, saying that
someone owns something. Very often,
the thing in question is a JPEG image,
purchased with cryptocurrency. In the
breathless days of early 2021, twenty
months before the spectacular im-
plosion of the crypto exchange FTX
threw the entire sector into crisis,
N.F.T's were trading at a rate that in-
spired comparisons to tulip mania.
Jack Dorsey, a co-founder of Twitter,
made an N.F.T. of his first tweet and
sold it for the equivalent of more than
$2.9 million. N.F. T.s were the stuff—
along with cryptocurrencies, other
blockchain applications, and the meta-
verse—of a hypothetical future Inter-
net that tech evangelists had newly
branded “web3.”

During this time, the most popu-
lar N.FT. category was the profile pic,
or P.F.P.: a digital portrait used as a
social-media avatar. These were usu-
ally generated in batches of thousands
by automatically reshuffling a limited
number of features; certain features
were “rarer’ than others, and there-

PHOTOGRAPH BY PHIL SHARP



tore theoretically more valuable. Mon-
keys with goofy accessories from a
collection called Bored Ape Yacht
Club brought in around seven mil-
lion dollars during their first week
of sales. Jay-Z reportedly spent some
hundred and twenty-seven thousand
dollars on a CryptoPunk, from a col-
lection of pixelated faces in the style
of nineteen-eighties video games. And,
beyond the world of P.F.P.s,in March,
2021, an N.F.T. by a digital artist who
goes by Beeple (his real name is Mike
Winkelmann) sold for sixty-nine mil-
lion dollars at Christie’s.

“From the beginning, it was just
dudes everywhere,” Karkai told me.
Like Witherspoon, she saw an oppor-
tunity. N.F.'I.s united a range of fields
and subcultures—tech, finance, com-
ics, sports—in which men predomi-
nated. “I was, like, “‘What if I want to
be part of this digital P.F.P. revolution,
but I can't, because I don't find any-
thing that looks like me?’” she said.

As Karkai surveyed an emerging
menagerie of male Bored Ape imita-
tors, an idea took shape. What if she
were to create a P.F.P. collection? She
says she liked that she would be “doing
something for all the people who are
being left behind.” Her goal was in-
clusivity, but, in her view, this was as
much a matter of eliding differences
as of embracing them. “The base wo-
man had to be a person that could
pass for almost any ethnicity,” she said.
“I needed a neutral kind of avatar.”
There would be no accessories with
religious or political significance, and
no hair styles that could be construed
as culturally appropriative. Skin tones
would range from beige and brown
to “Avatar” blue. “This was a collec-
tion that I wanted any woman and
diverse person to feel represented by,”
Karkai told me.

Transforming her idea into a reality
required technical expertise that nei-
ther Karkai nor Malavieille possessed.
Over beers in Paris, they pitched World
of Women to two of Malavieille’s
friends, Loic Kempf and Thomas Ol-
ivier, former co-workers from his time
at a cloud-gaming company, who had
since become interested in web3. They
signed on to help. (Though Karkai is
not herself three men, she did end up
with three male co-founders.) Kempf

and Olivier set to work on the face-
generation technology and the “smart
contracts” that would enable the im-
ages to be created and then sold on
the Ethereum blockchain. Meanwhile,
Malavieille began to develop the proj-
ect’s strategy and social-media pres-
ence, and Karkai started drawing the
hundred and seventy-two visual as-
sets—lips, eyes, jewelry—that could
be swapped in and out, Mrs. Potato
Head-style, to generate ten thousand
distinct N.F.'T:s.

World of Women launched on
July 27, 2021, the same day that Ash-
ton Kutcher and Mila Kunis released
their N.F.T. collection, Stoner Cats.
The “minting” process—publishing a
record of each newly available image
to the blockchain—went smoothly,and
for the first two hours sales were brisk.
Buyers paid a fixed price of 0.07 Ethe-
reum (then a bit more than a hundred
and fifty dollars) for a high-resolution
version of their WoW; they also re-
ceived the intellectual-property rights
to the image, a WoW soundtrack,
access to a museum in the metaverse,
and the possibility of WoW giveaways.
Around twelve hundred WoWs had
sold and things seemed to be slowing
down when Karkai, pleased and re-
lieved, went to bed.

She had been asleep for an hour or
so when Malavieille burst into the
room. “Yam Yam!” she remembers him
saying. “There’s this guy called Gary-
Vee, and he’s in our Discord!” Discord
is a chat server, and GaryVee is Gary
Vaynerchuk, a serial entrepreneur, an
early N.F.'T. influencer, and the au-
thor of “Crush It!” Vaynerchuk was
online talking up World of Women,
and the rest of the collection sold out
within hours, bringing in more than
$1.5 million.

“The feeling was like nothing I had
ever felt in my life before,” Karkai said.
Her mother cried and prayed when
Karkai called her with the news. Her
father expressed incredulity. “This is not
normal,” she remembers him saying.
“No one does things like that overnight.”

A tew weeks after D.M.’ing Karkai,
Witherspoon acquired a WoW with
aviator sunglasses and blue skin and
made it her Twitter avatar. Eva Lon-
goria, Shonda Rhimes, and Gwyneth
Paltrow followed. Moj Mahdara, the

onetime C.E.O. of Beautycon and a
co-founder, with Paltrow, of the invest-
ment fund Kinship Ventures, remem-
bers thinking, “Oh, this is gonna be my
son’s lunchbox.” The licensing poten-
tial of WoWs seemed obvious. “This
teels like a cartoon that my kid might
watch on Netflix,” Mahdara said. “It
just feels like a piece of I.P.”

Guy Oseary, who manages Ma-
donna and had recently begun work-
ing with the creators of Bored Ape
Yacht Club, took on World of Women
as a client. In January, around the time
the lowest-priced WoWs were sell-
ing for 9 Ethereum (or some twenty-
seven thousand dollars), Witherspoon
showed off a second WoW, this one
with red lips and purple skin. Hello
Sunshine soon announced a deal to,
Witherspoon told Variety, “partner
with WoW to expand their universe
of characters and to develop innova-
tive scripted and unscripted content.”
A month later, Karkai and her part-
ners released World of Women Gal-
axy, or WoWGs, a sci-fi-inspired
N.ET. collection twice as big as the
first, which also sold out promptly.
Witherspoon, Paltrow, and Longoria
tweeted their support. “Out of this
world!!” Longoria wrote.

Christie’s celebrated Women’s His-
tory Month, 2022, by auctioning a
tuxedo-clad WoW with star-spangled
skin. The buyer was the crypto payment
service MoonPay, which bid three-quar-
ters of a million dollars on behalf of
an unnamed client. “May the sale of
this incredibly special NFT signal to
all creative women across the globe
that your vision is relevant, valuable
and unique,” the Christie’s lot essay
declared. “The time is now; the time

is WoW.”

ortugal, sunny and affordable, has

become a European haven for crypto
enthusiasts: for the moment, the coun-
try does not tax cryptocurrency profits,
and several startups, such as the crypto-
based fantasy-football app RealFevr and
the N.F.T. platform Exclusible, have set
up shop in the Lisbon area. Karkai and
Malavieille moved to the city on De-
cember 31, 2021. Kempf and Olivier,
their two French co-founders, soon
joined them there. Olivier is known
online as Toomaie; Kempf is BBA, or
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Boring Bored Ape, a character he has
developed around his N.F.T. avatar, who
makes boring jokes on Twitter. (“A very
famous Bored Ape,” Karkai told me,
when she introduced us.)

World of Women now has a staff
of nineteen, and daily business is con-
ducted over Zoom—Karkai and Mala-
vieille join video chats from separate
rooms of their apartment, in the city’s
picturesque historic center. In August,
however, the leadership team decided
to meet in person. It was still summer,
but “crypto winter” had descended—
bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies had
collapsed, wiping out some two trillion
dollars in value since crypto’s market
peak, in November, 2021. N.F.'T. trad-
ing volume had fallen by more than
ninety per cent since January. Selling
cartoon women on the blockchain was
no longer a sustainable business model.

The team gathered in the basement
conference room of a Lisbon co-work-
ing space, lush with fake plants, to dis-
cuss the future of the company. World
of Women’s new chief operating offi-
cer, Shannon Snow, had flown in from
Miami. Karkai, who had once made
mood boards of her visual influences
(“Blade Runner,”“The Fifth Element,”
Pierre Cardin), now needed to do some
world-building. Wearing slouchy pants
and a scrunchy around her wrist, she
stood in front of a whiteboard that dis-
played a diagram mapping such con-
cepts as “WoW Universe,” “Present,”
“Future,” “Portals,” and “Villain.” Five
of her colleagues sat around two long
tables. Karkai and Malavieille’s shaggy
dog wandered at their feet.

Karkai looks a bit like one of her il-
lustrations, but, where the WoWs have
an uncanny blankness of expression, she
has a shy, flickering intensity. She had
been in discussions to create a line of
WoW dolls with Jazwares, the toy com-
pany that makes Squishmallows stuffed
animals and merchandise for the video
game Fortnite. The company had had
a breakthrough when Karkai explained
that the “night goddesses™ —WoWs with
starry purple-blue skin—were inspired
by the ancient Egyptian sky goddess
Nut. Sometimes, she said, partners “just
need a little tiny bit so they can come
up with great ideas.”

All summer, crypto advocates had
been spinning the bear market as an
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opportunity to “build.” Karkai and
Malavieille assured me that World of
Women had enough money in the
bank to weather the current downturn,
assuming it followed the same one-to-
two-year trajectory as previous crypto
winters. “The partners that are reach-
ing out to us now, they’re not looking
at our floor price or what the market
looks like,” Karkai told me.

In the basement, the team was dis-
cussing an upcoming World of Women
Monopoly set, with each color on the
game board corresponding to a differ-
ent planet. “Are there only women
on these planets?” Olivier asked. The
presence or absence of men in any
WoW-inspired universe would require
an explanatory backstory. Now the
group’s task was to brainstorm pos-
sibilities. “Something must have hap-
pened,” Karkai said. “We need a con-
flict.” Perhaps, she suggested, “there
was a terrible revolution where all the
women were hunted, and, basically,
men wanted to take over.” But if the
goal was inclusivity, she noted at one
point, “this has to be a positive tran-
sition.” Maybe, she proposed, the
women had escaped to form their
own civilization, and the men would
eventually be inspired to “reach out”
and merge. It was starting to feel as
it George Lucas had sold the rights
to “Star Wars” action figures before
conceiving of what had happened a

long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.

Online, Karkai speaks the lingua
franca of gracious executive enthusi-
asm. “I want to thank everyone that
has been part of our journey in any
way,” she tweeted in a thread celebrat-
ing World of Women’s first anniver-
sary. (Her followers often reply to her
tweets with “gm”—“good morning,”
the web3 world’s preferred expression
of content-free positivity.) In person,
Karkai’s reliance on the language of
“empowerment” and “creativity” comes

across as either carefully inoffensive
or guileless.“She doesn’t quite know
how to bullshit people,” Malavieille
told me.

Helping set the leadership tone
was Snow, whod left her job as the
director of entertainment at Meta in
May. Snow started out at Google un-
der Sheryl Sandberg, and followed a
path she'd seen taken by many other
“Lean In” acolytes: from corporate
tech director to “cool startup” C.O.O.
Even dressed down in a tropical-print
dress and sneakers, she stood out amid
her new colleagues in WoW T-shirts.
She had finalized the company’s first
org chart, and the team had begun
interviewing marketing firms. The
goal, she said, was to take World of
Women from N.F.T. project to “global
web3 brand.”

he pivot is by now a time-honored

plot point in startup origin stories:
a company starts out selling one ser-
vice, only to become a payment app or
a rideshare platform instead. Another
tech company in World of Women’s
situation might have drawn on a deep
bench of programmers or on an unex-
pectedly useful scrap of code, but World
of Women lacked these assets. What
it did have was a growing brand and a
small but devoted cohort of fans—per-
haps none more devoted than its new
C.0.0. Snow bought her first WoW
in January for 10.8 Ethereum (about
thirty-two thousand dollars), just as
N.ET. sales reached giddy new heights.
“I still feel like it was amazing money
spent,” Snow told me. “No matter what
the price paid, it was completely worth
it to be in this community.”

Amid the broader downturn in the
crypto market in recent months, the
idea of community has taken on new
weight among true believers. Partici-
pation breeds a sense of intimacy, and
long-term success depends on draw-
ing people in. Lana Swartz, an associ-
ate professor of media studies at the
University of Virginia, has followed
the communities around cryptocurren-
cies and web3, observing the way they
rely on a “blurring between sociality
and selling” that has long been pres-
ent in multilevel-marketing schemes,
and, more recently, in the business of
influencing. “That’s the environment



in which N.F.T.s for women touch
down,” Swartz told me. “It’s not un-
tertile ground.”

According to ownership records,
there are some fifty-six hundred unique
WoW holders and some eleven thou-
sand seven hundred WoWG holders,
with significant overlap. The World
of Women Discord, meanwhile, has
about sixty thousand members. The
company’s internal figures suggest that
most members of the community are
based in the U.S., the U.K., or Can-
ada, and are in their thirties; slightly
more than half of them are female.
Malavieille told me that the company
hoped to take cues from its community
when it came to next steps. Did World
of Women fans want to play games
in the metaverse? So far, it seemed
like they were eager to meet one an-
other but not particularly interested
in video games.

“Fandoms are what make projects
happen,” Alex Hooven, the product-
strategy director at FOX Entertain-
ment’s web3 operation, told me. For
Hollywood, an N.F.T. collection’s
built-in audience, with its core of vocal
supporters ready to provide free pro-
motion, is appealing even in the ab-
sence of much narrative content.

When the World of Women team
met in Lisbon, the ideal model—the
one with the most ardent fan base,
and enough plotlines to expand end-
lessly—seemed to be the Marvel Cin-
ematic Universe. Kempf raised a brief
objection. “We are not a story com-
pany or a movie company like Mar-
vel,” he said.

But, for the moment, Karkai was
adamant. “I think that, moving for-
ward, being realistic, we really have to
build a strong universe,” she said. Oth-
erwise, she continued, “at some point,
it’s not going to be relevant anymore.”

hen Karkai was a girl, she be-

lieved that she could speak with
her dog, Iris. As she tells it, her family
couldn’t afford after-school activities
or video games, and she was an only
child who inhabited a world of fantasy.
If she saw something shiny outside her
window at night, she felt confident that
it was a fairy. Magic seemed real. “I re-
ally believed in it strongly,” Karkai told
me. “But I didn't want to tell anybody,

“Whose idea was it to start with the ‘Hallelujah’ Chorus?”

because every time I would try to say
something like ‘Oh, magic exists, some-
one would be there to kill that for me.”

Karkai recalls that after her parents
divorced, when she was ten, she es-
caped further into the imaginary. She
watched epic franchises such as “The
Lord of the Rings”; old favorites, in-
cluding “Singin’in the Rain”and “The
Wizard of Oz”; and classic Disney
films like “Cinderella” and “Pinoc-
chio.” She thought she might like to
make movies one day, too. “I always
knew that I wanted to do something
creative,” she said.

At seventeen, she took the money
she'd saved working for six months on
a farm and moved to New York. (Karkai,
who grew up speaking three languages
and now speaks five, was fluent in En-
glish.) She found an apartment near
Washington Square Park, took long
walks, and ate a lot of instant oatmeal.
Once, she attended an open house at
New York University. It would have
been “a dream to study cinema there,”
she said. “But obviously it was an im-
possible dream, because it’s so expen-
sive.” Unable to find work in New York,
she travelled as an au pair and then
moved to Paris, where she shared a stu-
dio apartment and took film classes
while waitressing, babysitting, and bar-

tending. She met Malavieille at a Hal-
loween party—she was dressed as Uma
Thurman in “Pulp Fiction,” and he
showed up without a costume.

Karkai says that she grew up in
Southern Europe and in the Middle
East, but she now prefers not to share
more than that publicly. An emphasis
on pseudo-anonymity is not uncom-
mon in the crypto world—famously,
almost nothing is known about the
purported inventor of Bitcoin, who
goes by Satoshi Nakamoto. Just as
Karkai sought to make the WoWs in-
clusive by effacing points of difference,
she seeks to forge a public identity that
is indeterminate.

At interviews for entry-level jobs in
Paris, she remembers, the same thing
kept happening. “People would ask me,
‘So, where are you from?’” she told me.
“And then, when you get into detail
about those things, people start judg-
ing you.” She found that Parisians were
willing to be quite direct. “ T think that,
culturally speaking, there are too many
differences,”” she recalls someone tell-
ing her. “You know, ‘We don't have a
lot of foreigners in the company, so you
would not fit in.”” Karkai’s side proj-
ects proliferated. She started a cook-
ing blog, and one of her pictures—of
a rhubarb pie tiled in red and green
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stalks—got attention on Reddit. She
became interested in photography and
created preset filters for the photo-
editing software Lightroom. Malavie-

ille “believed in every single little thing

that I started,” Karkai said. “He would
tell all his friends, ‘So, Yam Yam has
this new blog, or this new Instagram,
go follow her and like all her posts and
comment and stuff.”” But Malavieille
also had the credentials and profes-
sional success that Karkai lacked: a
college degree, steady work as a pro-
gram manager. She felt the strain of
relying on his financial support, and
she believed that his colleagues looked
down on her.

“Then I discovered my passion for
digital art,” she said. She taught her-
self the entire Adobe suite and began
doing freelance work—designing a
small beauty brand’s Web site and a
pet-sitter’s business cards. Browsing
the work of artists she found on net-
working sites like Behance and Art-
Station, she saw colors that were “more
vivid and brighter” than those of any
real-world painting. “They really made
me feel a specific mood or feeling,”

she told me. She was inspired by the

work of the mid-century Danish in-
terior designer Verner Panton: psyche-
delic fantasies filled with swirls and
bubbles in fuchsia, orange, purple, and
royal blue.

The first image Karkai sold as an
N.F.T. depicted a woman with two
overlapping facial expressions, one
outward-facing and neutral, one in-
ward and downcast. “We often feel
two things at once,” her description
on the N.F.T. trading platform Open-
Sea reads. A yoga teacher and well-
ness guru named Elena Brower bought
“Woman n°001” for 0.1 Ethereum (then
around two hundred dollars). At the
time, this seemed to Karkai a remark-
able amount of money to receive for
something she had made.

In June of this year, “Woman n°001”
appeared on a Times Square bill-
board celebrating the fourth NFT.NYC
conference. Karkai tweeted a photo of
herself pointing up at it and grinning.
“Iconic,” Snow, the C.O.0., wrote in
reply, along with a starry-eyed emoji.

The conference was reportedly ex-
pected to draw more than fifteen thou-
sand people who had paid upward of

I have to get up early, so I'm gonna go to bed now and lie
there wide awake until I would normally go to bed.”

five hundred dollars for admission.
World of Women was hosting two
events. The first was a daytime net-
working party at the venue 230 Fifth.

As I stood in the entrance line, which
wrapped around the corner, I chatted
with the woman in front of me, who
was wearing Gucci sneakers. “I'm feel-
ing JPEG rich and crypto poor,” she
said. Upstairs, in the penthouse, par-
tygoers waited their turn for WoW nail
decals near a robot making pancakes
in the shape of the WoW logo. In an-
other room, spray paint and stencils
with such messages as “Dream Big”
and “Chase Your Dream” were avail-
able to decorate a wall-size WoW-
branded cityscape. Karkai was sched-
uled to sign autographs, but she'd got
sick right before the party—if she were
in attendance, Malavieille told me, he
was sure she'd be mobbed.

A few weeks earlier, Karkai had
greeted fans in Minneapolis at another
N.E.T. conference, VeeCon, an extrav-
aganza orchestrated by Gary Vayner-
chuk, the influencer who had ignited
the first night of WoW sales. Admis-
sion to VeeCon was open to holders
of Vaynerchuk’s own N.F.T.s, Vee-
Friends—naive-looking pictures of
animals and other characters, drawn
by Vaynerchuk, with titles such as
“Logical Lion” and “Gratitude Go-
rilla”—for which the venture-capital
firm Andreesen Horowitz led a fifty-
million-dollar round of seed funding
this summer. (“Facetime Frog” comes
with up to three annual five-minute
video calls with Vaynerchuk.) The
lineup of speakers at VeeCon included
Karkai, Beeple, Snoop Dogg, Deepak
Chopra, and Longoria. At a VeeCon
party hosted by World of Women,
many guests wore T-shirts from a line
that Longoria had launched, featur-
ing a flowing-haired WoW. “I don’t
care what happens to the market,”
Karkai said during her panel. “I know
what I'm doing with my brand. I know
where we’re going.” The audience
cheered. “It’s like going to Comic Con,”
the filmmaker Kevin Smith, another
VeeCon speaker, told me. “You won't
find a non-fan in the room.”

This was also true at NFT.NYC,
where the scene included cosplay. Les-
lie Wheeler, who works for one of
Vaynerchuk’s companies and whose fi-



ancé is a product manager at World of
Women, was dressed as her WoW, in
a white wig and blue body paint. “You
teel like you're supporting someone
who could be—I obviously believe she
will be—one of the greatest artists of
our time,” Wheeler said of Karkai. She
also liked that, instead of crypto-bro
parties, World of Women hosted events
like champagne brunches. (During
NFT.NYC, a group of
WoW holders attended a
“Cool Blues” breakfast in
honor of blue-skinned
N.ET.s, at the restaurant
Maman, where they drank
pale-blue lattes.)

At 230 Fifth, Kashvi
Parekh, World of Women’s
community manager, wore
a jean jacket with an image
of her WoW painted on
the back. A college student from Mum-
bai, she had become interested in
N.F.T's after learning about the Bee-
ple sale. “I was mind-blown,” she said.
“I've never heard of a creator getting
paid that much. In India, artists don't
have much of an income.” Parekh serves
as a liaison to such fans as Wheeler
and Sakari Smithwick, a young New
York chef who produces a spinach, pine-
apple, apple, and lemon juice branded
with his “cyber green” WoW. Smith-
wick, who met the World of Women
team at VeeCon, told me that he
became involved in web3 after the
Michelin-starred restaurant where he'd
been cooking shut down. “For me, it’s
a movement toward ownership, toward
equal opportunities,” he said.

While I often heard World of
Women referred to as a blue-chip
N.ET. project, the attention the com-
pany has received tends to focus on its
stated ideals (representation, inclusion)
rather than on its financial potential.
Vaynerchuk, who got his start as a busi-
nessman when he moved his parents’
wine business online, in the nineties,
discovered World of Women on Twit-
ter. He says his initial interest was per-
sonal. “My mom is my hero,” he told
me. “And obviously there was a lot of
conversation about George Floyd and
MeToo,” he added, which made him
teel a responsibility to be “thoughtful”
in the way he used his influence. He
saw in Karkai the potential to be an

effective leader. “She, at least in my
opinion, felt commercial,” he said, “but
not willing to compromise—" He in-
terrupted himself: “I've never said that
before. That was good! I gotta remem-
ber that one.”

Philanthropy has always been one
of Karkai’s goals for World of Women.
The company has a fund that sup-
ports emerging N.F.'T. artists, and it
allocated a small percent-
age of each initial WoW
sale to Too Young to Wed,
a charity devoted to end-
ing child marriage; She’s
the First, an education
nonprofit; and the medi-
cal expenses of an N.F.T.
artist with chronic-fatigue
syndrome, who went by
Strange Cintia. Since then,
it has put on a number of
charitable auctions and fund-raisers,
and has partnered with the climate
nonprofit Code Green, whose co-
founder Inna Modja now serves as
World of Women’s head of philan-
thropy. Earlier this year, World of
Women paid to offset its historical
carbon footprint—blockchain tech-
nology can be notoriously energy in-
efficient—and Karkai was named an
Ally of the United Nations’ Sustain-
able Development Goals Action Cam-
paign. But being charitable, as op-
posed to being a charity, requires
a viable long-term business model.
That will come in time, supporters
say. “N.F. T.s and P.F.P.s and the com-
munities around them, all that is in
its beyond infancy stage,” Oseary told
me. “You've got to look at these things
as startups.”

Reflecting on the not so distant past,
Karkai told me that she'd been sur-
prised by the entertainment industry’s
enthusiasm for her work. She knew
that other projects had become suc-
cessful in part by giving celebrities free
N.F.T’s, or paying for their endorse-
ments, but she didn’t feel she needed
to do that. “The conversations and the
calls, it all felt like you were talking to
an old friend,” Karkai said. “None of
it felt fake or forced or anything like
that.” Paltrow was “super supportive,
all the time—asking how she could
help, how she could get involved.” Lon-
goria, speaking with her “dear friend”
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Karkai on her podcast, urged listeners
to educate themselves on cryptocur-
rency and N.F.'T.s. “Women . . . need
economic mobility, and we need eco-
nomic independence, and I feel like
this digital space is a fertile ground for
wealth creation,” she said. (Through
representatives, neither Witherspoon,
Paltrow, nor Longoria agreed to be in-
terviewed for this story.)

The software engineer Molly
White, who runs a Web site called
Web3 is Going Just Great, has writ-
ten about a tendency in the crypto
and N.F.'T. worlds toward what she
calls “predatory community.” She
echoed Swartz’s comparison to multi-
level-marketing schemes. Both “co-
opt the language of friendship and
feminism,” White has written, with
members “promising to uplift one an-
other, empower one another, and fight
back against the male-dominated cor-
porate world.” This is the sort of rhet-
oric that fuels not just World of
Women but also such subsequent fe-
male-focussed P.F.P. collections as
Boss Beauties, Women Rise, and the
Flower Girls. White told me, “I think
there’s something to be said for the
inclusion of women in spaces that are
beneficial to them.” But are N.F.T's
beneficial to women? “It’s one thing
to sell off some Bitcoin if your ‘invest-
ment’isn’t going as well as you hoped,”
White has written. “It’s another thing
entirely to do that when your asset is
what makes you a part of a “World of
Women' community, and where sell-
ing may feel like a betrayal.” Karkai
maintains an optimistic stance. “Lows
are part of the journey to get to the
highs,” she reassured her followers this
summer. Swartz, examining a 2017
crypto bubble, noted, “A true believer
is indistinguishable from a shill.”

In November, as the crypto world
reeled from the F'TX bankruptcy, which
had left behind billions of dollars in
debt and raised the distinct possibil-
ity that the C.E.O. had been running
a Ponzi scheme, World of Women de-
voted a Twitter Spaces audio chat to
the topic of “Mental Health in NFTs.”
It had been “such a heartbreaking
week,” Snow told listeners. “We know
that the crypto community is hurting.”
She said that the company’s finances
would not be affected by what had
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happened at F'TX, and she and Mala-
vieille introduced a psychotherapist
who discussed “grief, loss, and trauma.”

“Maybe N.F'Ts could emerge from
the broader ash heap of crypto,” Lee
Reiners, the policy director at the
Duke Financial Economics Center,
told me. Reiners previously worked
for the New York Federal Reserve,
and, in his view, the long-term suc-
cess of the N.F.'T. field will depend
on its ability to separate itself—and
any potentially valuable applications—
from the problems of fraud and vol-
atility plaguing cryptocurrency more
generally. But he is wary of the argu-
ment that it’s too soon to judge block-
chain technology. The iPhone, he
points out, appeared in 2007; Bitcoin,
in 2009: “It’s not early.”

Vaynerchuk says that he still has
faith in N.F.T's., and that he is “going
to execute at the level of a Jim Hen-
son and a Walt Disney.” He told me
that he had recently discussed all this
with his mother: “I said, “You know, I
would be going through probably the
most difficult time of my professional
career right now had I not had the
courage to do the right thing.”” He
was referring to the fact that, in the
summer of 2021, right around the time
World of Women was launching, he'd
started predicting that the majority of
N.F.T.s would fail. “I believe that
N.F'Ts are the single biggest consumer
invention since apps on the iPhone,”
he told me. “And I believe that ninety-
nine per cent of the ones that came
out in 2021 are going to zero.”

I n the weeks before NFT.NYC, sev-
eral celebrity web3 enthusiasts, in-
cluding Jimmy Fallon and Wither-
spoon, removed their N.F.'T. profile
pictures from Twitter amid the cool-
ing market. Witherspoon received a
letter from the watchdog group Truth
in Advertising warning that her posts
about World of Women failed to prop-
erly disclose her connections to the
company. (Truth in Advertising later
sent similar warnings to seventeen other
celebrities.) Karkai and Malavieille
shrugged oft speculation about the shift-
ing winds of celebrity favor. People
change their profile pictures all the
time, they pointed out. In a bear mar-
ket,a famous figure becomes “a big tar-

get,” Malavieille said. “I would do the
same, to protect myself.”

It would be wrong to suggest that
the entertainment industry has lost in-
terest in blockchain technology. Movie
studios continue to explore the pro-
motional tools that web3 might offer,
and there is curiosity about using block-
chain technology to help unknown
filmmakers secure funding. But these
technical experiments do not rely on
VeeFriends becoming a successor to
Disney. Hooven, the FOX executive
(who is also active in the web3 social
club Friends with Benefits), told me
that she didn’t think that N.F.'T. col-
lections of ten thousand profile pics
were the future of web3, or even the
future of N.F. T’s.

In June, Madonna, World of Wom-
ens fellow Guy Oseary client, was still
paying digital tribute to the brand. “It
takes a lot to WoW me,” her account
tweeted, above the image of a pink-
haired WoW, one of two that were
transferred to her wallet the night
she headlined World of Women’s sec-
ond NFT.NYC event. (Through a rep-
resentative, Madonna declined to be
interviewed for this story.) A celebration
of Pride, NFT.NYC, and Madonna’s
latest album, the party was held at Ter-
minal 5,in Hell’s Kitchen. The “RuPaul’s
Drag Race” winners Bob the Drag
Queen and Violet Chachki were slated
to perform alongside Madonna. Ter-
minal § was plastered with images of
Madonna through the years and of var-
ious WoWs, all in a kaleidoscopic array
of outfits. (Earlier in the year, Karkai
drew Madonna in the style of a WoW
for Billboard.) Guests included Julia
Fox, Zachary Quinto, Sia, and Oseary,
one of the few attendees wearing a mask.
World of Women had ordered five
hundred bottles of Smithwick’s Cyber
Green Juice to give to guests.

When I arrived at Terminal 5, I
found Karkai and a cluster of World
of Women colleagues waiting in frus-
tration at the entrance, which theyd
been trying for about fifteen minutes
to breach. “Do you guys have a point
of contact at all?” someone inside the
barriers asked. They did, but it didn’t
seem to be helping. Security was tight.
For now, at the door, the usual rules
were in effect, and the outsiders were
still stuck outside. ¢
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LAST WORDS

BY JAY KATSIR

t you are watching this, it means I

am dead. It also means that you have
managed to find a VCR. Well done. I
was concerned that recording a VHS
tape was no longer a viable way to pre-
pare a Video Will, but I have always
believed in tradition, particularly the
tradition of forcing an expressionless
lawyer to insert a tape into a VCR
while one’s adult children sit in tense
anticipation around a large glossy table,
some dabbing their eyes, others steal-
ing suspicious glances at their step-
mother, who appears all too composed.
Besides, it would seem crass to pre-
pare for one’s demise by recording a
digital Video Will preset to go out as
an e-mail blast, or, worse, posted to
a surprise WhatsApp group called
Father Has Perished. If your loved
ones don't have their settings right, the
video would automatically save to their
phones, and who has enough storage
for a six-minute Surprise Will from
Dad? My survivors might feel obli-
gated to delete their vacation pics,and
that shall not be my legacy.

So why have I chosen to relay my
posthumous wishes thusly, instead of
with a normal will that everyone can
just read? Is it because I fear that I will
be murdered? Not a chance. My loyal

security chief, Gerard, has signed an

irrevocable no-murder pledge, and, to
reward him, I've left him a fortune in
gold bullion in the event of my un-
timely death by murder. So, no way it
was him.

Now, with a heavy heart, it’s be-
queathin’time! To my eldest, Brinston,
I leave the vast stock portfolio I have
amassed as a captain of industry. To his
brother Nuthbert, I leave my consid-
erable real-estate holdings as a city fa-
ther. As for the swag I received as a vis-
iting grandee, it shall go to my twins,
Ruster and Baoiaioin.

This is much better than reading a
boring paper will, right? I feel like the
host of a reality show called “What
You Deserve.”

On to my precious daughter, Elin-
dagel. I have no doubt that you are
sitting there with a brave face, trying
to suppress tears as you recall our child-
hood games of penny-snoot and dol-
lop-the-heath. It’s pretty sad that you
never beat me at those games, even
though you made them up and they
were super easy. It would bring great
comfort to my soul if you were to take
charge of my racing stables (for the
horses trust you above all others), and
also my business empire and my col-
lection of airport magnets. Do not let

“Chillaxin’at LAX” fall into the hands

of my rival monopolist, R. Gribbs.

To R. Gribbs, I leave my fleet of
midsize luxury hats. He has earned
them after a life spent in relentless pur-
suit of outliving me. Kudos, Gribbs! Is
he in the room there? I should hope
not, given our horn-locking, but, if he
suddenly enters to claim what by no
right should be his, what a shocker that
would be! I'm all for it. Every Video
Will needs a moment when the assem-
bled gasp, and someone storms out in
tury. Perhaps it will be your stepmother,
who up until now has been curiously
unruffled. Is she ruffled? Ridged, at
least? I cannot see, because I am dead.

This is fun. Imagine if, before I
passed, each of you had lovingly sat at
my bedside, so I could have conveyed
my wishes in person. No, it was defi-
nitely the right move to make you watch
a tape together in order to hear all of
the shattering revelations at the same
time. I hereby confess my addiction to
pornographic video games! What can
I say, they’re a romp.

You will each find, in front of you
on the table, a carved mahogany box.
You may now open it. Inside, you will
find a key to a separate safe-deposit
box. I admire safe-deposit boxes above
all other forms of storage; they are as
impractical as a Video Will. A tiny key
that you have to keep track of for years,
so that you can travel to a faraway build-
ing and ask permission to see your own
diamond? Exquisite. What will you find
awaiting you at the bank? A mysteri-
ous photograph of the very box that
sits before you, leading you on a wild
and recursive hunt for my ultimate trea-
sure. I'll save you some time: the final
clue is “pizza”and the treasure is a weird
little golden fish.

I realize this must be difficult.I don’t
expect you to approve of everything I've
said today, any more than I expect this
recording to hold up in probate court.
But I am grateful that this Video Will
has afforded you, my dear ones, a last
chance to see me in full flower, while
I'm, like, mega-compos-mentis, doing
what I love most about being alive: liv-
ing. Now I bid you adieu, and before
we part forever I want to assure you
that I leave this world at peace, satis-
fied with what I have accomplished.
Because, for once, everyone had to watch

my pick for Movie Night. ¢
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LIFE AND LETTERS

COUNTER-ESPIONAGE

How Mick Herron upended spy fiction.

BY JILL LEPORE

ick Herron is a broad-shouldered

Englishman with close-cropped
black hair, lightly salted, and fine and
long-fingered hands, like a pianist’s or
a safecracker’s. He wears wire-rimmed
glasses, and he is shy and flushes easily,
pink as a peony. He does not drive a car
and he does not own a smartphone, and,
in the softly carpeted apartment in Ox-
tord where, wearing woollen slippers,
he writes spy novels—the best in a gen-
eration, by some estimations, and irre-
tutably the funniest—he does not have
Wi-Fi. He used to be a copy editor. He
has never been a secret agent, except in-
sofar as all writers are spies and maybe,
lately, so is everyone else.

Spy fiction got good and going in
the years before the First World War,
and took flight afterward. In 1927,
W. Somerset Maugham wrote “Ashen-
den: or, The British Agent,” about a
writer who is recruited into British in-
telligence by a handler called R. During
the war, Maugham had been a spook;
he was recruited after “Of Human Bond-
age” came out. Writers make good joes
(as Herron might say): they’re keen ob-
servers, and they tend to know lan-
guages. (Maugham had French and
German.) “If you do well you'll get no
thanks,” R. tells Ashenden, “and if you
get into trouble you'll get no help.” Ed-
itors say the same thing to writers.

In crafting his hero, Herron drew as much from Wodehouse as from le Carre.
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Maugham’s best-known successors—
Graham Greene, Ian Fleming, and John
le Carré—were spies, too. Greene worked
for ML.1.6, Britain’s foreign-intelligence
service; Fleming for Naval Intelligence;
and le Carré for both M.1.6 and M.1.5,
Britain’s security service. Like le Carré,
whose wordcraft about spycraft included
“mole,” “spook,” and “Moscow rules,”
Herron’s got his own lingo, about “the
hub” and “dogs” and “tiger teams” and
“milkmen.” But Herron, as he himself
might put it, has never been to joe coun-
try and lives nowhere near Spook Street.

For the longest stretch of Herron’s
professional life, he worked in London
in the legal department of an employment-
issues research firm, copy-editing jour-
nal articles, handbooks, and case reports
about employment discrimination and
wrongful termination. Nights, he wrote
detective fiction, and even got some pub-
lished, but no one bought it. Then he
had a breakthrough. “People say write
what you know,” Herron says. “So I wrote
about people who are failures.” Bob
Cratchitting away at job-discrimination
case reports, Herron came up with the
idea of Slough House, a place where
M.I5 puts bad spies out to pasture. “Sack
the useless, and they took you to tribu-
nal for discriminating against useless
people,” one character explains. “So the
Service bunged the useless into some
godforsaken annex and threw paper-
work at them, an administrative harass-
ment intended to make them hand in
their cards. They called them slow horses.
The screw-ups. The losers.” James Bond
they are not.

The Slough House novels have been
adapted as an Apple TV+ series called,
like the first of those novels, “Slow
Horses.” It’s slick and sleek and as star-
studded as a summer sky. The first sea-
son came out last spring, and the sec-
ond begins this month. Mick Jagger, a
Mick Herron fan, recorded its bluesy
theme song, “Strange Game.” Kristin
Scott Thomas stars as Diana Taverner,
Second Desk at M.I.5, with Jonathan
Pryce as her long-retired predecessor,
David Cartwright, whose grandson
River Cartwright, played by the Scot-
tish actor Jack Lowden, is a slow horse
trying to kick over the traces. The cast
is headed by the inimitable Gary Old-
man, as Jackson Lamb. LLamb is an old
joe who's straight out of Dickens, if
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Dickens had ever invented a character
who used the word “twat” all the time.

Even before John le Carré died, nearly
two years ago, people had started call-
ing Mick Herron his heir, which is, as
publicists say, very selling, but also some-
thing of a burden. Herron suspects that
le Carré would find his work facetious.
Still, that’s not to say there aren’t simi-
larities. A decade ago, Oldman was nom-
inated for an Oscar for his portrayal of
le Carré’s George Smiley in an adapta-
tion of “Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy.”
Oldman says Jackson Lamb is Smiley
if everything had gone wrong, although,
arguably, everything has.

«rT\onight at ten, chaos on all fronts
for Liz Truss,”the BBC announced
the night I boarded a red-eye to Lon-
don. “ITV News at Ten” summed up the
day’s high jinks in Westminster a little
more colorfully: “The deputy chief whip
was reported to have left the scene say-
ing, ‘I'm absolutely F-ing furious, I just
don’t F-ing care anymore, before he re-
signed, along with the chief whip. But
we've just been told they have now offi-
cially unresigned. The home secretary
has, however, definitely gone.” On Chan-
nel 4, one presenter was heard off cam-
era calling a fervent Brexiteer a “cunt.”
Welcome to Jackson Lamb’s Britain.

I took a bus from Heathrow to Ox-
ford, a city of sandcastles. Herron and
his partner, Jo Howard, picked me up by
the side of the road in her black Volvo.
I was two hours late. It was raining.

“I'm so sorry we've missed the morn-
ing,” I said, climbing into the back seat:
black, white topstitching.

“Not to worry,” Howard said, pulling
into traffic as zippy-fast as a taxi-driver.

“We’ll pop over to the house for a bit
and then head out?” Herron asked, look-
ing back at me, wonderingly, black bushy
eyebrows raised, a pair of commas. I'd
barged in on what was meant to be a
weekend getaway to the Malvern Hills
with Howard’s two grown daughters.
They had graciously agreed to let me
tag along as far as a book event in Here-
fordshire, after which Herron and I
would take a train back to Oxford, and
then he'd turn around and train back
out to meet Howard for what was left
of the weekend. Howard downshifted
for power, weaved left, weaved right,
leaned into a turn on rain-soaked streets.

She has corn-silk-yellow hair, pale, del-
icate features, and, faintly, freckles, and
she drives, I decided, not like a taxi-
driver but like a cop on a cop show circa
1972. Maybe Michael Douglas in “The
Streets of San Francisco.”

Herron and Howard live in a brick
row house with two white-socked tor-
toiseshell tabby cats so handsome they
could be cat-food models. Howard is an
executive-search consultant—QO.K., a
headhunter—for the publishing indus-
try. It’s her house. The walls are lined
with shelves jammed with hardcover
books, alphabetized. Herron moved in
during the pandemic. “Boris Johnson
said no one could go out,” Howard ex-
plained. “So Mick said, T guess I'd bet-
ter move in.”” He kept his flat, though,
a ten-minute walk away, and he writes
there every weekday, padding around the
carpet as soundlessly as Hercule Poirot.

“T'll make some coffee,” Howard an-
nounced, and set about clanking away
in the kitchen.

In a sitting room that opens out to a
magical back garden, Herron and I sat
down each to a sofa, one red, one off-
white, like valentines. The cats have their
own door, a tunnel through the wall and
out to the garden, where they pounce
on mice scurrying between potted ge-
raniums and glower at squirrels scrab-
bling up the clematis that’s strangling a
slatted wooden fence. Herron was wear-
ing a black button-up shirt over a gray
tee,and jeans, and had swapped out black
sneakers for slippers at the door. A lot
of people had told me that, notwith-
standing his denials, Herron must at
some point have been a spy. I wasn't see-
ing it, but he’s for sure more of a listener
than a talker, and hed be excellent un-
dercover, a man on tiptoe, cat-footed.

Herron was born in Newcastle, one
of six children of an optician and a
nursery-school teacher. He read what-
ever he could get his hands on when
he was a kid, climbing the shelves from
Steinbeck, Hemingway, and Fitzger-
ald to Agatha Christie and Dick Fran-
cis, and then to Dickens, Austen, and
John O’Hara.

“I'was addicted to narrative,” he said,
pouring out a cup of coftee. “Especially
short stories—mainlining.” He went to
Oxford, studied English, got a job in a
library, and wrote poetry. Then his verse
dried up. He decided to try crime fic-

tion. He read everything. “I was attracted
by the idea of there being scaffolding.”
He liked the structure, like a sonnet, or
a sonata.

One of the cats appeared out of no-
where. Through the tunnel? There was
much talk of the kittens, their kitten-
ish ways.

“Fair description of a weekend is me
sitting around talking about the kittens,”
Herron said.

“I’ll just run up to finish packing,”
Howard called, dashing up the stairs.

Hed written reams of pages only to
destroy them. “My early narrators were
fairly hapless, useless men,” he recalled.
Then he came up with Sarah Tucker, a
bored and frustrated out-of-work law-
yer living in South Oxford, ambivalent
about having children and married to a
creep. When a house on Sarah’s street
blows up and everyone blames a faulty
gas line, she decides to investigate, aided,
eventually, by a take-no-prisoners pri-
vate eye named Zoé Boehm, who runs
a detective agency with her hapless and
useless but exquisitely sweet husband,
Joe Silvermann. “T introduced Joe in order
to kill him,” Herron said, guiltily.

With le Carré, if you read him, you
have to figure: here is a man who both
hated and feared women. Not Herron,
whose detective novels are very convinc-
ingly narrated by women. In his first
book, “Down Cemetery Road” (2003),
the action begins at a dinner party. Sar-
ah’s rotten husband has brought home
annoying guests from work. Finally, they
leave, and she’s left to clean up:

He'd cancel his subscription to the Guard-
ian before using the phrase Women’s Work,
but he’d justify not helping her nevertheless.
Hard day at the office; long journey back; had
to stand all the way from Paddington. . .. And
underneath that, no matter what kind of day
he’d had, no matter what she’d said to who-
ever, there'd be that nasty little jingle that she
heard all the time these days, although he'd
yet to say it aloud:

—It’s not as if you do anything else. Is it, Sarah?

“It’s the most autobiographical thing
I've ever written,” Herron said. A house
on his street blew up. And he was Sarah:
clever, curious, and painfully thwarted.

On July 7,2005, as Herron was on his
way to work, four suicide bombers set
off bombs in London, three on subways
and one on a bus. He got oft the train
at Paddington and was trying to get on
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the tube when he heard a mysterious
sound, a muffled thump. Even before
people knew what was going on, he said,
“it was like the strange light you get be-
fore a storm.” The bombings helped per-
suade him to turn from detective fiction
to spy fiction: bigger canvas, higher stakes.

He poured more coftee. He eyed the
kittens. “I'm extremely aware that I'm
not competent to write about global is-
sues,” he said. “But one of the things I
took from 7/7 is that you don't have to
be an expert to be implicated. We're all
implicated.”

He wrote a bridge novel, called “Re-
construction,”about a siege at a day-care
center in South Oxford, which leads the
local police to call in antiterrorist agents
from M.1L5, including Bad Sam Chap-
man. (“That was just a name. He wasn’t
that bad.”) Herron found that he en-
joyed writing about spies. He liked le
Carré’s term for them: “joes.”

In 2008, he began writing “Slow
Horses,” a ticking-clock political thriller
in which white nationalists calling them-
selves the Sons of Albion kidnap a Brit-
ish Muslim standup comic and live-
stream an announcement that they
intend to cut off his head in forty-eight
hours. The only ML.L5 agents who ap-
pear able to stop them are led by Jack-
son Lamb, a disgusting, lumpy, vulgar,
chain-smoking Rabelaisian wreck of a
man. “He'd been said to resemble Tim-

othy Spall, with worse teeth,” Herron
writes. (Kirkus once referred to him as
“Flatulent Jackson Lamb,” but, truly,
that’s not the half of it.) Herron’s Ox-
ford mysteries had sold poorly in the
United Kingdom and barely at all in the
United States. His U.K. publisher, Con-
stable & Robinson, was known for its
village mysteries. It had not the least
idea what to do with “Slow Horses.”
And no one believed that white nation-
alists were anything to worry about.

he rain pelted the stone patio. Up-
stairs, Howard wrestled suitcases.
Herron read le Carré as a kid, and
the slow-horses books are riddled with
nods to the master. In le Carré’s novel
“Smiley’s People,” there’s a slovenly, foul-
mouthed taxi-driver named J. Lamb. Le
Carré’s real name was David Cornwell,
and David Cartwright might as well be
le Carré himself. His grandson River
calls him, affectionately, the O.B., the
old bastard. He tells another joe about
the books the O.B. used to read to him:

“Conrad, Greene, Somerset Maugham.”

“Ashenden.”

“You get the picture. For my twelfth birth-
day he bought me le Carré’s collected works.
I can still remember what he said about them.”

They’re made up. But that doesn’t mean they’re
not true.

“Have you ever met him?” I asked
Herron, as Howard came down the stairs.

T broke up with him because he wouldn’t let me use

LeonardsWiFi, only LeonardsWiFi-Guest.”

“I was in the same room with him
once,” he offered. At a party.

“And you didn’t go say hello?”

He shook his head.

“Le Carré?” Howard piped up. “I've
met him.” She'd been trying very hard to
stay away, but it was nearly time to leave.
“I sat next to him once, twice, at book
events,” she said. “Oh, and I've got ...”
She crossed the room, pulled “The Night
Manager” off a shelf, and flipped to the
title page, signed “For Jo, from John le
Carré,” and then opened her copy of
“The Tailor of Panama,” inscribed “For
Jo, really, with all good wishes, from
David—really.” The old bastard.

Spy fiction flourished during the
Cold War, but that war is over, and Mick
Herron is a civilian, so far as anyone
knows, writing about espionage in the
age of terror: domestic surveillance,
homeland security, CCTV, and taking
your shoes off to get on an airplane. Le
Carré wrote about Moscow rules; Her-
ron added London rules. Moscow rules:
watch your back. London rules: cover
your ass. The Slough House books are
haunted by the Cold War. Lamb is a
service legend; at some point, he went
undercover in Berlin, and there are veiled
hints that he was captured and tortured
by the Stasi. He has a mysterious his-
tory with the whip-smart Molly Doran,
M.1.5’s archivist, who'’s in a wheelchair:
her legs got blown off. Lamb, differ-
ently damaged, came home, Herron
writes, “in that blissful break when the
world seemed a safer place, between the
end of the Cold War and about ten
minutes later.”

Le Carré’s George Smiley embod-
ied the Cold War-era decline of the
British Empire—upright and betrayed,
his disposition of quiet, keep-calm-and-
carry-on forbearance a proxy for Brit-
ain itself. “Lamb’s position is: I've had
enough of this, so you can all fuck off,”
Herron says. Lamb is Britain in the age
of Brexit: angry, embarrassed, and com-
ing apart at the seams.

Herron cleared away the coffee crock-
ery and came back from the kitchen with
a handful of treats for the kittens. “Don’t
worry,” he whispered to them, kneeling
down. “We’ll be back soon.”

Howard rounded up jackets and car
keys. Then she remembered one last
thing, and switched on the television to
set up Netflix for the cat-sitter. The



BBC blinked on: a young, shaken re-
porter stood outside 10 Downing Street.
The Prime Minister was about to make
an announcement. We sat back down
on the sofas, gripped.

“O1!” Jackson Lamb might have
growled from his office on the top floor
of Slough House, fishing a cigarette out
of one pocket and a lighter out of an-
other. “Tory Spice is on the telly!”

When Truss, at the age of forty-seven,
became Prime Minister, The Economist
predicted that she'd have “roughly the
shelf-life of a lettuce,” and a tabloid
started a contest, live-streaming a head
of iceberg and asking which would last
longer. “You knew where you stood with
the lettuce,” Herron said.

Truss stepped up to the lectern and
resigned, becoming the shortest-lived
Prime Minister in British history. “Su-
permarket salad is crowned winner,” the
Guardian reported later that day. Herron
stood up, sighed, and turned off the set.

“I'm a radical feminist, as you know,”
Lamb might have said, stubbing out his
cigarette. “But the hot flashes always get
these old girls in the end.”

he road from Oxford to Ledbury is
lined by drystone walls and black-
faced sheep. For the longest time, How-
ard’s car slogged along behind a sluggish
gray truck with a single word painted
on the back, in red: “Horses.” Howard
thumped at the steering wheel, frustrated.
“Slow horses,” Herron said, delighted.
Jackson Lamb loves all manner of
wordplay. “It’s the only thing he takes
pleasure in,” Herron tells me. In one scene,
Lamb meets Molly Doran in a church
and makes a fuss, moaning and groan-
ing as he settles, wearily, into a pew. Doran
turns her wheelchair around to face him:

“Limbs giving you trouble?” she asked, with
a hint of sarcasm.

“You don’t know the half of it.” He paused.
“I said—"

“I get it”

“Because you've only got half the—"

“I get it”

Lamb owes as much to P. G. Wode-
house as he does to le Carré; he’s got
something of the extremity of Gussie
Fink-Nottle, Stilton Cheesewright, and
Lord Emsworth. The Wall Street Jour-
nal compared Herron to Evelyn Waugh.
Herron also pays his dues to Dickens,
referring, at one point, to Lamb’s secre-

tary, Catherine Standish, as Miss Hav-

isham. Or consider this:

It’s said of Churchill that he’'d catnap in an
armchair with a teacup in his hand, and when
he dropped off the noise of the cup hitting the
floor would wake him. He claimed this was all
the rest he needed. Jackson Lamb was much
the same, the difference being he used a shot
glass rather than a teacup and didn’t wake when
it fell. Catherine would sometimes find him
in the morning, sprawled on his chair like a
misplaced squid, the air smelling like water
from a vase of week-old flowers.

To play Lamb, Gary Oldman told
me, “all I've had to do is follow the sign-
posts.” But it’s a brilliant, unmissable per-
formance. He loves playing Lamb. “Me
walking around with my greasy hair and
my crumpled overcoat,” he said, laugh-
ing. “It’s delicious.” He sees Smiley and
Lamb as connected: “They’re both dis-
gusted, and they both want to walk away.
But they'’re addicted, addicted to this life.”

Slough House is bleaker than Bleak
House. Also, as readers are told, “Slough
House is not in Slough, nor is it a house.”
It’s just so far from everything else that
it might as well be in Slough. It is, in
fact, in London, on Aldersgate Street,
next to a Chinese takeout and near the
Barbican tube station. (Herron used to
walk down Aldersgate on his way to
work.) You can find it on Google Maps.
“Equally as important as Holmes 221b
Baker St. and platform 9% at King’s
Cross,” an online review read.

“A double yolker!” Herron and How-
ard shouted out as we passed a pub.

“What?”

“Two yellow cars,” Herron explained.

Yellow car is a game the slow horses
play when they’re very, very bored. You
see a yellow car and you say, “Yellow car.”
Unless, apparently, you see two.

Slough House/slow horses: that’s just
plain wordplay. But to see only the word-
play in Herron’s writing is to miss the
lyricism: “The owl flew screaming from
the barn, its wingtips bright with flame.
For a moment, silhouetted against the
blank sky, it was a dying angel, scorched
by its own divinity, and then it was just
a sooty husk, dropping like an anvil into
the nearby trees.” And to focus on the
horsing around is to miss the terror. Diana
Taverner—“Liady Di,”behind her back—
is as fierce and cunning as le Carré’s Karla.
She “wore her authority as she might an
ermine gown: it kept her warm, and peo-

ple noticed it.”In one scene, a staffer tells
her that an enemy agent has just been
assassinated, on her orders:

She took the tablet he offered, read the
message on its screen, and smiled.

“Smiert spionam,” she said.

“ .. Maam?”

“Ian Fleming,” said Diana Taverner. “Means
‘Death to spies.””

And then, because he still looked blank,
said, “Google it.”

Early on, when Boris Johnson was
still the mayor of London, Herron often
drew his characters from life:

Fluffy-haired and youthful at forty-eight,
and with a vocabulary peppered with archaic
expostulations—Balderdash! Tommy-rot!! Oh
my giddy aunt!!!—Peter Judd had long estab-
lished himself as the unthreatening face of the
old-school right, popular enough with the GBP
[Great British Public], which thought him an
amiable idiot, to make a second living outside
Parliament as a rent-a-quote-media-whore-
cum-quiz-show-panel-favourite, and to get
away with minor peccadilloes like dicking his
kids’ nanny, robbing the taxman blind, and
giving his party leader conniptions with off-
script flourishes.

As the years have rolled by, Herron hasn't
lacked for material.

“I've gotten some angry letters from
people who accused me of having dis-
dain for Trump,” Herron said. “I think
that’s a misreading. I was going for
contempt.”

“There’s a Donald Trump Junior?”
Lamb asks, incredulous. “And just when
I thought things couldn't get any worse.”

n Ledbury, a half-timbered medieval

market town in Herefordshire, Her-
ron and Howard and I checked into the
Feathers Hotel, built around 1565 on the
post route from Cheltenham to Aberyst-
wyth. In a lobby with antlers on the walls
and overstufted upholstered furniture,
we met the writers Sarah Hilary and An-
drew Taylor, along with Taylor’s wife,
Caroline. We were all going to have a
quick dinner before heading to a discus-
sion about crime writing, part of a series
called “Ledburied.”

We walked a few doors down to a
posh Italian restaurant. The sun set as
we pondered the menu.

“Wine?” Hilary asked, effervescent
and organized.

“No wine,” Taylor said. “We have to
keep our heads.”

It turns out that crime writers like
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Italian, especially risotto. Mostly, though,
the talk was of agents and editors. When
Herron first drafted “Slow Horses,” he
planned to blow up Slough House. (He
kills off characters all the time: “It’s not
a thriller if it’s not thrilling.”) But then
he decided he might want to stay a lit-
tle longer in that house and reimagined
the ending. The book came out in 2010;
a couple of years later, he finished a se-
quel, “Dead Lions.” This winter, it’s Sea-
son 2 of the Apple series. At the time,
however, he couldn’t find a publisher in
his own country.

He recalled, “One publisher asked,
‘What even is this? Is it a thriller or is
it a comedy?’ Also, no one wanted to
publish a sequel when they hadn’t pub-
lished the first book.” Herron figured,
O.K,, I guess I'll never be a full-time
writer. But then Juliet Grames, who runs
the crime imprint at Soho, an indepen-
dent American publisher, came along.
“I'read ‘Dead Lions’and I said, ‘We have
to publish this,” Grames told me. Soho
bought the rights to “Slow Horses,” too,
but, she says, “we could not get people
to listen to us about this guy.” Then, in
the U.K., Mark Richards, an editor at
the distinguished press John Murray,
happened to pick up a copy of “Slow
Horses” at the Liverpool Street railway
station. Richards’s colleagues see him as
the “furniture restorer,” because he can
look at an unloved, threadbare sofa and
spot its quality. He bought the rights to
the first two Slough House books. Not
long afterward, Britons voted for Brexit
and Americans elected Trump. Suddenly,
Peter Judd and the Sons of Albion didn’t
seem so far-fetched. The Daily Telegraph
dubbed “Slow Horses” one of the best
spy novels ever written.

The risotto arrived. “P. D. James,”
Hilary began, “once showed up to a
book event only to find the bookstore
closed and on the locked door a sign
reading—"

“Event cancelled for lack of interest,”
Herron finished.

“And that wasn't even at the start of
her career,” Taylor put in.

To be a writer of genre fiction is to
belong to something akin to an honor-
able medieval guild. Taylor’s newest
book, “The Royal Secret,” is the latest
in his series of best-selling thrillers set
in seventeenth-century London. When
Herron was saddled with being called
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spy fiction’s “best-kept secret,” Taylor
wrote a review in which he said that
Herron writes like Raymond Chandler,
except better. Both Herron and Taylor
blurbed Hilary’s spooky novel “Fragile.”
Herron called it “a dark river.”

“Hey, I have my new book jacket!”
Hilary remembered. She pulled out her
phone to show us the spare and beau-
tiful cover of “Blackthorn.” “They made
it into two words,” she said. Everyone
agreed that had been the right decision,
design-wise.

“Don’t you people ever talk about
bloody axes and fingerprints and serial
killers?” I asked, disappointed.

“Once, someone collapsed while I
was giving a reading,” Herron offered.
“Or, no, that happened twice.” Fainted.
“Or maybe he was asleep?” No one had
died, though.

Hilary put down her fork. “People
say it, but it’s true. Crime writers get all
their gruesomeness out on the page. In
person, they’re the nicest people.”

“It’s the romance writers you have
to look out for,” Herron said. “Blood on
the carpet, those people.”

After dinner, I followed them down
a dark, cobbled alley and into Burgage
Hall, a packed space noisy with clatter
and gossip and smelling of woodsmoke
and damp wool. Stacks of books were
piled on folding tables where wine and

juice had been poured into plastic cups.

A lectern had been pushed to a corner.
Old men unbuttoned their coats and
doffed their caps; old women settled on
seats. You could hear the squelch of muck
boots and the chattering of knitting
needles. “Secrets and Spies”was the eve-
ning’s theme. It might have been a
garden-club meeting.

In the morning, Howard headed out
to go hiking in the Malvern Hills,
and Herron and I boarded a train to
Oxford. We sat at a laminated table,
face to face, watching rain streak the
windows as we sped through the sod-
den countryside. “See It, Say It, Sorted,”
the signs above every door read, flash-
ing green pixels.

In the age of terror, everyone’s on the
lookout, on trains, buses, and airplanes—
not just under surveillance but conduct-
ing it. If you see something, say something.
Lamb complains, “It’s like everyone’s a
fucking spy.”

I'd listened to each of Herron’s nov-
els as audiobooks, performed by won-
derfully versatile actors, with AirPods
in my ears. I'd felt like a secret agent,
eavesdropping. (Julia Franklin, who re-
corded the Oxford series, and Gerard
Doyle and Sedn Barrett, who recorded
the Jackson Lamb books, all told me
they had to stop reading for laughing.)
Reading Herron, or listening to him, is
like riding on a carrousel and switching
animals every time it goes around. You're
in one person’s head, and then you're
in someone else’s, except, unnervingly,
youre hardly ever in Lamb’s. He’s a ci-
pher, forever undercover.

Every passenger who traipsed past
us on the train, wetly squeezing down
the aisle, was noted by Herron, absently,
as if he were tucking them away in a
catalogue of humanity. His slow horses
come in every type, and they got kicked
out of the service for every imaginable
screwup. River Cartwright failed a train-
ing exercise. Min Harper left a disk la-
belled “Top Secret” on a train. Louisa
Guy lost a gun seller she was tailing.
Marcus Longridge, who is Black, is a
gambler; and Shirley Dander, of am-
biguous sexuality (don’t ask her), is a
coke addict. Roderick Ho, a computer
whiz played on the Apple series by
Christopher Chung, got sent to Slough
House because he’s a twit.

Ho is himself a kind of writer, an
inventor of fictional worlds; it amazes
him that he can “build a2 man from
links and screenshots, launch him into
the world like a paper boat, and hed
just keep sailing.” Herron loves Ho, the
spy writer lost in a world of his own
invention. “There may come a point
where I have to let him grow up a bit,”
he admitted, “but then I'd probably
have to kill him.”

The office banter is brutal: “While
Louisa Guy has been known to spec-
ulate that Ho occupies a place some-
where on the right of the autism
spectrum, Min Harper has habitually
responded that he’s also way out there
on the git index.”When Longridge in-
sults Peter Judd and Dander warns him
that he’s using hate speech, Longridge
snaps, “Of course it’s hate speech. I
fucking hate him.”

“I've had readers who assume I'm
waging a war against political correct-
ness,” Herron said, plainly exasperated.



“I am not. I'm absolutely all for treat-
ing one another decently. I dont think
Lamb’s waging that war, either.” Lamb’s
playing with words and taking the piss:

“I let others do the spade work.” He glanced
at Marcus. “Just a phrase. Let’s not involve the
thought police.”

“We'd need a SWAT team,” Marcus muttered.

Lambs also trying to get the people
who work for him to quit, because he’s
worried about them getting killed. Most
of what he does is done to save them.
When a bad actor sneaks into Molly
Doran’s Records Department and she
orders him out and he says he doesn’t
“take instructions from a crip,” Lamb
finds the guy, breaks both of his legs,
and asks him, “Who’s the crip now?”

Herron's phone rang. It was How-
ard, calling to make sure we'd caught
the train, and asking Herron if he could
pick up some sneakers shed forgotten
at the house.

“Yes, yes,” Herron said. “Bye, sweet-
heart.” And to me: “It’s too wet to go
walking. She’s gone to the shops.” We
stared out at the slashing rain.

Herron also loves writing Catherine
Standish, to whom he’s given the most
tully developed backstory—a disordered
and drunken past, fatally tied to Lamb’s
own darkest deeds. “She’s more aware
than any of the others how very badly
her life could have gone,” Herron said.
“I have that sense about my own life.”

In 2017, after the books began to
take off, Herron quit his day job. Not
long afterward, he went to a sales-and-
marketing meeting at John Murray. The
name of the series had been changed
from the Slough House mysteries to
the Jackson Lamb Thrillers. He was
shown posters, ads, and merchandise,
down to drink coasters printed with
Lambisms: “When am I not full of joie de
fucking vivre?”

“You do realize,” Herron told the execs
slowly, “that in the book I'm writing
right now I kill him oft?”

Silence. Fidgeting. More silence.
“You're having us on, yeah?”

plashing through flooded tracks, the
train spluttered to a halt at Charl-
bury, a whistle-stop town on the edge
of the Cotswolds about twenty min-
utes from Oxford. A few passengers
got on, umbrellas trailing them like

“Of course, youd want to scoop out the insides.”

tails. The doors closed. The train sat
still as stone, rain pattering, wind rat-
tling. Eventually, over the speaker sys-
tem the conductor said something that
no one could understand for the static,
leaving everyone as mystified as slow
horses stuck on the underground. “Sig-
nalling problems,”a character muses in
the third of the Slough House books.
“T'hese were often caused by heat, when
they weren't caused by cold, or by things
being wet, or dry.”

People started mumbling, grumbling,
texting. Ten minutes in, the conductor’s
voice came back—hollering now—to
announce that the brakes were stuck and
that it would take at least an hour to get
them unstuck. Brexit budget cuts?

Herron and I trudged out of the train
and into the rain. The one-room sta-
tion was closed. There were no buses
into town, or anywhere. No Ubers, no
Lyftts. No taxi stand. In slickers, we hud-
dled under the station’s overhanging
roof with half a dozen other stranded
passengers, including a rosy-cheeked
young man and his father, wearing long
woollen coats. Theyd travelled from
Worcestershire, and the son, who couldn’t
have been much more than twenty, was
on his way to London for a job inter-
view, his first.

“You'll get there,” Herron assured
him. “What’s the job?”

“Fund accountancy.”

“Oh, right. Not to worry. It’s not far.
You'll be fine.”

The job candidate nodded gratefully.
Everyone tried calling taxi companies,
using cell phones like road flares. No
one answered. The rain picked up, and
then the wind. It grew, suddenly, quite
cold. We were late, we were soaked, and
now we were freezing.

“When we get into Oxford,” Herron
told me, “I've arranged for you to be
mugged. Then the food poisoning will
kick in around four.”

Atlast, a taxi pulled up. Two women
dressed in fur coats and high boots
emerged from the train, dry as toast,
and climbed inside. Herron and the as-
piring fund accountant’s father dashed
out into the rain and begged them to
take one more passenger. The son
squeezed into the back seat. Herron
rapped the car window. “Good luck,”he
said. “You'll be great.”

He ran back under the station roof,
shivering.

Moscow rules: watch your back. Lon-
don rules: cover your ass. Slough House
rules: everywhere is joe country. Her-
ron rubbed his hands for warmth and
tried to wipe the raindrops from his
glasses. My notebook was drenched. I
asked him why he avoids writing from
inside Jackson Lamb’s head, and he said,
“Because I don’t want to break him.”

The rain fell like a veil. ¢
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

ENDGAME

How the visionary hospice movement became a for—proﬁz‘ hustle.

ver the years, Marsha Farmer
had learned what to look for.
As she drove the back roads
of rural Alabama, she kept an eye out
for dilapidated homes and trailers with
wheelchair ramps. Some days, shed ride
the one-car ferry across the river to
Lower Peach Tree and other secluded
hamlets where a few houses lacked run-
ning water and bare soil was visible be-
neath the floorboards. Other times, shed
scan church prayer lists for the names
of families with ailing members.
Farmer was selling hospice, which,
strictly speaking, is for the dying. To
qualify, patients must agree to forgo cu-
rative care and be certified by doctors
as having less than six months to live.
But at AseraCare, a national chain where
Farmer worked, she solicited recruits
regardless of whether they were near
death. She canvassed birthday parties
at housing projects and went door to
door promoting the program to loggers
and textile workers. She sent colleagues
to cadge rides on the Meals on Wheels
van or to chat up veterans at the Amer-
ican Legion bar. “Wed find run-down
places where people were more on the
poverty line,” she told me. “Youre look-
ing for uneducated people, if you will,
because you’re able to provide some-
thing to them and meet a need.”
Farmer, who has doe eyes and a non-
chalant smile, often wore scrubs on her
sales routes, despite not having a med-
ical background. That way, she said, “I
would automatically be seen as a help.”
She tried not to mention death in her
opening pitch, or even hospice if she
could avoid it. Instead, she described
an amazing government benefit that
offered medications, nursing visits, nu-
tritional supplements, and light house-
keeping—all for free. “Why not try us
just for a few days?” she'd ask families,
glancing down at her watch as she'd
been trained to do, to pressure them
into a quick decision.
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Once a prospective patient expressed
interest, a nurse would assess whether
any of the person’s conditions fit—or
could be made to fit—a fatal progno-
sis. The Black Belt, a swath of the Deep
South that includes parts of Alabama,
has some of the highest rates of heart
disease, diabetes,and emphysema in the
country. On paper, Farmer knew, it was
possible to finesse chronic symptoms,
like shortness of breath, into proof of
terminal decline.

When Farmer started out in the hos-
pice business, in 2002, it felt less like a
sales gig than like a calling. At thirty,
she'd become a “community educator,”
or marketer, at Hospice South, a re-
gional chain that had an office in her
home town, Monroeville, Alabama.
Monroeville was the kind of place
where, if someone went into hospice,
word got around and people sent baked
goods. She often asked patients to write
cards or make tape recordings for mile-
stones—birthdays, anniversaries, wed-
dings—that they might not live to see.
She became an employee of the month
and, within a year, was promoted to ex-
ecutive director of the branch, training
a staff of her own to evangelize for end-
of-life care.

Things began to change in 2004,
when Hospice South was bought by
Beverly Enterprises, the second-larg-
est nursing-home chain in the country,
and got folded into one of its sub-
sidiaries, AseraCare. Not long before
the sale, Beverly had agreed to pay a
five-million-dollar criminal fine and a
hundred-and-seventy-five-million-
dollar civil settlement after being ac-
cused of Medicare fraud. Its stock value
had slumped, and Beverly’s C.E.O.had
decided that expanding its empire of
hospices would help the company at-
tract steadier revenue in “high-growth,
high-margin areas of healthcare ser-
vices.” Less than two years later, as part
of a wave of consolidations in the long-

term-care industry, Beverly was sold to
a private-equity firm, which rebranded
it as Golden Living.

It might be counterintuitive to run
an enterprise that is wholly dependent
on clients who aren't long for this world,
but companies in the hospice business
can expect some of the biggest returns
for the least amount of effort of any
sector in American health care. Medi-
care pays providers a set rate per pa-
tient per day, regardless of how much
help they deliver. Since most hospice
care takes place at home and nurses
aren't required to visit more than twice
a month, it’s not difficult to keep over-
head low and to outsource the bulk of
the labor to unpaid family members—
assuming that willing family members
are at hand.

Up to a point, the way Medicare has
designed the hospice benefit rewards
providers for recruiting patients who
aren't imminently dying. Long hospice
stays translate into larger margins, and
stable patients require fewer expensive
medications and supplies than those
in the final throes of illness. Although
two doctors must initially certify that
a patient is terminally ill, she can be
recertified as such again and again.

Almost immediately after the Asera-
Care takeover, Farmer’s supervisors set
steep targets for the number of patients
marketers had to sign up,and presented
those who met admissions quotas with
cash bonuses and perks, including pop-
corn machines and massage chairs. Em-
ployees who couldn’t hit their numbers
were fired. Farmer prided herself on
being competitive and liked to say, “I
can sell ice to an Eskimo.” But as her
remit expanded to include the manage-
ment of AseraCare outposts in Foley
and Mobile, she began to resent the de-
mand to bring in more bodies. Before
one meeting with her supervisor, Jeft
Boling, she stayed up late crunching data
on car wrecks, cancer, and heart disease
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to figure out how many people in her
territories might be expected to die that
year. When she showed Boling that the
numbers didn’t match what she called
his “ungodly quotas,” he was unmoved.
“If you can't do it,” she recalled him tell-
ing her, “we’ll find someone who can.”

Farmer’s bigger problem was that her
patients weren't dying fast enough. Some
fished, drove tractors, and babysat grand-
children. Their longevity prompted con-
cern around the office because of a com-
plicated formula that governs the
Medicare benefit. The federal govern-
ment, recognizing that an individual
patient might not die within the pre-
dicted six months, effectively demands
repayment from hospices when the av-
erage length of stay of all patients ex-
ceeds six months.

But Farmer’s company, like many of
its competitors, had found ways to game
the system and keep its money. One
tactic was to “dump,” or discharge, pa-
tients with overly long stays. The in-
dustry euphemism is “graduated” from
hospice, though the patient experience
is often more akin to getting expelled:
losing diapers, pain medications, wheel-
chairs, nursing care, and a hospital-grade
bed that a person might not otherwise
be able to afford. In 2007, according to

Farmer’s calculations around the time,
seventy per cent of the patients served
by her Mobile office left hospice alive.

Another way to hold on to Medi-
care money was to consistently pad the
roster with new patients. One day in
2008, facing the possibility of a repay-
ment, AseraCare asked some of its ex-
ecutive directors to “get double digit
admits” and to “have the kind of day
that will go down in the record books.”
A follow-up e-mail, just an hour later,
urged staff to “go around the barriers
and make this happen now, your fam-
ilies need you.”

That summer, Boling pushed Farmer
to lobby oncologists to turn over their
“last breath” patients: those with only
weeks or days to live. At the time, Farm-
er’s fiftty-nine-year-old mother was dying
of metastatic colon cancer. Although
Farmer knew that the service might do
those last-breath people good, it enraged
her that her hospice was chasing them
cynically, to balance its books. The pres-
sure was so relentless that sometimes she
felt like choking someone, but she had
two small children and couldn't quit. Her
husband, who had been a co-worker at
AseraCare, had already done so. Earlier
that year, after fights with Boling and

other supervisors about quotas, he had

“Spread out so it'll look like there are more of us.”

left for a lower-paying job, at Verizon.

Farmer’s confidante at work, Dawn
Richardson, shared her frustration. A
gifted nurse who was, as Farmer put
it, “as country as a turnip,” Richardson
hated admitting people who weren’t
appropriate or dumping patients who
were. She was a single mom, though,
and needed a paycheck. One evening
in early 2009, the two happened upon
another way out.

The local news was reporting that
two nurses at SouthernCare, a promi-
nent Alabama-based competitor, had
accused the company of stealing tax-
payer dollars by enrolling ineligible pa-
tients in hospice. SouthernCare, which
admitted no wrongdoing, settled with
the Justice Department for nearly twenty-
five million dollars, and the nurses, as
whistle-blowers, had received a share of
the sum—s$4.9 million, to be exact.
Farmer and Richardson had long felt
uneasy about what AseraCare asked
them to do. Now, they realized, what
they were doing might be illegal. They
decided to call James Barger, a lawyer
who had represented one of the South-
ernCare nurses. That March, he helped
Farmer and Richardson file a whistle-
blower complaint against AseraCare and
Golden Living in the Northern District
of Alabama, accusing the company of
Medicare fraud. The case would go on
to become the most consequential law-
suit the hospice industry had ever faced.

he philosophy of hospice was im-

ported to the United States in the
nineteen-sixties by Dame Cicely Saun-
ders, an English doctor and social
worker whod grown appalled by the
“wretched habits of big, busy hospitals
where everyone tiptoes past the bed
and the dying soon learn to pretend to
be asleep.” Her counter-practice, which
she refined at a Catholic clinic for the
poor in East London, was to treat a
dying patient’s “total pain”—his phys-
ical suffering, spiritual needs, and ex-
istential disquiet. In a pilot program,
Saunders prescribed terminally ill pa-
tients cocktails of morphine, cocaine,
and alcohol—whiskey, gin, or brandy,
depending on which they preferred.
Early results were striking. Before-and-
after photos of cancer patients showed
formerly anguished figures knitting
scarves and raising toasts.



Saunders’s vision went mainstream
in 1969, when the Swiss-born psychi-
atrist Elisabeth Kubler-Ross published
her groundbreaking study, “On Death
and Dying.” The subjects in her ac-
count were living their final days in a
Chicago hospital, and some of them
described how lonely and harsh it felt
to be in an intensive-care unit, sepa-
rated from family. Many Americans
came away from the book convinced
that end-of-life care in hospitals was
inhumane. Kubler-Ross and Saunders,
like their contemporaries in the wom-
en’s-health and deinstitutionalization
movements, pushed for greater patient
autonomy—in this case, for people to
have more control over how they would
exit the world. The first American hos-
pice opened in Connecticut, in 1974.
By 1981, hundreds more hospices had
started, and, soon after, President Ron-
ald Reagan recognized the potential
tederal savings—many people undergo
unnecessary, expensive hospitalizations
just before they die—and authorized
Medicare to cover the cost.

Forty years on, half of all Americans
die in hospice care. Most of these deaths
take place at home. When done right,
the program allows people to experi-
ence as little pain as possible and to
spend meaningful time with their loved
ones. Nurses stop by to manage symp-
toms. Aides assist with bathing, med-
ications, and housekeeping. Social work-
ers help families over bureaucratic
hurdles. Clergy offer what comfort they
can, and bereavement counsellors pro-
vide support in the aftermath. This year,
I spoke about hospice with more than
a hundred and fifty patients, families,
hospice employees, regulators, attor-
neys, fraud investigators, and end-of-
life researchers, and all of them praised
its vital mission. But many were con-
cerned about how easy money and a
lack of regulation had given rise to an
industry rife with exploitation. In the
decades since Saunders and her follow-
ers spread her radical concept across
the country, hospice has evolved from
a constellation of charities, mostly re-
liant on volunteers, into a twenty-two-
billion-dollar juggernaut funded almost
entirely by taxpayers.

For-profit providers made up thirty
per cent of the field at the start of this
century. Today, they represent more

than seventy per cent, and between
2011 and 2019, research shows, the num-
ber of hospices owned by private-equity
firms tripled. The aggregate Medicare
margins of for-profit providers are three
times that of their nonprofit counter-
parts. Under the daily-payment struc-
ture, a small hospice that bills for just
twenty patients at the basic rate can
take in more than a million dollars a

year. A large hospice billing for thou-

sands of patients can take in hundreds
of millions. Those federal payments
are distributed in what is essentially an
honor system. Although the govern-
ment occasionally requests more infor-
mation from billers, it generally trusts
that providers will submit accurate
claims for payment—a model that crit-
ics deride as “pay and chase.”

Jean Stone, who worked for years
as a program-integrity senior special-
ist at the Centers for Medicare and
Medicaid Services, said that hospice
was a particularly thorny sector to po-
lice, for three reasons: “No one wants
to be seen as limiting an important
service”; it’s difficult to retrospectively
judge a patient’s eligibility; and “no one
wants to talk about the end of life.” Al-
though a quarter of all people in hos-
pice enter it only in their final five days,
most of the Medicare spending on hos-
pice is for patients whose stays exceed
six months. In 2018, the Office of In-
spector General at the Department of
Health and Human Services estimated
that inappropriate billing by hospice
providers had cost taxpayers “hundreds
of millions of dollars.” Stone and oth-
ers I spoke to believe the figure to be
far higher.

Some hospice firms bribe physicians
to bring them new patients by offering
all-expenses-paid trips to Las Vegas
night clubs, complete with bottle ser-
vice and private security details. (The
former mayor of Rio Bravo, Texas, who
was also a doctor, received outright kick-

backs.) Other audacious for-profit play-
ers enlist family and friends to act as
make-believe clients, lure addicts with
the promise of free painkillers, dupe
people into the program by claiming
that it’s free home health care, or steal
personal information to enroll “phan-
tom patients.” A twenty-nine-year-old
pregnant woman learned that she'd been
enrolled in Revelation Hospice, in the
Mississippi Delta (which at one time
discharged ninety-three per cent of its
patients alive), only when she visited
her doctor for a blood test. In Frisco,
Texas, according to the F.B.I.,a hospice
owner tried to evade the Medicare-
repayment problem by instructing staft
to overdose patients who were staying
on the service too long. He texted a
nurse about one patient, “He better not
make it tomorrow. Or I will blame u.”
The owner was sentenced to more than
thirteen years in prison for fraud, in a
plea deal that made no allegations about
patient deaths.

A medical background is not required
to enter the business. I've come across
hospices owned by accountants; vaca-
tion-rental superhosts; a criminal-de-
fense attorney who represented a hos-
pice employee convicted of fraud and
was later investigated for hospice fraud
himself; and a man convicted of drug
distribution who went on to fraudu-
lently bill Medicare more than five
million dollars for an end-of-life-care
business that involved handling large
quantities of narcotics.

Once a hospice is up and running,
oversight is scarce. Regulations require
surveyors to inspect hospice operations
once every three years, even though
complaints about quality of care are
widespread. A government review of
inspection reports from 2012 to 2016
found that the majority of all hospices
had serious deficiencies, such as failures
to train staff, manage pain, and treat
bedsores. Still, regulators rarely punish
bad actors. Between 2014 and 2017, ac-
cording to the Government Account-
ability Office, only nineteen of the more
than four thousand U.S. hospices were
cut off from Medicare funding.

Because patients who enroll in the
service forgo curative care, hospice may
harm patients who aren’t actually dying.
Sandy Morales, who until recently was
a case manager at the California Senior
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“Shall we make this interesting?”

Medicare Patrol hotline, told me about
a cancer patient whod lost access to his
chemotherapy treatment after being put
in hospice without his knowledge. Other
unwitting recruits were denied kidney
dialysis, mammograms, coverage for
life-saving medications, or a place on
the waiting list for a liver transplant. In
response to concerns from families,
Morales and her community partners
recently posted warnings in Spanish
and English in senior apartment build-
ings, libraries, and doughnut shops
across the state. “Have you suddenly
lost access to your doctor?” the notices
read. “Can’t get your medications at the
pharmacy? Beware! You may have been
tricked into signing up for a program
that is medically unnecessary for you.”

Some providers capitalize on the
fact that most hospice care takes place
behind closed doors, and that those
who might protest poor treatment are
often too sick or stressed to do so. One
way of increasing company returns is
to ghost the dying. A 2016 study in
JAMA Internal Medicine of more than
six hundred thousand patients found
that twelve per cent received no visits
from hospice workers in the last two
days of life. (Patients who died on a
Sunday had some of the worst luck.)
For-profit hospices have been found
to have higher rates of no-shows and
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substantiated complaints than their
nonprofit counterparts, and to dispro-
portionately discharge patients alive
when they approach Medicare’s reim-
bursement limit.

“There are so many ways to do fraud,
so why pick this one?” Stone said. This
was more or less what Marsha Farmer
and Dawn Richardson had been won-
dering when they filed their complaint
against AseraCare in 2009. Now, work-
ing undercover, they imagined them-
selves as part of the solution.

n the absence of guardrails, whistle-

blowers like Farmer and Richardson
have become the government’s primary
defense against hospice wrongdoing—
an arrangement that James Barger, their
lawyer, describes as placing “a ludicrous
amount of optimism in a system with
a capitalist payee and a socialist payer.”
Seven out of ten of the largest hospices
in the U.S. have been sued at least once
by former employees under the federal
False Claims Act. The law includes a
“qui tam” provision—the term derives
from a Latin phrase that translates as
“he who sues on behalf of the King as
well as himself”—that deputizes pri-
vate citizens to bring lawsuits that ac-
cuse government contractors of fraud
and lets them share in any money
recovered. Qui-tam complaints, like

Farmer and Richardsonss, are initially
filed secretly, under seal, to give the Jus-
tice Department a chance to investigate
a target without exposing the tipster. If
the government decides to proceed, it
takes over the litigation. In 2021 alone,
the government recovered more than
$1.6 billion from qui-tam lawsuits, and
the total amount awarded to whistle-
blowers was two hundred and thirty-
seven million dollars.

In the two years after Farmer and
Richardson filed their complaint, both
slept poorly. But their covert undertak-
ing also felt cathartic—mental indem-
nification against a job that troubled
their consciences. Farmer continued to
bring in patients at AseraCare while
passing company documents to Barger,
including spreadsheets analyzing ad-
missions quotas and a training Power-
Point used by the company’s national
medical adviser, Dr. James Avery. A
pulmonologist who was fond of citing
Seneca, Tolstoy, and Primo Levi in his
slides, Avery urged nurses to “be a de-
tective” and to “look for clues” if a pa-
tient didn’t initially appear to fita com-
mon hospice diagnosis. (Avery said that
he never encouraged employees to admit
ineligible patients.) He sometimes con-
cluded his lectures with a spin on an
idea from Goethe’s “Faust”™ “Perpetual
striving that has no goal but only prog-
ress or increase is a horror.”

Barger was impressed by the records
that Farmer collected and even more
so by her candor about her involvement
in AseraCare’s schemes. She and Rich-
ardson reminded him of friends he'd
had growing up: smart, always finish-
ing each other’s sentences, and not, he
said, “trying to be heroes.” Nor, as it
turned out, were they the only Asera-
Care employees raising questions about
company ethics. The year before, three
nurses in the Milwaukee office had
filed a qui-tam complaint outlining
similar corporate practices. The False
Claims Act has a “first to file” rule, so
the Wisconsin nurses could have tried
to block Farmer and Richardson from
proceeding with their case. Instead, the
nurses decided to team up with their
Alabama colleagues, even if it meant
that they'd each receive a smaller share
of the potential recovery. Also joining
the crew was Dr. Joseph Micca, a for-
mer medical director at an AseraCare



hospice in Atlanta. Every hospice is re-
quired to hire or contract with a doc-
tor to sign forms certifying a patient’s
eligibility for the program, and Micca
accused the company of both ineligi-
ble enrollments and lapses in patient
care. In his deposition, he described
one patient who was given morphine
against his orders and was kept in hos-
pice care for months after she'd recov-
ered from a heart attack. The woman,
who was eventually discharged, lived
several more years.

Among the most critical pieces of
evidence to emerge in the discovery
process was an audit that echoed many
of the allegations made by the whistle-
blowers. In 2007 and 2008, AseraCare
had hired the Corridor Group, a con-
sulting firm, to visit nine of its agen-
cies across the country, including the
Monroeville office that Farmer over-
saw. The Corridor auditors observed a
“lack of focus” on patient care and “lit-
tle discussion of eligibility” at regular
patient-certification meetings. Clinical
staff were undertrained, with a “high
potential for care delivery failures,”and
appeared reluctant to discharge inap-
propriate patients, out of fear of being
fired. E-mails showed that the prob-
lems raised by the audit were much dis-
cussed among AseraCare’s top leader-
ship, including its vice-president of
clinical operations, Angie Hollis-Sells.

One morning in the spring of 2011,
Hollis-Sells strode into the old bank
building that housed the Monroeville
office, her expression uncommonly stern.
Farmer knew at once that her role in
the case had been exposed. She was sent
home on paid leave, and that evening
half a dozen colleagues showed up at
her clapboard house, in the center of
town. Some felt betrayed. Their man-
ager had kept from them a secret that
might upend their livelihoods; worse,
her accusations seemed to condemn them
for work she'd asked them to do. But
shortly afterward, when Farmer took a
job as the executive director of a new
hospice company in Monroeville, Rich-
ardson and several other former co-work-
ers joined her.

Less than a year later, the Justice De-
partment, after conducting its own in-
vestigation, intervened in the whistle-
blowers’ complaint, eventually seeking
from AseraCare a record two hundred

million dollars in fines and damages.
As Barger informed his clients, the com-
pany was likely to settle. Most False
Claims Act cases never reach a jury, in
part because trials can cost more than
fines and carry with them the threat of
exclusion from the Medicare program—
an outcome tantamount to bankruptcy
for many medical providers. In 2014,
Farmer travelled to Birmingham for
her deposition, imagining that the case
would soon end. But, in the first of a
series of unexpected events, AseraCare

decided to fight.

nited States v. AseraCare, which

began on August 10,2015, in a fed-
eral courthouse in Birmingham, was
one of the most bizarre trials in the his-
tory of the False Claims Act. To build
its case against AseraCare, the govern-
ment had identified some twenty-one
hundred of the company’s patients who
had been in hospice for at least a year
between 2007 and 2011. From that pool,
a palliative-care expert, Dr. Solomon

Liao, of the University of California, Ir-

vine, reviewed the records of a random
sample of two hundred and thirty-three
patients. He found that around half of
the patients in the sample were ineligi-
ble for some or all of the hospice care
theyd received. He also concluded that
ineligible AseraCare patients who had
treatable or reversible issues at the root
of their decline were unable to get the
care they needed, and that being in hos-
pice “worsened or impeded the oppor-
tunity to improve their quality of life.”

Before the trial started, the judge in
the case, Karon O. Bowdre, disclosed that
shed had good experiences with hospice.
Her mother, who had an A.L.S. diagno-
sis, had spent a year and a half on the
service, and her father-in-law had died
in hospice shortly before the trial. Prin-
cipals in the case disagree about whether
she disclosed that the firm handling
AseraCare’s defense, Bradley Arant, had
just hired her son as a summer associate.

The defense team had petitioned
Bowdre to separate the proceedings
into two parts: the first phase limited
to evidence about the “falsity” of the

“The answers you seek shall be revealed to you by shutting up
and paying attention to what happens in the movie.”



hundred and twenty-three claims in
question, and the second part examin-
ing, among other things, the compa-
ny’s “knowledge of falsity.” The Justice
Department objected to this “arbitrary
hurdle,”arguing that the purpose of the
False Claims Act was to combat inten-
tional fraud, not accidental mistakes.
“The fact that AseraCare knowingly
carried out a scheme to submit false
claims is highly relevant evidence that
the claims were, in fact, false,” the gov-
ernment wrote. Nonetheless, in an un-
precedented legal move, Bowdre granted
AseraCare’s request.

Trial lawyers are expected to squab-
ble over the relevance of the opposing
party’s evidence—and, in the private
sector, they are compensated hand-
somely for doing so. But the govern-
ment lawyers seemed genuinely con-
tused about what the judge would and
wouldn’t allow into the courtroom
during the trial’s “falsity” phase. In long
sidebar discussions, during which ju-
rors languished and white noise was
piped in through the speakers, Bow-
dre berated the prosecution for its ef-
forts to “poison the well” with “all this
extraneous stuft that the government
wants to stir up to play on the emo-
tions of the jury.” Much of her vexa-
tion was directed at Jeffrey Wertkin,
one of the Justice Department’s top
picks for difficult fraud assignments.
A prosecutor in his late thirties, he had
a harried, caffeinated air about him and
had helped bring about settlements in
more than a dozen cases. This was only
his second trial, however, and Bowdre
was reprimanding him like a school-
boy. “It made me sick to watch her
treatment of him,” Henry Frohsin, one
of Barger’s partners, recalled. “At some
point, I couldn’t watch it, so I just got
up and left.”

The judge’s prohibition on “knowl-
edge” during the trial’s first phase con-
strained testimony in sometimes puz-
zling ways. Richardson, for instance,
could talk about admitting patients,
but she couldn’t allude to the pressure
she was under to do so. The audit by
the Corridor Group that corroborated
whistle-blower claims was forbidden
because it wasn't directly tied to the
specific patients in the government’s
sample. Micca, the former medical di-
rector from Atlanta, was not allowed
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to testify, for the same reason. None-
theless, over several days, the govern-
ment’s witnesses managed to paint a
picture of AseraCare’s cavalier attitude
toward patient eligibility. Its medical
directors were part time, as is common
in the industry, and workers testified
that they'd presented these doctors with
misleading patient records to secure
admissions. One said that a director
had pre-signed blank admissions forms.
“Ask yourself: How could a doctor be
exercising their clinical judgment,”
Wertkin told the jury at one point, “if
he’s signing a blank form?”

When Farmer took the stand, Wert-
kin asked if she was nervous. “A lot ner-
vous today,” she replied. She thought the
jurors might judge her for trolling for
wheelchair ramps or other recruitment
tactics. She needn’t have worried. Bow-
dre’s restrictions prevented Farmer from
testifying about much of anything. “I
felt like the judge did not want to know
the truth,” she said. “The whole time
that I was on the stand, I kept thinking,

Why would you not listen to the story?”
The bulk of phase one was domi-
nated by doctors: Liao, the govern-
ment’s expert, read selections from
thousands of pages of medical files to
explain why he'd concluded that pa-
tients were ineligible, and AseraCare’s
medical experts took the stand and dis-
agreed with most of his conclusions.
However, the crux of AseraCare’s de-
fense was that the entire debate about
eligibility was essentially moot because,
although death is certain, its timing is
not. A medical director who signed a
hospice certification form would have
had no way of anticipating whether a
patient’s illness would deviate from the
expected trajectory of decline. Even
Medicare, the defense team empha-
sized, has noted that predicting life ex-
pectancy is “not an exact science.”
After nearly two months of testi-
mony, the jurors deliberated for nine
days on phase one. On October 15, 2015,
they found eighty-six per cent of the

patient sample ineligible for some pe-
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riod of hospice care. Elated, Barger
rushed out of the courtroom to call
Farmer and tell her that the jury had
come back overwhelmingly in the gov-
ernment’s favor. The next part of the
trial will be icing on the cake, she re-
members thinking.

The next part never happened. A
tew days later, Bowdre made a star-
tling announcement: she had messed
up. The instructions that she'd given
the jury had been incomplete, she said,
and because of this “major reversible
error” she was overturning the jury’s
findings and granting a request by
AseraCare for a new trial. She invited
the government to submit evidence
other than Liao’s opinion to prove that
the claims were false; the government
replied that the record presented ample
evidence of falsity. Five months later,
in March, 2016, Bowdre granted sum-
mary judgment to AseraCare.

It’s unusual for a judge to overturn
a jury’s findings, order a new trial, and
then declare summary judgment on

—Simon Armiz‘age

her own accord, Zack Buck, a legal
scholar at the University of Tennessee
who studies health-care fraud, told me.
The case, he said, “just kept getting
weirder.” Wertkin, who had expected
to return to Washington, D.C., with
that rare article—a jury verdict in a
False Claims Act case—later said he
telt as though the “rug had been ripped
out from under me.”

In a widely circulated opinion, Bow-
dre wrote that clinical disagreement
among doctors was not enough on its
own to render a claim false. Otherwise,
hospice providers would be subject to
liability “any time the Government
could find a medical expert who dis-
agreed” with their physician, and “the
court refuses to go down that road.”
The Justice Department appealed Bow-
dre’s ruling, but many in the hospice
industry celebrated the opinion. “There
are huge implications,” Buck said. “So
much of our system is based on a doc-
tor’s discretion, and if you can't say the
doctor is wrong you've really hamstrung

the government’s ability to bring these
kinds of cases.” In op-eds and on the
lecture circuit, defense lawyers for
health-care companies hailed the be-
ginning of a post-AseraCare era.

hat year, Dr. Scott Nelson, a fam-

ily practitioner in Cleveland, Mis-
sissippi, was wrapping up a lucrative
tour of duty in the hospice trade. Since
2005, Nelson had referred approximately
seven hundred and sixty-three patients
to twenty-five hospices, fourteen of
which employed him as the medical
director, according to a special agent
in the Department of Health and
Human Services’ Office of Inspector
General. Some of Nelson’s patients,
however, didn’t know that they were
dying and a decade or more later re-
mained stubbornly alive.

In the course of roughly six years, by
the doctor’s own account, he received
around four hundred thousand dollars
for moonlighting as the medical direc-
tor at eight of the companies. Mean-
while, those hospice owners, some of
whom were related to one another, re-
ceived a total of more than fifteen mil-
lion dollars from Medicare for the pa-
tients he'd certified. In a scheme that
the special agent, Mike Loggins, later
testified was spreading across the Mis-
sissippi Delta “like cancer,” hospices
bused in vans of people to Nelson’s clinic.
The owner of Word of Deliverance
Hospice—one small-town provider that
briefly put Nelson on its payroll—
bought a three-hundred-thousand-
dollar Rolls-Royce that was later con-
tiscated by the government. Nelson,
who was convicted earlier this year of
seven counts of health-care fraud, told
me that hed fallen victim to greedy hos-
pice entrepreneurs who had done hun-
dreds of “third-grader-level forgeries”
of his signature when racking up ille-
gal enrollments, and that he'd assumed
other forms hed signed were truthful.
Nelson awaits sentencing and has filed
a motion challenging the verdict.

The Mississippi Delta has an acute
shortage of primary-care providers—a
problem that contributes to the region’s
poor health outcomes. When I visited
some of the fraud victims in the case,
all of whom were Black, they told me
that the experience of being duped had
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“So long, Carol. Those power lines are calling me again.”

deepened their mistrust of a health-
care system that already seemed out of
reach. Some of the patients Nelson had
approved for hospice were in their
forties and fifties. One had cognitive
disabilities, and another couldn’t read.
Marjorie and Jimmie Brown, former
high-school sweethearts in their sev-
enties, found out that they had been
enrolled in Lion Hospice only in 201,
when Loggins knocked on the front
door of their yellow brick bungalow. A
worker for Lion had tricked the Browns
into trading away their right to cura-
tive care, and Nelson—whom they'd
never heard of, let alone seen—was one
of two doctors whose names were on
the paperwork.

Losing access to care is hardly the
only thing that can go wrong for pa-
tients inappropriately assigned to hos-
pice. In May, 2016, Lyman Marble found
his wife, Patricia, unresponsive and lying
face down in their bed. At a hospital
near their home in Whitman, Massa-
chusetts, doctors were shocked by the
high doses of opiates she'd been pre-
scribed. An addiction specialist later ob-
served that she was ingesting the equiv-
alent of dozens of Percocet pills a day.
Only after Lyman told the doctors to
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“fAush her out like Elvis” did her fam-
ily come to suspect that her health cri-
sis was caused by hospice care itself.
The Marbles, who had been married
for more than fifty years, worked to-
gether in a variety of jobs, among them
operating an outer-space-themed carni-
val ride. Five years earlier, Patricia had
been admitted to a hospice owned by
Amedisys, the third-largest provider in
the country. The diagnosis was end-stage
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.
She was seventy years old and had
health troubles: she used a wheelchair
and supplemental oxygen, and had di-
abetes, hypertension, and a benign tumor
that caused her pain. That pain had
been treated by a fentanyl patch, but
once she was in hospice the medical di-
rector, Dr. Peter Roos, prescribed mor-
phine, Vicodin, Ativan, and gabapen-
tin, too. Over the next five years, he
kept prescribing narcotics, recertifying
her for hospice thirty times. (Roos, who
said in a deposition that he prescribed
morphine to ease Marble’s respiratory
distress, did not respond to requests for
comment.) Court documents later re-
vealed that cash bonuses were a reward
for good enrollment numbers at that
branch of Amedisys, and that nurses

had resigned after being pressured to
admit and recertify patients who they
didn't think were dying.

While under the care of Amedisys,
Patricia sometimes couldn’t remember
who or where she was. “I felt like I was
dead,” she later said. “It just made me
feel like “That’s right, I'm in the right
place because I'm going to die.”” But
after Lyman learned that he could “fire
hospice,” as he put it, and Patricia was
slowly weaned from narcotics, her mem-
ory began to return and her breathing
improved. Lyman, who had thought that
he might lose his wife at any moment
(at one point, Amedisys had asked if he
was making funeral arrangements), was
stunned by her transformation. Today,
more than a decade after first enrolling
in hospice, Patricia remains opioid-free,
and has described her lost years as like
being on “the moon or someplace.” For
that misadventure, the company billed
Medicare almost half a million dollars.
Last year, Amedisys settled a suit brought
by the Marbles, for $7.75 million. The
company declined to comment, stating
that the settlement was confidential.

Because pinpointing what consti-
tutes a “good death” is nearly as diffi-
cult as determining what makes a good
life, families may not always realize when
hospice is failing them—even when they
work in the industry. In November, 2014,
Carl Evans, a seventy-seven-year-old
former janitor from Orange County,
took a fall and, when hospitalized, was
tentatively diagnosed as having end-
stage thymus cancer. Soon after, he was
discharged to a nursing home and en-
rolled in a hospice run by Vitas, one of
the largest providers of end-of-life care
in the United States. Andrea Crawford,
one of his daughters, was a hospice nurse
and had worked for the company early
in her career. When she visited her fa-
ther in his private room, which had a
sofa and a flat-screen T'V, he told her
that he was being treated “like a king.”

Evans had been living independently,
with his longtime girlfriend, before his
fall. And, unlike many hospice patients,
he remained mobile and gregarious, with
a big appetite much noted in his charts.
Early in the morning of November 22nd,
in search of a non-institutional meal, he
climbed out a window and got on a bus to
his girlfriend’s house. (His preferred ride,
a lovingly maintained burgundy Trans



Am, was unavailable.) A family friend
eventually located him, thirty miles away.

On Evans’s return, Dr. Thomas Bui,
a medical director at Vitas, placed an
urgent order for him to receive pheno-
barbital, a barbiturate that is sometimes
prescribed for agitation and can cause
extreme drowsiness. A few days later,
Vitas records show, Bui added Keppra,
an anti-seizure medication that also has
sedative properties, to the mix. Evans
had no known history of seizures, and
Crawford later suspected that the two
drugs had been prescribed to subdue
him for the convenience of the staff.
After the addition of Keppra, his chart
shows, Evans became wobbly on his feet
and then so lethargic that he couldn’t
get out of bed—though he remained
alert enough to be terrified at his sud-
den decline. Crawford, concerned, at-
tributed the change to the drugs he was
taking, as did a Vitas employee, accord-
ing to medical records. On Decem-
ber 6th, Evans died.

The official cause of death was can-
cer (hospice patients are not typically
given autopsies), but Evans’s family filed
a suit against Vitas and Bui. The law-
suit was settled, and Vitas denies alle-
gations of wrongdoing. Bui, who said
in a deposition that he medicated Evans
to soothe his agitation, didn’t respond
to requests for comment. The Califor-
nia medical board disciplined him for
his handling of the case. He was placed
on a three-year probation, during which
he was prohibited from practicing alone,
and was ordered to take a course on safe
prescribing.

Malpractice cases against hospices
are rare. As Reza Sobati, an elder-abuse
lawyer who represented Evans’s family,
told me, “The defense we often get in
a nursing-home case is that they were
going to die anyway from their issues.
That’s even harder to overcome with
hospice, since a doctor has literally cer-
tified it will happen.”

Afterward, as Crawford reviewed
medical charts and tried to understand
what had happened to her father, she
came across some notes that surprised
her. When Evans entered hospice, Vitas
had certified him for a heightened level
of care intended for patients with un-
controlled pain or severe and demand-
ing symptoms, which Evans didn’t have.

As a hospice nurse, Crawford knew that

such coding allowed Vitas to bill Medi-
care more—roughly four times more—
per day than the rate for a routine pa-
tient. (Vitas denies inappropriate billing.)

n 2016, not long after Judge Bowdre

dismissed the AseraCare case, some-
one began to anonymously contact com-
panies that were the subjects of sealed
qui-tam complaints. Those sealed com-
plaints named the whistle-blowers and
the details of their accusations—infor-
mation that the accused companies could
use to get ahead of government inves-
tigators and their subpoenas, or possi-
bly to intimidate informers into silence.
When a general counsel at a tech firm
returned the mysterious voice mail, the
insider, who called himself Dan, offered
to share a complaint that named the
company in exchange for a “consulting
fee” of three hundred thousand dollars,
preferably paid in bitcoin.

The lawyer alerted the F.B.I. and
began recording his conversations with
Dan, including one arranging the hand-
oft of the documents in Silicon Valley.
On the morning of January 31,2017, Dan
texted an F.B.I. agent posing as one of
the tech company’s employees the ad-
dress of a hotel in Cupertino and in-
structed him to sit in the lobby on “a
chair with a newspaper on it” just past
“the water station.” Moments after the
undercover agent sat down, Dan ap-
proached him with a copy of the com-
plaint and was arrested. It turned out

that Dan, who the F.B.I. said was dis-
guised in a wig, was the former govern-
ment prosecutor Jeftrey Wertkin.

By then, Wertkin had left the De-
partment of Justice to become a part-
ner at the élite law firm Akin Gump,
a job that paid four hundred and fifty
thousand dollars a year. His bio on the
company’s Web site noted that, after
leading more than twenty fraud cases,
he had “first-hand knowledge of the

legal and practical considerations that

shape government investigations.” As
part of a plot that his former Justice
Department colleagues termed “the
most serious and egregious example of
public corruption by a DOJ attorney
in recent memory,” Wertkin had, on
his way out the door, taken at least forty
sealed qui-tam complaints belonging
to the Civil Fraud Section.

He later ascribed his short-lived
criminal spree, which his defense team
compared to “a scene out of a B-grade
action movie,” to what had occurred in
Judge Bowdre’s courtroom. Wertkin’s
wife said in a letter to the court that he
had returned home from the Asera-
Care trial a “shell of a man,”who drank
heavily and spent several days watch-
ing movies on his phone in bed. Wert-
kin, who pleaded guilty in 2017 and was
sentenced to two and a half years in
prison, wrote in a statement that the
government’s reversal of fortune in the
case had led him “to question things
I never doubted before. Does the sys-
tem even work?” At his sentencing hear-
ing, a prosecutor argued that the False
Claims Act itself was one of Wertkin’s
victims. “The False Claims Act is in-
capable of deterring fraud if the De-
partment of Justice can’t be trusted by
whistle-blowers,” she said. “We have
no way of measuring what chilling im-
pact there might be on whistle-blowers
based on what the defendant did in
compromising their secrecy.”

On September 9, 2019, the False
Claims Act took a second hit when the
U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eleventh
Circuit published a long-anticipated
ruling on the AseraCare case. The judges
concurred with Bowdre that the gov-
ernment needed more than the testi-
mony of an outside expert to prove a
claim was false. However, they vacated
Bowdre’s summary judgment, saying
that the prosecution should have been
able to present all its evidence, includ-
ing AseraCare’s alleged “knowledge of
falsity,” and sent the case back to her
courtroom for a retrial. “When the goal-
post gets moved in the final seconds of
a game,” the judges wrote, “the team
with the ball should, at the least, have
one more opportunity to punch it into
the endzone.”

The government did not appear en-
thusiastic about trying the AseraCare
case for a second time before Bowdre,
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though. Wertkin had been disbarred
and was serving his sentence, and some
of his former colleagues had left for the
private sector. In February, 2020, eleven
years after Farmer and Richardson filed
their complaint, the government reached
a settlement with AseraCare, for a mil-
lion dollars. As in most such settlements,
AseraCare paid the sum, admitted no
wrongdoing, and was allowed to keep
billing Medicare. Jack Selden, a part-
ner at Bradley Arant who worked on
the defense team, told the trade jour-
nal Law360, “When a case settles for $1
million where the claims have been for
over $200 million, I think that speaks
for itself.”

From a certain point of view, Wert-
kin’s attempts to shake down govern-
ment contractors made manifest the
transactional logic that governs the
False Claims Act. Even to some of their
biggest beneficiaries, these qui-tam set-
tlements have come to resemble a mu-
tual-protection racket: executives keep
their jobs and their companies keep
billing Medicare; whistle-blowers and
their lawyers get a cut; and Justice De-
partment attorneys can cash in on their
tough-on-fraud reputations by head-
ing to white-shoe law firms to defend
the companies they once prosecuted.

THE WHEEL
A

In 2020, not long after AseraCare
settled with the government, the com-
pany was bought for two hundred and
thirty-five million dollars by Amedi-
sys, which was facing qui-tam troubles
of its own. A nurse from an Amedisys
office in South Carolina had filed a
lawsuit accusing the corporation of ad-
mitting ineligible patients, falsifying
paperwork, and handing out bonuses
to staff to entice new recruits. (Ame-
disys denies the allegations.) This time,
the government has declined to join
the nurse’s case.

arlier this year, when I visited

Farmer at her home in Alabama,
boxes were piled in the living room.
She was preparing for an upcoming
move to Missouri, where her husband
had taken a job with a nonprofit
hospice-and-home-health company.
Farmer had remained close with Rich-
ardson, who told me, “I have a whole
different view of justice in America
now. It’s definitely powered by the dol-
lar bill.” But the women no longer talked
about the trial. “Nobody really cared,”
Farmer said. “The government didn’t
care, the judge didn't care, and all of
these people’s money was wasted.” Sit-
ting in a plush reclining chair, Farmer
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let out a short, sharp cough as she spoke.
In December, she had been diagnosed
as having an aggressive form of breast
cancer, and the chemotherapy had left
her vulnerable to lingering infections.

The hospice benefit imposes a di-
chotomy between caring for the living
and caring for the dying, when, in truth,
the categories are often indistinguish-
able. Most older people will face a
chronic disability or a disease in the last
years of their life, and will need extra
care to remain safely at home. That
help is rarely available, and Americans
often end up in a social-welfare purga-
tory, forced to spend down their sav-
ings to become eligible for a govern-
ment-funded aide or a nursing-home
bed. “We all think it’s not going to af-
fect us, but if you have a stroke and go
bankrupt you’re not just going to go
out and shoot yourself in the desert,”
Dr. Joanne Lynn, an elder-care advo-
cate and a former medical officer at the
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services, told me. Once you cross over
into the kingdom of the sick, she said,
it’s easier to see that some problems
classified as hospice fraud are really
problems of the inadequate long-term-
care system in this country.

In the nineteen-seventies, Lynn
worked at one of the first hospices in
the United States. At the time, most of
the patients had cancer and died within
weeks; the six-month guidance was
originally designed around their needs.
Today, the majority of hospice patients
have chronic illnesses, including heart
disease and dementia. And some of
them—regardless of whether they have
six months or six years to live—depend
on hospice for in-home support and
holistic services that would otherwise
be unavailable. Yet under the current
system, as the number of patients with
ambiguous prognoses rises, providers
(including ethical ones) are under fi-
nancial pressure to abandon those who
don't die quickly enough. It’s a typically
American failure of imagination that
people with dire but unpredictable de-
clines are all but left for dead.

lisabeth Kubler-Ross thought she
understood why societies isolate
the old and the dying: they remind
the rest of us of our own mortality.
This aversion might partly explain why



decades of warnings about hospice
care—including a full quarter century
of pointed alerts from the inspector
general’s office at the Department of
Health and Human Services—have
gone largely unheeded. Recently, though,
some of the reports were so disturbing
(maggots circling feeding tubes, crater-
like bedsores) that members of Con-
gress have called for reforms, and the
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services is enacting a few. The agency
has just begun making available to the
public a greater range of data on hos-
pice providers, including the average
number of visits that nurses and social
workers make in the last days of a per-
sons life. More significantly, the agency
now has the power to impose fines on
problem providers, should it choose to
use it. (Previously, the agency’s only con-
sequential penalty for bad hospices was
to boot them from the Medicare pro-
gram, an option it seldom exercised.)

Some state lawmakers, too, are ask-
ing deeper questions about end-of-life
care. This year, in the wake of a Los
Angeles Times investigation, Califor-
nia placed a moratorium on new hos-
pices, and state auditors raised alarms
about a raft of tiny new hospices, some
with fictional patients and medical
staff, that were engaged in “a large-
scale, targeted effort to defraud Medi-
care.” In Los Angeles County alone,
there are more than a thousand hos-
pices, ninety-nine per cent of them
tor-profit. By comparison, Florida,
which, unlike California, requires new
providers to prove a need for their ser-
vices, has fifty-one hospices.

But when regulators close a door
they sometimes open a window. Li-
censing data I've reviewed suggests that,
as scrutiny of end-of-life-care provid-
ers intensified in California, the hos-
pice boom travelled eastward. In Clark
County, which contains Las Vegas, the
number of new hospices has more than
doubled in the past two years, and in
Harris County, which encompasses
Houston, the number has grown al-
most as quickly. Sheila Clark, the pres-
ident of the California Hospice and
Palliative Care Association, attributed
some of the surge in new licenses to a
scheme called “churn and burn.”

“Providers open up a hospice and

bill, bill, bill,” she said. Once that hos-

pice is audited or reaches the Medicare-
-reimbursement limit, it shuts down,
keeps the money, buys a pristine li-
cense that comes with a new Medicare
billing number, transfers its patients
over, and rakes in the dollars again.
The directors of two nonprofit hos-
pices in the Southwest told me that
they had been accepting patients who
were fleeing such new providers. Some
patients switched because
while they were with the
startup hospices they hadn't
seen a nurse in two weeks,
and no one was answering
the phone.

On a rainy morning in
November, I found myself
in a vast, sand-colored com-
mercial plaza on the out-
skirts of Phoenix. The com-
plex was designed in the
style of a Spanish hacienda, with a cen-
tral courtyard, a stone fountain, and a
stately bell tower. Maricopa County
was another place where the number
of hospices had doubled in two years;
thirty-three new ones, licensing data
indicated, had appeared at this single
address. There was no building direc-
tory, but eventually I realized that most
of the hospices were clustered together
on the basement level. All the hospices
listed the same phone number for in-
spectors to call, and some had taped
the same apology to their door: “Sorry
we missed you! We'll be back in 45 mins,
if you need immediate assistance pls
call us.” Each time I called the listed
number, I got an answering machine
whose mailbox was full.

When I buzzed the Ring video door-
bell of B-116, which housed at least
nine hospices, I was told by the man
who answered that the manager was
currently on the other side of the build-
ing. When I walked to the other side
and rang B-117, the same man picked
up. Sensing my confusion, he said, “I'm
just the voice at the door.” His name
was Ted Garcia, and he had been hired
to monitor the hospices from his lap-
top at home. I told him that I was
searching for a registered nurse named
Svetik Harutyunyan, who was listed
as the C.E.O. of multiple hospices
in the neighborhood, among them
Ruby, Sapphire, and Garnet, which

were within the complex, as well as

Platinum, Bright Star, and First Light,
down the road. I told Garcia that I par-
ticularly wanted to ask Harutyunyan
about Ruby Hospice, which I'd seen
listed for sale in an online ad for a quar-
ter of a million dollars.

The day before, I'd searched for
her at a squat building in Los Ange-
les that had drawn auditors’ attention.
That address holds, according to state
records, a hundred and
twenty-nine hospices—a
tenth of the city’s supply.
When I knocked on the
door of a hospice that the
licensing data had linked
to Harutyunyan, a worker
told me that no one by that
name was involved. Later,
when Harutyunyan and I
spoke by phone, she ac-
knowledged owning hos-
pices in California and Arizona and
said that the arrangement was legal.
She had wanted every member of her
family to have one, she said.

Garcia told me through the door-
bell that, as far as he understood, the
hospices he monitored weren't seeing
actual patients; instead, the offices were
a kind of “holding pen” to keep the li-
censes viable with requisite physical ad-
dresses until demand could be drummed
up. The remote work was dull, he al-
lowed. Apart from inspectors occasion-
ally stopping by and transient people
defecating outside the doors at night,
my visit was the most action he'd seen
in months. As the rain let up and I
sat in the deserted courtyard trying to
decide which of Harutyunyan’s hold-
ings to visit next, it occurred to me
that this world of paper hospices—
empty of patients, valued at six figures,
watched over by virtual guards—might
be the clearest expression of the indus-
try’s untamed frontier that I was going
to encounter.

Later that afternoon, Garcia told
me that he'd begun to research whether
he could open a hospice himself. The
market was bigger and more lucrative
than hed realized. People in Montana
and Texas and Tennessee, he said, were
posting ads online for “turnkey-ready
hospices” for as much as half a million
dollars. He called an ex-cop he knew
to see if he wanted in. “We can turn a
profit and split it,” he said. ¢
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PROFILES

The singular metal genius of Metallica.

BY AMANDA PETRUSICH

T he merch preceded them. Forty-
eight hours before Metallica
performed in Las Vegas, restau-
rants and bars along the Strip were
crammed full of pilgrims dressed in
branded gear: T-shirts, jerseys, sweat-
shirts, sneakers, tank tops, hats, bean-
ies, socks, wristwatches. The most griz-
zled devotees wore fraying denim vests
decorated with several decades’ worth
of patches. Metallica’s licensing team
estimates that about a hundred and
twenty million Metallica T-shirts have
been sold since 1995. The motifs are
iconic. There’s the one where a hand
clutching a dagger emerges from a toi-
let, alongside the phrase “Metal Up
Your Ass.” There’s the one where a skull
is wearing scrubs and performing brain
surgery with a fork, a knife, and its fangs.
There’s the one where the skull has a
fistful of stumpy straws and is announc-
ing, “This shortest straw has been pulled
for you!” You get the idea.

Metallica is now in its forty-first
year. The band was a progenitor, along
with Slayer, Anthrax, and Megadeth,
of thrash, a subgenre of heavy metal
marked by thick, suffocating rifts, played
with astonishing speed. Lyrical themes
include death, despair, power, grief, and
wrath. Though metal is often dismissed
as underground music—frantic, savage,
niche—Metallica has sold some hun-
dred and twenty-five million records
to date, putting the band on par, com-
mercially, with Bruce Springsteen and
Jay-Z. It is the only musical group to
have performed on all seven continents
in a single calendar year. (In 2013, Me-
tallica played a ten-song set in Antarc-
tica for a group of research scientists
and contest winners; because of the
fragile ice formations, the band’s am-
plifiers were placed in isolation cabi-
nets, and the concert was broadcast
through headphones.) Since 1990, every
Metallica album has débuted at No. 1
on the Billboard 200.
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In 2009, Metallica was inducted into
the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. A
speech was given by Flea, the bassist
for the Red Hot Chili Peppers, who
described the band’s music as “this
beautiful, violent thing that was un-
like anything I'd ever heard before in
my life,” and called its motivation pure.
“This is outsider music, and for it to
do what it has done is truly mind-blow-
ing,”he said. Metallica is the only metal
group to have had its music added to
the National Recording Registry of
the Library of Congress. Kim Kar-
dashian has been photographed in a
Metallica shirt on at least two occa-
sions. Beavis sported one for the en-
tire nine-season run of “Beavis and
Butt-Head.” Though the band has
made adjustments to its sound through
the years—some minor, some seismic,
all irritating to certain subsets of its
fan base—it’s hard to think of another
act that has outlasted the whims of the
culture with such vigor. The band re-
cently finished writing and recording
its eleventh record, which will be re-
leased next year. “Metallica are the Ma-
rines of metal,” Scott Ian, a founder of
Anthrax, told me recently. “First one
in, last one out.”

Metallica’s current lineup includes
the singer and rhythm guitarist James
Hetfield and the drummer Lars Ul-
rich, both of whom co-founded the
band; the lead guitarist Kirk Hammett,
who joined in 1983; and the bassist Rob-
ert Trujillo, a member since 2003. Het-
field—fifty-nine, tall, graying at the
temples—moves with the confident
saunter of a well-armed cowboy. Ul-
rich, fifty-eight, radiates so much ki-
netic energy that it’s hard to imagine
him yawning. Hammett, fifty-nine,
and Trujillo, fifty-eight, are the band’s
gentle, long-haired surfers, jazz enthu-
siasts disinclined to dramatics. If Het-
field is Metallica’s heart—its musical
center and primary lyricist—Ulrich is
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its brain, a visionary who instinctively
understands cultural terrain.

The night before the Vegas show,
the band gathered at Allegiant Stadium
for sound check. A scrum of about a
dozen people, mostly from Metallica’s
touring crew, stood on the floor to watch.
(The band’s full road team has at least
a hundred members.) Derek Carr, the
quarterback for the Las Vegas Raiders,
appeared, looking as though he were
resisting an intense urge to play air gui-
tar. Some clients of the private-plane
company NetJets sat in the stands, en-
joying specialty cocktails and cheering.
The band periodically gathered around
Ulrich’s drum kit. “Is there anything
anyone wants to run?” Ulrich asked. But
everyone knew what to do. At one point,
Trujillo glanced out at the vacant seats
and dad-joked, “I thought we were play-
ing a sold-out show.” Even in a mostly
empty stadium, the band sounded pow-
erful, lucid, heavy.

The next afternoon, a pre-show event
was scheduled for the House of Blues,
somewhere in the belly of the Manda-
lay Bay casino. I sent a series of increas-
ingly disoriented texts to a friend—*T'm
in the casino, where are you?” “I'm in
the casino?”—before we found each
other. We were both wearing vintage
T-shirts featuring the cemetery-themed
art from “Master of Puppets,” the band’s
third album.

At the bar, we lined up for plastic
cups of the band’s own Blackened whis-
key, a bourbon-rye blend that’s finished
in brandy casks while Metallica songs
blare from large speakers. A product
description credits the music with en-
hancing the spirit’s flavor: “T'he whis-
key is pummeled by low-hertz sound-
waves which force the whiskey deeper
into the wood of the barrel, where it
picks up additional wood flavor char-
acteristics.” It tasted nice. You could
teel an anticipatory flutter in the air.
COVID-19 had grounded Metallica for
long stretches of 2020 and 2021. (My
backstage pass featured a skull with a
wispy Mohawk self-administering a
COVID test—the results, of course, were
positive.) Fans were slapping one an-
other on the back, hooting about how
much they had missed this. The feel-
ing was: Let’s pop off. People were
ready to have a good-ass time—to drink
too many beers, to forget their earplugs,
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to buy a new Metallica T-shirt with
demons on it and wiggle it on over an
old Metallica T-shirt with demons
on it, to headbang, to contort their fin-
gers into devil’s horns and thrust them
upward, to go “Ahhh!” when the pyro
shot off, to shriek “Searching ... seek
and destroy!” along with fifty thousand
other wild-eyed people, to turn to a
friend and mouth “Yo!”when someone
was soloing. Greta Van Fleet, a young
rock band from Michigan, was open-

ing for Metallica throughout the year.
“Metallica has curated their own cul-
ture, and you can see the impact that’s
had when you look out into the audi-
ence,” Greta Van Fleet’s singer, Josh
Kiszka, told me. “Driving to the venue,
it’s Metallica everywhere. That’s part
of how the band has changed the world
a little bit.”

From afar, it is easy to see Metallica
as an instigating force—an accelerant,
turning unruly hooligans more unruly.
But that idea alone can’t sustain a de-
voted following for decades. As we
sipped our whiskey, my companion,
August Thompson, a Metallica fan
since his boyhood in rural New Hamp-
shire, told me his favorite lyric, from
“Escape,” a thick and charging song
from “Ride the Lightning” (1984):
“Life’s for my own, to live my own
way.” Hetfield repeats the sentiment,
with slightly different phrasing, on
“Nothing Else Matters,” a song from
“Metallica” (1991): “Life is ours, we
live it our way.” “For people like me,
who always felt out of place in a hyper-
violent world, and the hyper-violence
that is masculinity, there’s a lot of so-
lace in that,” Thompson said. Metal-
lica’s music is rooted in feelings of
marginalization, and the band, despite
its achievements, has found a way
to maintain that point of view for
more than forty years. It makes sense
that people are drawn to Metallica’s
music, because they’re ill at ease in a

culture that relentlessly valorizes things
(money, love, straight teeth) that are
very easy to be born without.

That night, Metallica opened its set
with “Whiplash,” from “Kill’Em All,”
its début album. On the floor, mosh
pits formed; from the stands, they re-
sembled tiny riptides, bodies circling
one another, sometimes submitting to
a menacing current but mostly just or-
biting. If you squinted, it almost looked
like an ancient folk dance—something
that might happen at a Greek wedding,
late, after people had been drinking. “I
think the best seat in the arena is the
second tier up, where you get to see the
band but you also get to see all the
tans,” Hetfield told me later. “Forget
the band—Iook at the audience.”

These days, the set list is mostly old
songs, and the vibe is largely benevo-
lent. Hetfield’s voice is low and scratchy,
and can shift from contemplative to
feral in a single note. He is prone to
ending his phrases with a tight, curled
snarl. He can still transform a “Yeah!”
into a vast and terrifying invocation. He
can also be tender and earnest, which
has recently led fans to call him Papa
Het. “This song goes out to all who
struggle,” Hetfield said before “Fade to
Black,” a ballad about suicide. “If you
think you're the only one, it’s a lie. You
can talk to your friends, talk to some-
body, because you are not alone.”

The band closed its encore with
“Enter Sandman,” another single from
“Metallica.” Even if metal is not your
bag, it’s hard to deny the menacing per-
fection of the song’s opening riff: an
E-minor chord, a wah-wah pedal, a
sense that something dark and creepy
is about to happen. During the chorus,
I looked over at Thompson, who had
the dazed and exuberant look of some-
one who had been cured of a disease
by an itinerant preacher. All around us,
people were rapt, ecstatic, and free. “I
get up there and sing, and I watch peo-
ple change,” Hetfield told me.

H etfield was born in Downey, Cal-
ifornia, in 1963. His mother, Cyn-
thia, had two sons from a previous mar-
riage. His father, Virgil, had fought in
the Second World War and started a
trucking company when he returned to

California. “He did not have a great
childhood,” Hetfield said of his father.



“My grandfather was some crazy mu-
sician who came through town, and
then off he went—imagine that,” he
added, laughing. His parents were de-
vout Christian Scientists, and had met
in church, where Virgil helped lead a
weekly service. But Hetfield never con-
nected with the religion. “It felt lonely,”
he said. “When my dad was up there
reading from the Scriptures, he was get-
ting tears in his eyes. It moved him. I
didn’t get it. I thought something was
wrong with me.” Hetfield recalled being
embarrassed when he wasn't allowed to
attend health class, or receive a physi-
cal to play football. “I still carry shame
about that,” he said. “How different we
were to people.”

When Hetfield was thirteen, his fa-
ther left. “I went oft to church camp,
and I came back and he was gone,” he
recalled. Two years later, his mother
developed cancer, but refused medical
treatment on religious grounds. “We
watched her wither to nothing,”he said.
“She had religion around her, inside
her. She had practitioners coming over.
But the cancer was stronger.” Hetfield
is still not entirely sure what type of
cancer she had. “Probably something
really curable,” he said. For a long time,
Hetfield was angry that his mother had
rebuffed doctors. “I thought she cared
more about religion than she did her
kids,” he said. “It wasn’t talked about,
either—if you're talking about it, you're
giving it power, and you want to take
power away from it. So admitting that
you're sick, that’s a no-no. We just saw
it happening.” Cynthia died when
Hetfield was sixteen. “There was noth-
ing solid to stand on,” he said. “I felt
extremely lost.” On “The God That
Failed,” an angry, punishing cut from
“Metallica,” Hetfield sings about the
experience: “Broken is the promise, be-
trayal/The healing hand held back by
the deepened nail.”

Ulrich had a very difterent sort of
childhood. He was born in Gentofte,
Denmark, in 1963. His father, Torben,
was both a professional tennis player
and a jazz critic (the saxophonist Dex-
ter Gordon was Ulrich’s godfather), and
his family was worldly and cultured.
(“We ate McDonald’s, he ate herring,”
Hetfield once said of the cultural di-
vide.) Ulrich came to the U.S. in 1979,

when he was fifteen, to attend tennis

camp. He ended up at the Nick Bol-
lettieri Tennis Academy, in Bradenton,
Florida. He had been a promising youth
player in Denmark, but he found the
strictures of American athletic training
stifling. “Curfew at 9 P.M., ten oclock
lights out, four to a bunk room, and
then wake up and eat cornflakes and
start hitting forehands down the line
for four hours, and then backhands
crosscourt for the next four hours,” he
said. “T’hat was just too stringent and
disciplined for me.” When Ulrich was
sixteen, his family relocated to New-
port Beach, California. “In Denmark, I
was at the very top end of my age group
in the whole country,” he said. “When
I'went to qualify for the tennis team at
Corona del Mar High School, I wasn't
one of the seven best tennis players at
Corona del Mar High School. I don't
think I was one of the seven best ten-
nis players on the street that I lived on.”
Ulrich switched his focus to music. He
was captivated by what was then called
the New Wave of British Heavy Metal—
bands that mixed the fury and speed of
punk rock with the density and danger
of metal. “When people would go,

‘Heavy metal? You mean like Kansas
and Van Halen and Styx and Journey?,
I'd go, ‘No, like Angel Witch or Saxon
or Diamond Head or the Tygers of Pan
Tang,”” he said.

In 1981, Ulrich, seeking musicians
interested in starting a band, placed a
classified ad in the back of The Recycler,
a free periodical that was originally
known as E-Z Buy E-Z Sell. A friend
of Hetfield’s answered the ad, and Het-
field tagged along. “He was painfully
shy,” Ulrich said. “We instantly bonded
over the fact that we were loners and
outsiders, and open to a best-friend re-
lationship. Neither of us had really found
who we were yet.” Though their ap-
proaches to songwriting were differ-
ent—“He looks at music as a math
equation, I look at it as a flowing river,”
Hetfield said—they complemented each
other. “Both of us were dreamers. At
our best, our relationship was com-
pletely free of competitive energy or
one-up-ness,” Ulrich said. “But then
when there were other people in the
room it became “Who is leading?””

Hetfield and Ulrich recruited a

second guitarist, Dave Mustaine, by

“He’s guarding against plaque.”



:__ 2 .-1':' b, ; ; o : Afel

Lars Ulrich’s drum set. From the start, Metallica refused to capitulate, stylistically or otherwise, to anything around it.

placing another ad in 7%e Recycler. In
1982, Hetfield and Ulrich saw a group
called Trauma perform at the Whisky
a Go Go, a club on the Sunset Strip.
They were awed by Clift Burton, Trau-
ma’s twenty-year-old bass player, and
began trying to persuade him to join
Metallica. Scott Ian, of Anthrax, said,
“There was CIliff in his flares and his
Lynyrd Skynyrd pin”—an affront to
the punk-indebted aesthetics of the
thrash scene, which included leather
jackets, hefty boots, and studded belts.
Unlike the members of Metallica, Bur-
ton had some musical training. He
played fingerpicked bass with the bold-
ness and harmonic sophistication of a
guitarist. “He was always doing tricky
stuff that would make me think, Fuck,
man, where is this guy getting this
from?” Kirk Hammett said. “He was
just so ... musical.”

In order to get Burton, who was
based in El Cerrito, a small city across
the bay from San Francisco, Hetfield
and Ulrich agreed to move there, rent-
ing an unassuming house on Carlson
Boulevard and rehearsing in the ga-
rage. Mustaine moved into a unit on
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Burton’s grandmother’s property. Times
were lean. “Wed find a tomato and
some mayonnaise and make tomato
sandwiches and think we were high-
brow metalheads,” Mustaine recalled.
Ulrich described the band’s early days
as feeling immediate, uncomplicated:
“There was only that moment, and
‘Where’s the beer?’”

In early 1983, Metallica was signed
by Jonny Zazula—better known as
Jonny Z.—a part-time concert pro-
moter who sold heavy-metal records
at an indoor flea market on Route 18
in East Brunswick, New Jersey. It was
still difficult to buy imported metal al-
bums at mainstream record shops, and
a scene of sorts had sprung up around
Zazula’s booth. One weekend, Zazula
asked Scott Ian if he wanted to hear
“No Life "Til Leather,” a seven-song
demo that Metallica recorded before
Burton joined. The songs were raw
and deranged, distinguished by the
band’s adolescent mania and Hetfield’s
tendency to down-pick, which resulted

in a thicker, heavier feel. “Holy fuck,”

Ian said. “Nothing sounded like that
before Metallica. Straight up. It was

like electricity was coming out of the
tape player. Jonny Z. said, T'm bring-
ing them to New York. We're gonna

make an album.’ I'm, like, “You know

how to do that?” And he goes, ‘No!”
Zazula and his wife, Marsha, founded
Megaforce Records after shopping the
Metallica demo around and failing to
get an offer. When the Zazulas started
Megaforce, Jonny Z. was serving a six-
month sentence in a halfway house, for
conspiracy to commit wire fraud. (He'd
been employed by a company that
passed off scrap metal as tantalum, a
rare element used in the manufacture
of capacitors.) He spent his weekdays
teeding quarters into a pay phone, at-
tempting to book shows. “I just got
caught in this passion, like there’s this
little Led Zeppelin hanging out in El
Cerrito, you know?” Zazula, who died
earlier this year, told Mick Wall, the
author of “Enter Night: A Biography
of Metallica.” Zazula sent the band
members fifteen hundred dollars so
they could drive east in a U-Haul with
their gear. In “Mustaine,” a 2010 auto-
biography, Mustaine remembers roll-

ing out of bed, “bleary eyed, hungover,



and smelling like bad cottage cheese,”
and noticing the truck parked out front.
“We stopped for beer less than a mile
after pulling out of the driveway and
remained in a drunken stupor for most
of the trip,” he wrote.

Although Mustaine was integral to
Metallica’s early sound and songwrit-
ing, Hetfield and Ulrich felt that his
terocious drinking made him a liabil-
ity—no small feat in a group that would
later embrace the nickname Alcoholica.
Not long after Metallica arrived on
the East Coast, Mustaine was handed
a bus ticket back to California. “I went
to the only place that I could go to—
my mom’s—and started over,” Mus-
taine said. That year, he formed Mega-
deth, which has sold fifty million
records to date, and which recently re-
leased its sixteenth album, “The Sick,
the Dying . .. and the Dead!”

Mark Whitaker, who managed Ex-
odus, another Bay Area metal band,
suggested Kirk Hammett, Exodus’s
twenty-year-old lead guitarist, to re-
place Mustaine. Hammett was born in
San Francisco in 1962. He liked comic
books and horror movies, and his
mother, who was Filipino, turned him
on to Billie Holiday and Ella Fitzger-
ald. Hammett wasn’t close with his fa-
ther, a merchant marine. “When he
drank, he was violent. When he wasn’t
drunk, he was verbally abusive,” Ham-
mett said. “I was a compulsive reader,
and he would say things like ‘Kirk, he’s
a bookworm, he’s not good at football,’
or whatever. I saw a lot of brutal be-
havior when I was a kid. Who’s the
toughest? Who's the meanest? Who’s
the most dominant? Some of that
rubbed off on me.”

That spring, Metallica invited Ham-
mett to come east to audition. It was
his first time outside California. “I
might as well have landed on Mars,”
Hammett told me. He had first en-
countered the band at a metal show-
case in San Francisco. “James was quiet,
and probably the skinniest person I'd
ever seen. Lars . . . I'd never seen some-
one so European-looking. I was from
the hood, you know? I grew up around
a bunch of Mexicans, Filipinos, Chi-
nese, and African Americans. I didn’t
see Europeans. I didn't even see full-on
white people.” The meeting was brief,

and blurred by alcohol. “When I came

out to New York, I wasn't a hundred
per cent sure they remembered me or
what I looked like,” Hammett said.
The first song he played with the band
was “Seek and Destroy.” He got the
job. At the time, Metallica was living
in a run-down practice space in Ja-
maica, Queens. There was no heat, hot
water, showers, or beds. “I would wrap
my leather jacket into a pillow,” Ham-
mett said.

“Kill’Em All”was released on July 25,
1983, on Zazula’s Megaforce Records.
Hetfield describes the record’s themes
as “headbanging, death, and blood.”
“Ride the Lightning” followed a year
later. From the start, Metallica refused
to capitulate, stylistically or otherwise,
to anything happening around it.“They
have, more than any other major mod-
ern band, consistently ignored what
other groups were trying to do,” the
critic Chuck Klosterman told me. The
band members dressed as though they
spent most of their days loitering out-
side a gas station. Their music was
harsh, fast, and difficult. “We were al-
ways coming up against people who
were telling us, “‘We can't play you on
the radio,” or “You guys are too ugly,”
Hammett said.

For Metallica, the idea was never to
seduce an audience, but to push it away.
The fans who stuck around—who per-
haps understood this as a kind of love—
became devoted, and received devotion
in return.

In 1984, Metallica left Megaforce,
signed to Elektra Records, and
agreed to a management deal with
Q-Prime, a new firm specializing in
heavy metal. Cliff Burnstein, an owner
of Q-Prime, found that promoting
Metallica to a general audience was
nearly impossible. America was in the
grip of a bizarre moral frenzy—the Sa-
tanic Panic, which linked heavy metal
with demonic rituals—and the band
had cultivated a reputation as danger-
ous. “When we had a tour, I would get
in touch with radio stations along the
way and try to get them to play Me-
tallica,” Burnstein recalled. “The typ-
ical response I'd get was ‘No, you will
never hear Metallica on our station.’
So then my response would be ‘Td like
to give you tickets to give away.” And
the typical response to that was “We

will not even say the name Metallica
on our station.””

To some degree, trepidation was war-
ranted. Burnstein recalled a show at
the Felt Forum, a smaller theatre within
Madison Square Garden. “During the
first song, one person ripped a chair
cushion oft and flung it onstage. By the
end of the song, there was not a cush-
ion left on a chair,” he said. “Instead of
getting paid, we paid Madison Square
Garden for the damages.” At a partic-
ularly calamitous show at the Long
Beach Arena, in California, “people
were ripping fixtures out of the bath-
room, people were hanging from the
balcony,” Burnstein said. Hetfield and
Ulrich later appeared on the radio to
ask fans to stop trashing the venues.

But the Metallica experience was
not designed to be friendly. Hetfield
would sometimes antagonize the au-
dience, growling, “Hey, any time this
stuff gets too heavy for you . . . tough
shit!” Offstage, the members of Me-
tallica provoked one another, particu-
larly Ulrich and Hetfield. Their com-
plex, brotherly dynamic—Hetfield was
possessive; Ulrich was demanding—
sometimes threatened to overwhelm
the band. “We would get drunk, and
just start in,” Hammett said. “I remem-
ber once James got up and pushed
Lars, and Lars literally flew across the
room. We would see each other and
start wrestling. We could be in a room
of twenty people and we'd fixate on
each other. No one else mattered.” To
an extent, Metallica thrived on con-
flict. “Toxic masculinity has fuelled
this band,” Hammett said. “I'm still
sitting around saying, ‘O.K.,I'm gonna
write a really, really tough, kick-ass
riff.’” Just look at my rhetoric there:
tough, kick-ass rift. It’s an aggression
that everyone feels, but it was ratch-
eted up in us—this weird masculine
macho bullshit thing.”

In September, 1985, the band flew to
Copenhagen to make its next album,
“Master of Puppets.” The record spent
seventy-two weeks on the Billboard 200,
and became the band’s first album to
go gold. Rolling Stone called it “pure
apocalyptic dread.” Many still consider
it the greatest thrash record of all time.
“Master of Puppets” closes with “Dam-
age, Inc.,” a sharp, flogging song that
teels like being locked in a batting cage
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with a malfunctioning pitching ma-
chine. Lyrically, it offers both affirma-
tion and absolution. “Fuck it all and
tucking no regrets,” Hetfield screams.

In 1986, the band secured a slot open-
ing for Ozzy Osbourne, the former vo-
calist for Black Sabbath, on the Amer-
ican leg of a solo tour. “I've had a
special place in my heart for Metallica
ever since they went on tour with me
in the eighties,” Osbourne told me. “In
my opinion, they took over where Sab-
bath left oft, and they deserve every-
thing they’ve achieved.” The run was a
success. “Ninety per cent of the people
in those sold-out arenas didn’t know
who Metallica were, and they blew peo-
ple’s brains out,” Scott Ian said.

That fall, Metallica headlined a Eu-
ropean tour. On September 27th, the
band was travelling overnight through
Sweden when its bus skidded off the
road. Cliff Burton, the bassist, was tossed
through a window. Hetfield, Ulrich,
and Hammett stood outside in their
underwear, in the stark and frigid dawn,
staring at Burton'’s legs while they waited
for a crane to lift the bus off the rest of
his body. Burton was twenty-four. His
death was sudden and gruesome. An-

thrax had been opening for Metallica.
“We sat in a room together and just
drank and drank,” Ian told me. “It was
really hard for them in the late eight-
ies, going into the nineties, never really
taking the time to properly grieve or
process it.” He paused. “Who knew
how to do that?”

Less than a month after Burton’s
death, the band hired the bassist Jason
Newsted, and soon it began record-
ing its fourth album, “.. . And Justice
for All,” which is famous for the sin-
gle “One,” and for containing almost
no audible bass. Whether that was the
result of Newsted’s hewing too close
to Hetfield’s rhythm guitar, or of haz-
ing born from fresh grief, remains un-
clear. “When I joined the band, ev-
erybody was full alcoholic,” Newsted
said. “They had lost their guide. Cliff
was their teacher.”

For its fifth album, “Metallica,” in
1991—known as the Black Album be-
cause of its “Spinal Tap”-esque mono-
chromatic cover art, which features only
a coiled snake and the band’s name—
the band hired the Canadian producer
Bob Rock, who had previously worked

on blockbuster releases by Bon Jovi,

Aerosmith, and Métley Criie. The rec-
ord’s themes are bleak (the single “Enter
Sandman” was written about sudden
infant death syndrome), but the songs
are limber, catchy, and dynamic. Ham-
mett recalled a conversation with Rock
about how the band might achieve even
greater fame. “The work doesn’t stop
after you finish recording. Every single
interview, every single appearance, every
single everything—you need to do it
all,” Hammett said. “That’s what Jon
Bon Jovi did.”

The Black Album ultimately spent
six hundred and twenty-five weeks
on the Billboard charts and sold almost
thirty-five million copies worldwide, be-
coming one of the best-selling albums
of all time. Five singles—“Enter Sand-
man,”“T'he Unforgiven,”“Nothing Else
Matters,”“Wherever I May Roam,”and
“Sad but True”—entered the Hot 100,
and the band became a mainstay on
MTYV and modern-rock radio. “A lot of
people talk down about it, or say that
Metallica sold out,” Kerry King, of Slayer,
told me. “Would I have wanted another
‘Damage, Inc.”? Fuck yeah. But it wasn’t
on that record. And that record made
them fucking superstars.”

The following year, the band co-
headlined a stadium tour with Guns N’
Roses. At a show in Montreal, there
was a miscommunication about pyro-
technic cues during “Fade to Black,”
and Hetfield stepped directly into a
twelve-foot plume of flame, suffering
second- and third-degree burns on his
hand and arm. After he was taken to
the hospital, Guns N’Roses waited more
than two hours to go on; Axl Rose,
Guns N’ Roses’ mercurial front man,
then left the stage early. Riots broke
out. Cars were turned over, bonfires
were started, merch cases were smashed
with rocks. In retrospect, Montreal was
the end of something. Grunge, a righ-
teous new subset of hard rock, made a
point of rejecting the excess and dumb-
ness of the eighties: no more women
writhing across the hoods of cars, no
more peacocking in skintight leather
trousers. Metallica had always repu-
diated such extravagance—the mem-
bers wore jeans and black T-shirts and
worked hard—but the band was none-
theless at risk of becoming stuck on the
wrong side of the cultural divide.

One potential solution was for Me-



tallica to position itself as antithetical
to Guns N’ Roses and other bands of
that ilk. The 1992 documentary “A Year
and a Half in the Life of Metallica” fea-
tures a scene in which Hetfield mocks
Rose’s personal backstage rider, which
included a cup of cubed ham, a rib-eye-
steak dinner, a gourmet cheese tray, a
fresh pepperoni pizza, Pringles, and a
bottle of what Hetfield calls “Dom
Perig-non.” In the video for “Nothing
Else Matters,” Ulrich is briefly shown
pulling darts out of a photo of Kip
Winger, the suave and flashy vocalist
for the metal band Winger. In 1996,
Metallica released “Load,” its sixth
album, which was followed, in 1997, by
a companion piece, “Reload.” Both rec-
ords are loose and bluesy by Metallica
standards. Before the release of “Load,”
all four members cut their hair short,
which made certain fans apoplectic.

Hetfield now believes that “Load”
and “Reload” were shaped too acutely
by a desire for reinvention. “We've al-
ways been very organic. ‘Load’and ‘Re-
load’ felt different to me,” he said. “Felt
torced.” It was an unsteady time for
Metallica. In 2000, the band, led by a
seething Ulrich, filed a lawsuit against
the file-sharing network Napster, after
an unreleased version of “I Disappear,”
a song recorded for the “Mission: Im-
possible 2” soundtrack, was leaked on
the network. Ulrich insists that the law-
suit was not about money but about
control. He was right to be outraged,
but the technology was new, he was
rich, and most of the people using Nap-
ster were college students in pajama
pants. Ulrich was demonized. He was
also prescient. “I take no solace in that
at all,” he told me. “It was a street fight.
It was ‘You're fucking with us, we're
gonna fuck with you.” And then it just
ran amok. In retrospect, could we have
done a better job of seeing that com-
ing? Probably.”

In 2001, Newsted left the band, cit-
ing physical damage to his body and a
dispute with Hetfield about a solo proj-
ect. “When you're one of the four that
make the thing go round, the sacrifices
that you have to make . . . it’s not for
everyone, man,” Newsted said. “That’s
why there’s only one band like this.”
Bob Rock agreed to temporarily fill
in on bass as Metallica began work on

“St. Anger,” its eighth album. Three

AT I

Attention, passengers. Did you hear that really important
update I just gave? You didn’t, did you? Well, I hope that podcast

was worth it, because I won't be saying it again.”

months into the sessions, Hetfield
abruptly entered an intensive rehabili-
tation program, mostly for alcoholism,
and then he dedicated himself to af-
tercare and family therapy. In total,
Hetfield took eleven months off from
Metallica. For a while, it seemed un-
likely that the band would survive the
hiatus. “There were six months where
they were done, no question,” Rock said.

When Hetfield finally returned,
there were boundaries. He would work
only from noon to 4 P.M., so that he
could attend meetings and spend time
with his children. His bandmates chafed
against the new restrictions. With some
nudging from Q-Prime, Metallica had
been working with Phil Towle, a per-
formance coach who functioned more
like a therapist, and kept him on the
payroll until it started to seem as though
he wanted to join the band. Ulrich’s
father arrived from Denmark to listen
to some early songs. His reaction? “I
would delete that.”

Metallica also still needed to find a
permanent bassist. Robert Trujillo, a
former member of the thrash-punk
band Suicidal Tendencies, was invited

to audition. Trujillo, who was born in
Santa Monica in 1964, to a Mexican
mother and a Native American and
Spanish father, is thoughtful and se-
rene. He wears his bass low and his
long black hair in braids. When he per-
forms with Metallica, he often creeps
across the stage, seesawing from one
leg to the other, a move that fans have
dubbed the “crab walk.” His bass au-
dition took place over two days. “The
first day, I was just a fly on the wall.
And then at about eleven o’clock at
night Lars goes, ‘Hey, do you want to
go get a drink?” We end up drinking
until five in the morning,” Trujillo told
me. “People ask me, “Was there any
hazing? Were you tested in any kind
of way?’ I think that might have been
part of it for him. At 9 A.M. he’s on the
treadmill, and I'm there with this mas-
sive hangover.” That evening, Metallica
offered Trujillo a place in the band. He
was still wearing one of Ulrich’s Ar-
mani T-shirts from the night before.
(Early the next year, they gave him a
million-dollar signing bonus.)

In what might be the most fortuitous
timing in the history of documentary
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film, the directors Joe Berlinger and
Bruce Sinofsky had been in place to
shoot the making of “St. Anger” for a
goofy promotional gimmick—a series
of late-night infomercials advertising
the new record. Instead, they created a
full-length film, “Metallica: Some Kind
of Monster,”which was released in 2004.
These days, big-budget music docu-
mentaries tend to be produced or even
directed by the artists themselves, and
to unfold in predictable ways: a little
tension, a lot of comeback. But “Some
Kind of Monster” shows Metallica, a
band famous for being seemingly im-
pervious even to the death of one of its
members, at its clumsiest and most vul-
nerable. When I first saw the movie, I
was twenty-four and found the incon-
gruity of it—some guy in a sweater ask-
ing Metallica to talk about feelings—
funny; now, at forty-two, I find it
unbelievably poignant.

In the end, Metallica made a record
with all the defeated energy of a sink-
ing stone. “St. Anger” is airless, and
lacks magic. (It also lacks guitar solos.)
“Eh, it’s honest,” Hetfield told me,
shrugging. “You might not identify with
it,or you don't like the sound. But that’s
where we were, and that’s what we put
out. It’ll have its time, maybe.” He
laughed. “Maybe not!”

Somehow, Metallica managed to
survive. “It was the four of us in a room
with our instruments, looking at each
other and going, ‘O.K., it starts again,
right now, in this moment,” Hammett
said. The idea of moving on, and never
looking back, has long been central to
the band’s ethos. Though it would be
strange to talk about Metallica’s music
as hopeful or optimistic—it is not—
the band has been propelled, in a nearly
pathological way, by a kind of anti-nos-
talgia, a frenetic faith in whatever comes
next. “The past just fucks things up—
always,” Hetfield said to Ro/ling Stone
in 1993. Ulrich told me that he contem-
plates the band’s history only when he’s
being interviewed, and that even then
it tends to assume an uncanny, almost
mythic quality.

In 2007, the band hired Rick Rubin
to produce its ninth studio album,
“Death Magnetic,” and Rubin pro-
posed a thought experiment to the
members: What kind of record would
they make if Metallica didn’t exist?
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“The weight of the title Metallica’ is
a heavy one,” Rubin told me. “What
is the music you write if nobody has
heard of you before?” To an extent,
every Metallica record is a concept al-
bum about death—wanting it, fearing
it—but none embraces dying quite as
explicitly as “Death Magnetic.” The
songs are fast, complex, ornery, and
surprising. There are elaborate, harmo-
nized guitar solos, rhythm changes,
and lyrics that consider the delicate
membrane separating the still living
from the gone forever. “Just a Bullet
Away,” an outtake, sees Hetfield again
imagining, in a close and intimate way,
what it might feel like to kill oneself.
“All reflections look the same/In the
shine of the midnight revolver,” he
sings, his voice shuddering. If Hetfield
saw his mother’s unwillingness to re-
ceive medical treatment as an inadver-
tent embrace of death, rather than as
an expression of faith, it would make
sense for his life’s work to interrogate
that impulse. “There are times when
I'm so afraid of dying,” Hetfield told
me. “Other times, it’s, like, I'm good,”
he said. “I feel cleaned up inside.”

In September, 2019, Hetfield returned
to rehab, and the band cancelled a tour
of Australia and New Zealand; five
months later, Metallica pulled out of
two American festivals, because, as Het-
field explained in a message to fans, “I
have critical recovery events on those
weekends that cannot be moved.” “It

<

wasn't a tune-up, that’s for sure,” Het-
field said of that stint in rehab. “It was
me dropping the toolbox and saying, ‘I
don’t need this. I'm tired of this.’ It was
too much work being on the road and
trying to stay connected with home. I
was not caring for myself. I know that’s
kind of the theme here—me not know-
ing how to take care of myself.”

The hammering title track of Me-
tallica’s tenth album, “Hardwired . . . to
Self-Destruct” (2016), grapples with

whether it’s possible to thwart our
most damaging tendencies. “On the
way to paranoia/On the crooked
borderline/ On the way to great de-
stroyer/ Doom design,” Hetfield barks.
His response to help is sometimes ag-
gression. “I don't like being told what
to do,” he said. “I can identify what the
problem is, easy. But what’s the solu-
tion?” He paused. “I don’t know if I
want to hear the solution. I kind of want
to still be stuck in my shit.” Earlier this
year, Hetfield filed for divorce from
Francesca Tomasi, his wife of twenty-
five years. Hetfield continues to cite To-
masi as crucial to his early sobriety. “She
was the one that threw me out of the
house to go find help. I dont want to
call it tough love, because that’s cheap-
ening it,” he said. “It couldn’t have been
easy for her to say, ‘Get out.’ That af-
fects her life, too.”

I asked Hetfield if, in the absence of
drugs and alcohol, music might also
offer a useful kind of oblivion. I've felt
it, as a fan—the edges of my conscious-
ness get a little blurry, maybe I forget
where I am. He nodded. “There are
many names for it. I call it getting in
the zone,” he said. “You're not feeling
shameful about past stuft, you're not fu-
ture-tripping in fear about what’s com-
ing up next. You're right there, and you're
doing exactly what you need to do.” He
went on, ‘I think everyone searches for
that sense of presence. I searched for it
in the wrong medicines for a long time.
I just wanted to turn my head off. That
worked until it didn't work. Finding a
new god that isn’t alcohol . . . yeah, that’s
what I'm still workin’ on.”

his past spring, the San Francisco

Giants hosted Metallica Night at
Oracle Park. Hetfield and Hammett
were scheduled to perform an instru-
mental version of the national anthem
on their guitars, and Hetfield would
throw out the first pitch. The day be-
fore, they convened at what Metallica
calls HQ—an inconspicuous, semi-
industrial complex in San Rafael. It
contains the band’s administrative of-
fices, a studio, conference rooms, and a
cavernous practice space decorated with
hand-painted flags from around the
world and other fan-made ephemera.
Hetfield and Hammett ran through the

anthem a few times. There was some



LAY OF THE BODY

She who never wanted children who took pills not to have them who took
pills when she feared she would she who waited for the right job the right
partner the right moment to even open to the idea of them she who carried
them she whose organs went two-dimensional to make space who grew
a new organ whose own body bowed to the needs of the idea of something
she who vomited every day for eleven weeks who travelled with sour
candies in a bag until her tongue bled she who bled calmly on the phone
with the doctor she who slept on the floor of an empty office she who
lowered her doses of all the medicines that made her want to live in the first
place she who fed the body that fed the body on nothing but raw corn and
vitamins she who grew forty pounds and carried it to and from the bus to
the subway to the walk to work and back again she who took a course on
labor and labored for days she who heard the nurse say perbaps she has a
low tolerance for pain and thought back to when a mirror shattered her body
and her father unsure of how to stop the bleeding put her in two pairs of
sweatpants until they soaked through she who knows punishment is always
a negotiation of tolerance she who lost consciousness when the epidural did
its job too well who stomached three shots of ephedrine to breathe again so
the child inside could breathe again she who they raced into surgery whose
abdomen was sawed through and stitched up she who held the baby
covered in her own insides who itched for days from withdrawal who loved
the baby instantly who fed the baby until she passed out who gave up sleep

and time and mind and heart she who gave so generously of her body over

and over only to have them say it was never hers to give

messing around. There were some big
riffs. In their hands, the anthem be-
came burly, lawless, and tough.

The following afternoon, Hetfield
warmed up outside the park with one
of the band’s physical therapists. He
was throwing hard. “Better to go too
far than to have it bloop-bloop-bloop
to the plate,” Hetfield said. Earlier, in
the greenroom, he had watched a video
of Mariah Carey’s infamous first pitch
at the Tokyo Dome, in 2008, in which
she spectacularly whiffed it wearing
four-inch platform heels, big sunglasses,
and short shorts. “This seems much
harder to do in hot pants,” he said.

I asked Hetfield if he was more ner-
vous about the pitch than about the
anthem. “Oh, yeah,” he said. Football
is more his game. Hetfield grew up
rooting for the Oakland Raiders, be-
fore the team moved to Las Vegas, and
he said that playing the Raiders’ new
stadium in Vegas had been “a big deal.”
He met the quarterback Derek Carr
that night after sound check. “He’s a
super-spiritual guy, and I connected

—1Lizzie Harris

right away with that,” he said. “I was a
total dork, like, ‘Derek, this is gonna be
weird, but can I get your phone num-
ber?” I never ask anyone for that. We
text back and forth.”

When it was time to run through
the anthem, which would take place
near the pitcher’s mound, a security
guard—older, testy—stopped Hetfield.
“I gotta scan ya,” he barked, reaching
for Hetfield’s credential. “You gotta scan
me?” Hetfield laughed, with the incre-
dulity of someone who has not been
stopped by a security guard in several
decades. “I gotta scan ya,” the guy re-
peated, unmoved. On the field, play-
ers—including the outfielders Mike
Yastrzemski and Joc Pederson—lined
up to pay their respects. Alex Wood, a
pitcher, appeared holding a Sharpie and
a bottle of Blackened whiskey that he
keeps in his locker.

After sound check, Hammett and 1
sat high in the empty stands, overlook-
ing the bay. The sky was wide and
cloudless. “This area here used to be
filled with run-down warehouses and

factories from the forties,” Hammett
said, pointing across the water. “After
school, me and my friends, still in our
Catholic-school uniforms, used to
prowl around down here and throw
rocks. All the windows were already
broken out, but we'd try to get the last
shards of glass.”

Since joining Metallica, Hammett
has had to find a way to survive in a
band led by two alpha males. “If you're
a lead guitarist of that kind of talent,
the idea that youd be third when peo-
ple are listing band members—most
people could not live with that,” Burn-
stein, of Q-Prime, told me. “But Kirk
is a pure player. He lives to play.” Ham-
mett, who is Buddhist, will talk at length
about consciousness, God, enlighten-
ment, resonance, Nirvana. He believes
that the work he does with Metallica
is an extension of some sublime and
omnipotent creative force. “I put my-
self in this space where I take in all the
creativity around me and I channel it
to create more,” he said. His hope is
that Metallica facilitates a healing sort
of fellowship. “We are so nondenomi-
national,” he said, laughing. “Come to
the Church of Metallica. You'll become
a member and rejoice! You don't have
to direct anything at us. You can direct
it at the experience that you're having.”

That evening, Hetfield and Ham-
mett shredded their way through the
anthem. Afterward, Hetfield handed
off his guitar and strode toward the
pitcher’s mound. The throw was good.
Strong, assured, unwavering. Straight
across the plate.

In July, the Netflix series “Stranger
Things”—which follows a group of
rangy, anxious teens as they attempt to
save their home town from a spooky
alternative dimension known as the
Upside Down—débuted the second
part of its fourth season. The show is
the platform’s most watched original
series. The main protagonists are dev-
otees of Dungeons & Dragons and
members of something called the Hell-
fire Club, which is led by a sweet metal-
head named Eddie Munson. In the sea-
son finale, Munson, who preaches
nonconformity as a kind of sanctifying
practice, volunteers—spoiler alert!—to
sacrifice himself, and does so while
standing on the roof of a trailer in the
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“The time has come far you to all camp/imenz‘ my cooking. 7

Upside Down, playing the guitar solo
from the song “Master of Puppets.”
(The season is set in 1986.) Two weeks
after the episode was released, “Master
of Puppets,” which is more than eight
minutes long, appeared on the Hot 100
for the first time, at No. 40. (The show
gave a similar boost to Kate Bush’s
“Running Up That Hill (A Deal with
God),”which came out in 1985.) “Mas-
ter of Puppets” entered the Top Ten on
Spotify’s U.S. chart, and the Top Fifty
on its global chart; soon, it had been
streamed more than half a billion times.

Unsurprisingly, older Metallica fans
found the attention annoying. It’s easy
to forget that, in the mid-eighties, pub-
licly identifying as a Metallica fan often
meant being labelled a druggie, a weirdo,
a creep; back then, a person suffered
socially for an allegiance to thrash. The
idea that true metal fandom requires
weathering such stigma is foundational
and long-standing. Yet the band was
quick to embrace its new acolytes. Me-
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tallica’s members even filmed them-
selves wearing Hellfire Club T-shirts
and jamming along to footage of Mun-
son’s solo. In a pinned comment on its
official TikTok, the band clarified its
open-door policy: “FYI—EVERYONE
is welcome in the Metallica Family.
Whether you've been a fan for 40 hours
or 40 years.” Well, fine. The solo was
recorded for the show by Tye Trujillo,
Robert Trujillo’s eighteen-year-old son.
The hope was that it would sound raw
and frenetic, as though a teen-ager were
playing it. “I don’t think Tye fully un-
derstood how this thing was gonna
blossom,” Trujillo told me. “I liked that.
At our house, we don’t have a whole
lot of TV going all the time. We live
in Topanga Canyon, and there’s a lot
of time to play music and make art and
go hiking and surfing. In some ways,
he’s sheltered from the energy around
these kinds of things. There’s a purity
there, which I love.”

In late July, Metallica headlined Lol-

lapalooza, in Chicago—its first U.S.
date since the “Stranger Things” finale
aired. When the band first played the
festival, in 1996, the booking angered
Perry Farrell, Lollapalooza’s co-founder
and the front man of the alt-rock band
Jane’s Addiction. “A lot of people were
pissed,” Burnstein told me. “I under-
stand how Perry felt—like his alterna-
tive thing was being co-opted.” He
added, “Of course, there was Perry last
night backstage, saying hi to the guys.”
These days, Lollapalooza is mostly in-
distinguishable from any other major
American music festival. The weekend’s
other headliners included the pop star
Dua Lipa, the rapper J. Cole, and the
pop-punk band Green Day. In the wake
of “Stranger Things,” Metallica was now
the most newsworthy act on the bill.

The night before the show, the band
met in Grant Park to film a short skit
with Joseph Quinn, the twenty-nine-
year-old British actor who plays Mun-
son. “You're taller than on the TV,” Het-
field joked, shaking Quinn’s hand. The
band took Quinn into its tuning trailer
to jam. “T'll give you a four count,” Ul-
rich said, drumsticks aloft. Quinn left
with a signed guitar; the video was
posted to the band’s social-media ac-
counts. Afterward, the band went on-
stage to rehearse. It had rained earlier
in the day, and the ground was slick
with mud. I stood on a piece of ply-
wood in a mostly empty field and
watched Metallica warm up.

Hetfield has evolved into a magnetic
front man. Early on, he said, his stage
persona—cocky, aggressive, hard—was
mostly aspirational. “Being up onstage
is a fantasy world,” he said. “Everyone
is out there sprinkling you with won-
derful dust. You start to believe it, and
then you get home and you go, 'Where’s
my dust?’” he said. “Not so wonderful
now, sitting here alone with two cats,
taking the garbage out.” On tour, he
said, the days off are harder than the
days on. There’s nowhere to funnel the
energy; time turns into a strange, lim-
inal expanse. “My body is tired, but my
mind is still going. What do I do with
that?” he said. “I just ask people in the
crew, or friends, or my assistant, ‘Hey,
can you just sit down and watch TV
with me?”” “Moth Into Flame,” a song
from “Hardwired . . . to Self Destruct,”
is about the intoxication of celebrity. “I



believe the addiction to fame is a real
thing,” Hetfield said. “I've got my lit-
tle recovery posse on the road to help
me out. We'll say a prayer before going
onstage: James, youre a human being.
You're going to die. You're here doing
service. You're doing the best you can.’
That is helpful for me.”

The following afternoon, the park
filled with thousands of Metallica shirts,
many of which looked conspicuously
new. The atmosphere backstage was re-
laxed. I sat on a wicker couch with Rob-
ert Trujillo and drank a brand of canned
water called Liquid Death. One of the
group’s trailers was labelled “Yoga.”
Shortly before Metallica’s set, I climbed
a riser on the edge of the stage so that
I could see both the band and the crowd.
Festival sets can be hard—much of the
audience had been bobbing in the late-
July sun for nine hours by the time Me-
tallica took the stage—but the energy
was high. “Master of Puppets”has been
a fixture on the band’s set list for de-
cades, but now it’s been granted extra
prominence as the final song of the en-
core. As Hammett began to play the
solo, footage of Eddie Munson appeared
on huge screens flanking the stage. The
crowd went nuts. I clung to the edge
of the riser. For a moment, it felt as
though all of Chicago were shaking.

After Metallica’s set, Ulrich rushed
oft to the Metro, a rock club near Wrig-
ley Field. His two oldest sons—Myles
and Layne—play in an excellent bass-
and-drums duo called Taipei Houston,
and had a gig opening for the British
band Idles. “That was the past, this is
the future!” Ulrich joked, sprinting to-
ward a waiting S.U.V. wearing a navy-
blue bathrobe with the hood up. At the
Metro, he stood in the V.I.P. balcony,
glowing with pride. After the set, as
Myles and Layne dutifully broke down
their gear, Ulrich chatted with the club’s
owner, Joe Shanahan, about the first
time Metallica played the Metro,in Au-
gust of 1983, opening for the metal band
Raven. Ulrich was nineteen.

Later, over tea at his hotel, I asked
Ulrich about the “Stranger Things” phe-
nomenon. He leaned back, sanguine: “If
you and I were sitting here twenty years
ago, thirty years ago, back then it was
really only about the music. Partaking
in these sorts of opportunities would
have been considered selling out. But

the culture is so much more forgiving
of these types of things now.” He con-
tinued, “When you've been around as
long as we have, you have to kind of ebb
and flow. I don't think there were any
writeups about Lollapalooza this morn-
ing that didn't mention Eddie, didn't
mention ‘Stranger Things.’ And it’s not
like ‘Eh, what the fuck, is the music not
good enough?’ It’s like . . . it’s cool.”

I n 2021, the band released “The Me-
tallica Blacklist,”a collection of fifty-
three covers of songs from the Black
Album, in honor of the record’s thirti-
eth anniversary. Twelve of the fifty-three
artists chose to cover “Nothing Else
Matters,” which Hetfield wrote when
the band was on tour in support of
“...And Justice for All.” Elton John
once compared “Nothing Else Matters”
(favorably) to “Greensleeves.” It is, by
my accounting, Metallica’s first song
about romantic love. Hetfield can be
coy about its origins—he missed his
girlfriend; he found that feeling em-
barrassing—but it is also true that, since
its initial release, “Nothing Else Mat-
ters” has come to sound less specifically
romantic and more like an ode to any
kind of life-sustaining devotion. It’s
technically a waltz, but it feels like the
last of the great power ballads: momen-
tous, tortured, cathartic, triumphant.
The Metallica community often talks
about the track as a fan anthem of sorts.
In moments of deep communion with

Q

the band and its music, nothing else
matters. It’s an emotional song, but a
terrifying one, too. “What’s heavier than
love?” Scott Ian said.

This sort of vulnerability was once
anathema to Metallica—“What I've
felt, what I've known/Never shined
through in what I've shown,” Hetfield
sings on “The Unforgiven’—but it now
feels central to the band’s mission. The
singer and songwriter Kris Kristoffer-
son, a longtime supporter, praised Me-

tallica’s humanity and good will. “I'm a
huge fan of their music, but even more
so of the remarkable human beings they
are,” he told me. “All heart.” In conver-
sation, I found Hetfield warm and dis-
armingly open. He often inquired after
my baby daughter. When I mentioned
that I was having a hard time sleeping
in my hotel room, he reminded me that
it was important to have something
from home. “My daughter gave me these
stones—what are they called? Crystals,”
he said. “You've gotta bring something.
A pillowcase, some lavender oil.”

One afternoon, I asked Hetfield if
he felt as though hed finally found the
life and community he'd always wanted:
he lives in Colorado, hunting, beekeep-
ing, spending time outdoors; he sees
friends; he tours with Metallica. He
paused to consider the question. “Will
I ever admit that I found it? Will I ever
allow myself to be happy enough to
say I found it? Maybe that’s a lifelong
quest, the search for family,” he said.
“When my family disintegrated, early
on in life, I found it in music, I found
it in the band. I remember Lars being
the first one to buy a house and have
friends over, and I was, like, ‘Who are
these people? You didn’t invite me!
You're cheating on me with another
tamily!” Obviously, our fans have be-
come a kind of worldwide family. But
at the end of the day they say they love
you and you kind of go, ‘O.K. ... what
does that really mean?’”

But they do at least love a version
of you, I ventured—the version of you
that exists in the work.

“Yeah, and what version is that?”
Hetfield countered.

It was a naive thought, presuming
that he could cloister or delineate a self
in the context of a band he has led his
entire adult life. “Metallica is bigger
than the individual members,” Burn-
stein told me. “And to some extent, in
their lives, they are subservient to the
idea of Metallica.” T'hat feeling of ob-
ligation has kept the band going, by
giving shape to what its members have
sacrificed. “The fifth member of Me-
tallica is the collective,” Ulrich said.
“People say, ' What does Metallica mean
to you? It’s just a fuckin’. . . it’s a state
of mind.” He paused. “Metallica is the
whole energy of the universe. We just
steer it along.” 4
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ast night my husband dreamed
L I'left him, though my husband

never dreams, or if he does he
dreams of nothing—of sending an
e-mail, petting the cat. “I live not in
dreams but in contemplation of a re-
ality that is perhaps the future,” Rilke,
and not my husband, said. My hus-
band brought up his dream over break-
fast, but I had an early day, errands,
a million meetings. I was almost out
the door.

Later, on my way back home, I'm
waiting for a westbound train, shift-
ing a bag of groceries, when someone
texts me a clip, so I tap my screen to
watch. In it a man in a dark-blue suit
steps up to a waiting group. His back
is to the camera. He’s speaking to a
woman and a tall red-headed man—
greeting them, or thanking them, or
telling them goodbye. The clip is shaky,
blurred. Someone made it by holding
a phone in front of a TV screen. I can

just make out the ticker; I catch “Iowa”

and “White House.” Then the man
in the suit reaches out to touch the
woman’s arm. The woman steps away.
I'watch the clip again. It’s not five sec-
onds long. The man in the suit steps
up to the group. He tries to touch her
face. Not her arm, her face. The woman
steps away. People are getting off the
train. People are getting on. I have no
idea who sent the clip. There’s a num-
ber but no name.

Now comes a coincidence. There’s a
man on this train with a too loud voice,
a man in a dark-blue suit. At first he
seems jolly, drunk. The westbound train
goes “Haaaaaaaaaaa.” He’s friends with
the whole world until he zeroes in on
me. “Hello, wife,” he says, taking steps
in my direction. The train car lurches
left. Then with a flash like a magic trick
he produces a golden credit card and
pops it in front of my face. He raises
his eyebrows. Am I impressed? “This
is my wife,” he tells the train, but com-
muters stare out windows at the pass-
ing backs of mansions. The sun has
nearly set. When we plunge into a tun-
nel he lifts that credit card up, high
above my head. “The life breath of man
is the lamp of the Lord,” he says, his
voice suddenly sonorous, his golden
card a lantern now to guide us in the
dark. Then the train comes to a stop.
The doors slide open, but I don’t move.

But then I do, I run. I'm halfway out.
I've timed it well. The doors are about
to close. But the man in the suit is
quick. His thinning hair and reek of
booze. His hand is on my arm. “Hey,”
I say. But no one looks. I tear myself
away. “Goodbye, wife,” he calls. “I’ll
catch you another time.”

Emerging from the station, I step
inside the rain. I step into a cloud. All
around, it smells like trees. Impossible
not to picture a forest in the fog, but
there’s no forest here. I'm still holding
the bag of groceries. I can still feel the
palm of his hand. Then all the way up
the hill to my house I assume he is in-
side—my actual husband, I mean, and
I am his actual wife. Our child will be
inside as well, no doubt on their com-
puter, their bedroom window aglow.
But when I arrive the windows are dark.
I can’t unlock the door. Then I unlock
it and flip on the light. I call both their

names up the stairs.

wo weeks before any of this, I

stepped onto another train and
smiled at a pale young man gripping
the metal bar. This was the morning
rush hour. There was nowhere else to
stand. As soon as the doors slid shut,
the young man started to talk. He never
stopped, under his breath, just stared
at my stomach, my dress: “So nice,
so nice, so nice.” Describing it later,
I laughed, but my husband was not
amused. “I'm not laughing,”I told him,
even though I was. A few days later I
saw the young man again, I saw his
picture, I mean, a shot from a door-
bell camera, while scrolling the neigh-
borhood app. He'd assaulted a woman
not four blocks away, or tried to, on
her porch steps, having followed her
from the train.

Now I am home and my family is
not. I leave my husband a voice mail.
“Hey, where are you?” I say.

For weeks my child has been ob-
sessed with a video game called Daphne.
In Daphne you're on an island. You're
a man who has lost something, and
you wander around the island mutter-
ing to yourself. The island is beset by
mist. The mist sprouts seabirds, cliffs.
Go left down a path to the ocean. Turn
right through a doorway and descend
a flight of stairs. There’s something
else there: moaning. From somewhere

deep inside, the island is trying to speak.
To get closer to the source, you enter
a dark cave. The farther in you go, the
more you're able to see; the walls of
the cave are glowing blue with some-
thing alive or dead. You can just make
out your booted feet. The moaning
grows louder. Yet the first-person play-
er’s muttering can be heard above every-
thing else, his footsteps on the rocky
path, my child alone in their room. I
hear it like a song at night: mutter,
moan, and step.

But now their computer is sleeping.
I shut a bedroom window. Then I go
downstairs and open the door and call
for the cat in the fog.

In a book I've been reading about a
painter in the early twentieth century,
there’s a passage about how she, the
painter, Paula, liked to be alone: newly
married, thus newly renamed, when-
ever her husband, Otto Modersohn,
went away on a trip, she'd paint and
paint and paint, and at whatever hour
she liked she'd stop to eat and would
not set the table. No candles. No meat.
At dinner she'd read Goethe with rice
pudding. “Half of me is still Paula
Becker,” she wrote, “and the other half
is acting as if it were.” But since I have
to be on campus by eight, into the shin-
ing microwave I toss a frozen burrito.
Then I text my husband: “I am not
*leaving™ I have to go to work.”

The street lamps in the mist are
wild pearls of light. I nod at a passing
neighbor, walk down a half-hidden
path. I cross a six-lane street. Next
comes the row of campus garages
wrapped with metal screens—every-
thing is sculpture, maybe—which rip-
ple and clink in the wind. Here is the
staircase lined with dogwoods, which
blossom-tunnels each spring, and then
I pass the gates of the Experimental
Prairie. I stop beside a bench. “Hello
where are you?” I text. A plastic sign
near the concrete path introduces the
grasses by name. Sideoats grama. Fowl
Manna.“The cluster of flowers,” it says,
“is called an inflorescence.” Most of
the plants come up to my chest, but
here and there a thistle rises high above
everything else, its bulbous purple head
atop a thin green stalk. The tallest this-
tle brings to mind a camera, possibly
alive, a sentient alien technology trans-
mitting news of Earth. “Cursed is the
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ground because of you,” God allegedly
said. “Both thorns and thistles it shall
grow.” But I often feel like a thistle
myself, a bulbous inflorescence, trans-
mitting news of Earth.

Inside the lecture hall the walls are
lined with latecomers who couldn’t get
a seat,and between these standing peo-
ple are paintings from the eighties by
a former professor’s wife, the people in
them color-blocked and bent. The vis-
iting writer is celebrated. Tens of thou-
sands fo/low her. She takes a sip as peo-
ple watch. Then she clears her throat.
She places her glass on the lectern, but
she sets it down in such a way that her
face is inside the water. That is, from
where I sit in the room, the water in
the cup contains her entire face. Any-
way, I think, they’re probably back by
now, with homework spread out on the
table, and, I hope, feeding the cat. “You
need to get back to me please,” I type,
then set my phone to silent. The vis-
itor begins. She’s reading us a story
about a woman on a trip. The woman
has lost her glasses in a desolate pub-
lic space. A stranger, a man, offers to
help. He leads her down a sidewalk.
It’s starting to get dark, but the two
continue to walk. Someone beside me
sneezes. I quickly slip back in. The story
is like a spell. There’s a road, a woman,
upheaval. They skirt a grassy strip. Soon
the man is telling the woman she has
no one to trust but him.

Meanwhile, the man in Daphne has
probably killed his wife. That is the
player’s backstory, which you piece to-
gether from his muttered fragments as
you wander across the island. “The
man,” my husband explained one night,
“killed his wife drunk driving.” “No,”
our child said, “it’s that you asked an-
other man to drive you home from a
party, and it was that man who was
drunk, and then there was a crash, but
only Daphne died.” Go left and you
were the driver; turn right and you
made a choice that caused your wife
to die. Continue straight on the fork-
ing path and you’ll approach a garden
wall. It’s a garden in the mist, a former
garden, overgrown, and perched atop
a cliff. But even within the garden walls
you must listen to his muttering, con-
template his regret. He is sorry, he is
suffering, that much is perfectly clear.
You pass driftwood crosses, orange
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poppies, clumps of yellow gorse. The
sky is like a painting. You approach the
edge of the cliff. “It’s a graphic master-
piece,” my child said, quoting an on-
line review.

Something is waiting to happen, 1
think. This is just the lull.

What happens after a reading is
called a wine reception. Mostly there is
cheese. To my left a grad student per-
sists: “. .. with Cate Blanchett and the
interviewer says, ‘Where do kindness
and compassion exist, in your opinion,’
and, like, ‘Where do you locate a sense
of a moral compass, in this brutal world,
or whatever, and Cate Blanchett says,
‘It’s in my vagina.”” My office is steps
away, which means I can feign a rea-
son, I can slip through the door and
hide. Still, I hear their voices. I don’t
turn on the light. The window is black
like beads of jet and I am the shape of
a nightgown. I turn oft my phone and
turn it back on, but this produces no
new texts, no e-mails, and no missed
calls. So I rehearse what I've been told:
I've been told that I worry too much.
I've been told that I resist zrusting the
signs when things are going O.K. But
when are things ever O.K.? Bad things,
I know, enormously bad, are happen-
ing all the time. And the little things
add up, like my kid spending recess
alone, again, eating alone at lunch, or
how distracted my husband has been,
how lately he shifts his face so I'm kiss-
ing only his cheek, or how he keeps

{4a

forgetting to bolt the back door even
though he knows the doorknob lock
is broken, so I'm regularly coming home
to a house that’s been unlocked for
hours, meaning anybody walking past
might have stepped inside our kitchen,
tingered the photos on our fridge,
sneaked down into the basement—

A colleague calls my name. The
crowd in the hallway has shrunk. The
table is strewn with strawberry stems,
and I have been invited; everyone is

heading first to the train and then to
a favorite bar.

“T'll walk as far as the fountains,” I
say, “but then I have to go home.”

he bright lights from the stadium

make the thick fog look like water,
like a lake over our heads. I imagine
I hear it lapping, but that’s probably
someone’s shoe. As we pass two cops
on bicycles, I stumble on the path, typ-
ing my husband an e-mail, while a
grad student is saying, “T'hat thing you
brought up in class,” reaching out a
steadying arm, “about not really hav-
ing, like, one authentic voice.” The
fountains are just ahead, lit up in the
dark, where the path beneath our feet
branches out in three directions. I
should take the path that leads to the
road that leads to the hill to my house.
But I stay with the group. I don't split
off. I'm talking to my student, answer-
ing him with words. I let myself be
pulled along, past the fountains with
water like glass, into the station eleva-
tor, out onto the platform. As the east-
bound train arrives with a hiss, I'm ap-
proaching my house in my mind: down
the path, up the street, but all the win-
dows are dark. I try it again and again—
down the path, up the street—but no-
body is home.

Four weeks ago this Sunday I was
sitting in front of my laptop when a
message popped up from a friend. He'd
be passing through the city and did 1
want to get together in the early after-
noon. “Sorry,” I typed back. “I'm going
to a pumpkin patch, if you can believe
it, with a bunch of kids from my kid’s
school.” I noticed then that this same
person had messaged me over the sum-
mer, after I'd posted about being some-
where teaching a summer class. He'd
gone to college in the area, he'd said.
“It’s my first time here,” I'd written
back. “Yes,” I agreed, “it’s beautiful.” He
mentioned the currents, the air, how
good his body felt whenever he was
there. The town was on the ocean and
there were clumps of bright-pink sweet
peas on the sides of all the roads. I'd
forgotten this exchange, but now I re-
membered that, even then, I hadn't been
able to place him. I'd just thought I rec-
ognized his name. I remembered now,
too, how typing sweet peas had felt flir-

tatious, alone as I was in that other



place, speaking privately with a man,
though perhaps that feeling had more
to do with how intensely I'd admired
the flowers, and again I'd assumed he
was someone I'd corresponded with be-
fore. But now I checked and he was
not. I didn’t seem to know him, and I
was unsure how or why he thought that
he knew me. Still, I figured, he must.
Another message sounded. “Which
pumpkin patch?” it said. I didn’t re-
spond. Minutes later: “Do you know
where the pumpkin patch is?” Then:
“Can you send directions?” “Sorry,” I
finally wrote, “I don't know where it
is. 'm not driving.” This was true. “I
have to go,” I said, and I shut my lap-
top and went downstairs and listened
to the news. A billionaire was in outer
space. The three hundredth mass shoot-
ing of the year had just occurred. An
individual in Afghanistan had survived
a drone attack.

Two hours later there was a knock
on our front door. My husband and I
were playing cards. “You get it,” I said,
and I stepped into the kitchen. How
could I have known? Obviously, I couldnt.
But I hadn’t told my husband about the
messages from that summer, or the ones
that morning. What was there to tell? I
heard the stranger say my name. I heard
him say, “She knows me.” I shook my
head in the kitchen. My husband asked
him to wait. “It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll talk
to him.” “Who is this guy?” he said. “I
don't really know,” I answered. I slipped
on my shoes and stepped outside. The
stranger was alone on the porch. He
looked at me as though he knew me. He
smiled and looked away. I could sense
my husband inside the house, passing
behind the walls.

But nothing bad happens in Daphne.
It’s always only lull. No puzzle to solve,
no objective, no end. There’s only the
space of the player’s despair—his con-
stant talk, that muttering—and how you
manage to feel, or where you manage
to go inside the landscape of his mood.

“T don’'t know him,” I said, “I don’t
know why he came here, I have no idea
how he found our house.” It sounded
like a lie, though it almost entirely wasn't.
My husband went into the yard to make
sure that the stranger had gone, but
even at that moment there was a mes-
sage on my phone. He could tell I'd
been happy to see him, he wrote, be-

cause I'd been so nice. Another mes-
sage would follow without a response
from me, and then another, and others,
their tone increasingly hostile, yet the
officer we'd speak with would tell us
there was nothing the police could do
without a credible threat. Then back
there in the moment a minivan pulled
up. “Time to go,” I called, and my kid
came bounding down the stairs pull-
ing on their jacket.

've never been out this far.

When everyone else got off for
the bar, I stayed where I was, seated
on the train. My students called out
as the doors shut, and I watched them
slide away. I wasn't alone on the train.
There were passengers seated or stand-
ing nearby, and the driver sat at the
front. “This is an eastbound train,” she
said, and passengers got off, but nobody
got on. When we finally emerged above-
ground, the train was nearly empty. I
watched the passing city lights and
thought about the story that the vis-
iting writer had read. The woman in
it could hardly see. She was moving
down the road, scared but also desper-
ate, for all her own good reasons, mov-
ing toward something bad. But plot is
so seductive. You don't really want it
to stop. Or you don’t know how to
stop it. Then I realized the fog was
gone. We were high up on a bridge,
high above the river. Had the river
swallowed the fog? But the river looked
like nothing. It looked like empty space.
Still, I knew it was down there, filled
with fish and mud.

I'd e-mailed. I'd called. I'd texted so
many times. When we cross this bridge,
I thought, we’ll be in a different state.
Then we crossed the bridge. We passed
a bright casino and a darkened R.V.
park, then empty houses with missing
bricks, then a house with missing bricks
and a catalpa tree inside it. Then the
train kept going, going and going and
going through what seemed like more
of nothing but must have been one
enormous farm after another.

One afternoon last winter, my hus-
band and child rode this train just to
see where it ended. Despite the dark-
ness, I can see now that it looks just
as they described: a single track in a
parking lot surrounded by fields of hay.

There’s one other passenger left on the

train. I follow as she disembarks. She
carries a sweatshirt, a purse. She seems
to know where she’s going. I follow
her down the ramp. She pretends she
doesn’t see me, but I follow her all the
way. I'm bad at talking to strangers, un-
less they ask for help. She doesn’t ask
for help, or even turn around. She hur-
ries toward a gray sedan, the only car
in the lot. It reminds me of something
I read once, but only distantly remem-
ber, about a woman who couldn’t sleep.
She hadn't slept for weeks. One night
she drove to a train station and parked
in the empty lot. She sat inside her car.
It was hard to tell, as a reader, if she
had fallen asleep at last or not when
her car began to shake. She dropped
the keys by her feet in fear. Someone
was outside her car, rocking it back and
forth. Now the woman slams her door.
She looks at me through the window.
She starts the gray sedan. I watch her
drive away. I cross the empty lot. At
the line where the lot turns into the
field, I take my phone out of my pocket.
There’s no service, which means no
message, and the battery is low. It’s a
relief just to leave it on the ground.

In her film “The Beaches of Agnés,”
almost at the start, Agnés Varda says
to the camera that if we opened up
people’s bodies we would find land-
scapes inside. If you opened my body,
she says, you would find beaches in me.
Having crossed the field with its rolls
of hay, then passed through a tangle of
woods, I've come to some other place,
where the grass looks like a sea. The
wind moves through the grasses, and
I move through them, too. At first the
grasses come up to my knees, and then
after a minute they rise as high as my
head. Other things surround me, too:
star-shaped flowers in yellow and white,
plastic netting, purple thistle, milkweed
gone to seed. If you opened up my body,
I think, this is what youd find, exactly
the place where I'm standing. There’s
a cross-rhythm from the crickets, plus
the hum of distant traffic, plus the sound
of drying grasses moving in the wind.
My body’s obscured by the waving of
plants. This is the prairie at night. All
you can see is darkness now and mil-
lions of flowers like stars. ¢

NEWYORKER.COM
Danielle Dutton on what a narrative can hold.
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THE CRITICS

TALKRING MOVIES

What Hollywood s ultimate oral history reveals.

hat exactly 7s an “oral his-
tory,” and why would we
need one? Most history be-

gins and ends with personal witness,
and even written documents, after all,
were very often once spoken memo-
ries, with many of the best histories de-
pending on recollected conversation,
from Boswell’s life of Dr. Johnson to
the court memoirs of Saint-Simon. Yet
the term has become so much a part of
our book culture that it tells us to ex-
pect something very specific: a heavily
edited chain of first-person recollec-
tions, broken into distinct related bits,
about a place or a system or an event.
Although the contemporary version
has roots in the oral histories compiled
by the W.P.A. in the nineteen-thirties,
it seems to derive, in form, from doc-
umentary films of the sixties like those
of D. A. Pennebaker and Richard Lea-
cock, in which testimony is offered in
sequential counterpoint, without ex-
plicit commentary.

The significant promise of oral his-
tory, as opposed to the obviously writ-
ten kind, is that the parade of first-per-
son witnesses, unimpeded by editorial
interference, might, at last, tell it like it
is. Though oral history from below pro-
duced blue-collar pop masterpieces in
Studs Terkel's “Hard Times” and “Work-
ing,” the genre now mostly amplifies
history very much from above. So, after
Jean Stein and George Plimpton’s fine
oral history “American Journey” (1971),
a chorus of voices speaking on the train
bringing home Bobby Kennedy’s body,
their subsequent and even more suc-
cessful one, “Edie” (1982), was devoted
to the Warholite-socialite Edie Sedg-
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wick. That may be a clue to the form:
an oral history works best as a series of
impressions made on other people’s
minds, and someone like Edie was on/y
the impressions she made on other peo-
ple’s minds. That’s broadly true of show
people, too. Peter Bogdanovich’s two
good collections of interviews with di-
rectors and actors, “Who the Devil
Made It” and “Who the Hell’s in It,”
are not, strictly speaking, oral histories,
but they become so in their intricately
self-conscious sequencing and broad
panoramas of people. In the past few
decades, there have been notable oral
histories—in the form of books or mag-
azine features—about the making of
films including “Deliverance,” “Urban
Cowboy,” “Goodfellas,” “Clueless,”
“Dazed and Confused,”and “Mad Max:
Fury Road.”

What makes Bogdanovich’s books
matchless bedside reading is the sense
that everybody counts. A similar oral
history of Abstract Expressionism would
doubtless contain a constant series of
old quarrels about Pollock, de Kooning,
Mitchell, and other luminaries. In Bog-
danovich’s interviews, the Dodo’s rule
rules: everybody has a part and every-
body gets a prize. Although Howard
Hawks and John Ford are given par-
ticular attention, the big figures are re-
spected the way football coaches re-
spect other football coaches, knowing
that their success has much to do with
the constellation of talent that hap-
pened to form around them. Because
the intentions and the creation are so
nearly simultaneous, Bogdanovich’s in-
terviews with even third-rank directors
make more satisfying reading than any

number of critical biographies do. Most
artistic biographies are studies in pre-
meditation. Writers such as Henry
James or Virginia Woolf can be found
brooding on a “problem” that they share
with their circles, agonize over in let-
ters, and then attempt to resolve. This
never happens with a Hollywood film-
maker from the classic period. There
are no letters from Howard Hawks say-
ing, “I feel often these days the need to
make a Western, but not a Western in
the conventional manner, of the kind
that so many of our generation have la-
bored with too long, but rather—and
how to explain thisP—one somehow
underlit by elements of tragedy, almost,
one might say, Greek, though Hesiod
perhaps more than Homer, as yet un-
realized in the form.” He just makes

“Red River,” which is that.

Only when movies are discussed
in retrospect, paradoxically, does
some version of intention emerge.
Jeanine Basinger and Sam Wasson’s
“Hollywood: The Oral History”
(Harper) now seeks to render the pro-
cess of moviemaking, from the silents
right up to today, genuinely transpar-
ent. Basinger, a film historian and ar-
chivist possessed of a love of movies
(and for whom this writer did minor
editorial chores many decades ago on
a book about “It’s a Wonderful Life”),
and Wasson, a former student of hers
and the author of books about “Break-
fast at Tiffany’s,” “Chinatown,” and
“Fosse,” tell us that much of the testi-
mony in their pages derives from the
Harold Lloyd Master Seminars, which
were held, during the past half century,
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under the auspices of the American
Film Institute.

Billed as “the only comprehensive
tirst-hand history of Hollywood,”
Basinger and Wasson’s book is first-
hand history in its Sunday best, with
all the witnesses speaking formally to
a public eager to have the shiniest face
put on things, a pressure felt through-
out its pages. Though occasionally en-
livened by tales of sexual
and professional jealousy—
we learn that Mae Busch
clobbered Mabel Normand
over the head with “a vase
or something” when she
was discovered in flagrante
with their mutual amour,
Mack Sennett, thereby put-
ting an end to the high pe-
riod of Keystone come-
dies—it is not nearly as
enlivened by tales of sexual and profes-
sional jealousy as one suspects a com-
prehensively accurate history of Hol-
lywood would have to be. Most stories
here are positive, most people decorous,
most collaborations happy. Notorious
bullies, thugs, and couch-casters like
Darryl Zanuck and David O. Selznick
emerge as good company men, “rough”
and “tough,” perhaps, but also “confi-
dent and bold” executives devoted to
making good movies. Frank Capra ap-
pears here as a benevolent overseer—a
very different Capra from the narcis-
sistic dictator-director one encounters
in, for instance, the fine recent mem-
oir by Victoria Riskin, the daughter of
Capra’s indispensable screenwriter Rob-
ert Riskin, which tells of Riskin’s mar-
riage to Fay Wray, of “King Kong” fame,
and his attempts to escape from Capra’s
grip. (The memoir is distinguished by
its portrayal of a beautiful actress who
preferred a Jewish wit to a giant ape.)
For a fuller, stereoscopic view, we might
read with this book in one hand and
Kenneth Anger’s “Hollywood Babylon”
in the other.

Nonetheless, it is, as people used to
say before books were turned on rather
than picked up, a hard book to put down.
The special virtue of Basinger and Was-
son’s work is its seamlessly sequential
organization, so that talk about cine-
matographers flows neatly into talk
about writers, which flows into talk about
actors, almost all of it magically muci-
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laged part to part. With a net cast this
wide, many glimmering fish are drawn
up. We get wonderful testimony from
Hannah Sheeld, a onetime “script girl™—
what we would now call a continuity
supervisor—detailing how electric the
mundane job of making certain that ev-
erything is the same from scene to scene
can be. “She is the only one whose eyes
are riveted at all times,” Sheeld tells us,
and she can make an edi-
tor’s life much easier if she
takes specific notes on each
take (e.g., “Take one was
NG"—no good—*because
of fluffed lines through-
out”). Elia Kazan explains
that, having come from the
theatre, he had to learn to
trust the sustained long shot
and resist the urge to cut
into it. “The whole thing
with a theatre-trained person is to jump
in and see the facial expression,” Kazan
says, but Ford taught him that it was
often best to leave it a mystery. Cine-
matographers seem on the whole
happy—they were the ones on set who
actually communed most intimately
with the stars, lighting away lines and
fixing facial angles—and composers on
the whole not: Elmer Bernstein recalls
having to write, for Cecil B. DeMille’s
“The Ten Commandments,” specific set
themes for Moses, evil, God, and Exo-
dus. (“All of these things worked in a
rather literal way.”) Nobody who loves
old movies won't be tickled to discover
that Clark Gable’s jackets in “Gone with
the Wind” had padded shoulders, in an
anachronistic, nineteen-thirties style,
which differentiated him from the rest
of the nineteenth-century Southern
gents. On the other hand, Joan Craw-
ford, though she always seems to be in
shoulder pads, never needed them. “Her
shoulders were naturally square,” the de-
signer Jean-Louis announces. Of such
winning details is the book built, often
delightfully.

The good cheer that “Hollywood:
An Oral History” exudes extends down
past the shoulders and into areas where
one finds it hard to credit all the ge-
niality. The producer Pandro Berman
says blandly, “While I can well under-
stand the anguish that writers suffered
during the days when there were four
and five and six writers on a film, I must

say I also understand the predicament
of the producer who time after time
would find he couldn't get a good screen-
play from « writer and had to get cer-
tain values from other writers.” This
shrugging defense of the assembly-line
system is not, to put it mildly, the way
that the writers saw the thing; nowhere
in the book is there anything resem-
bling Raymond Chandler’s once famous
diatribe: “It is the essence of this sys-
tem that it seeks to exploit a talent with-
out permitting it the right to be a tal-
ent. It cannot be done; you can only
destroy the talent, which is exactly what
happens—when there is any to destroy.”

1d Hollywood has by now become

so enshrined that we strain to re-
call the cynical, disgusted view of it that
used to be taken for granted among high-
minded people. For decades, S.J. Perel-
man, a veteran of the system, got terrific
comedy in these pages out of sending
up the inanities and the grotesque pre-
tensions of Hollywood producers—while
also guying the pretensions of the art-
house cinema, with its relentless festi-
vals of “Battleship Potemkin”and “The
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.” These days,
Erich von Stroheim’s “Foolish Wives,”
whose absurdities of story and style Perel-
man mocked, is played, in worthily re-
stored form, in the garden of the Mu-
seum of Modern Art, as though it were,
well, “Battleship Potemkin.” Who now
remembers that Raymond Chandler also
called Hollywood “an endless conten-
tion of tawdry egos, some of them pow-
erful, almost all of them vociferous, and
almost none of them capable of any-
thing much more creative than credit-
stealing and self-promotion”?

And yet an important quaver rises:
most of us know Chandler best through
his screenplay, brutally extracted by Billy
Wilder, for the peerless “Double In-
demnity.” The contrast between work
with integrity that no one notices and
compromised work that everyone has
seen has dissolved with the passage of
time. How #4is happened, the uprating
of prewar Hollywood until it stands
with the New England transcendental-
ists and Eighth Street-school painters
as an obvious reservoir of American aes-
thetic value, is in itself a worthy subject
for an oral history. That story would in-
volve critics like Manny Farber and his



disciples, who took the actual experi-
ence of movies to be more important
than any desiccated analysis of them,
and who recognized that B movies, the
low-budget bottom half of a double fea-
ture, had a kind of sensuous immedi-
acy, an enveloping quality previously
known only in dreams and nightmares,
that made them matter as much as “Bat-
tleship Potemkin.” This indigenous can-
dor was met by a French wave of en-
thusiasm that, in the French manner,
maniacally systematized and theorized
the same effect—producing the idea of
noir from what had been regarded as a
bunch of unrelated suspense movies,
and then coming up with auteur the-
ory, by fastening on the particularities
associated with various directors. In
short, journals like Cahiers du Cinéma
argued, something big was happening,
and it wasn't happening by chance.

Still, old habits and big names die
hard, as Basinger and Wasson’s book
makes plain. We hear much, and most
of it reverent, about “legends” like Selz-
nick and Irving Thalberg, while the re-
markable director and designer Mitch-
ell Leisen is reduced to being a sort of
Thersites figure in the margins, making
catty comments about Edith Head’s tak-
ing credit for dresses she didn't design,
and putting down Orson Welles. (Leisen,
perhaps the first more or less openly gay
Hollywood director, made “Death Takes
a Holiday,” in its day a very big hit, and
later the terrific Barbara Stanwyck noir
“No Man of Her Own.”)

In general, the book doesn't fully reg-
ister the big reversal of taste in Amer-
ican movie sensibility, by which the B
movies are experienced as more vivid
and revealing than much of the A-list
stuff seems today. We hear a lot about
M-G-M in the thirties, though it was
barnacled by now unwatchable prestige
projects (Luise Rainer as O-Lan in
“The Good Earth”), and rather less
about Paramount in the forties, when
much of that great noir got woven. The
critic Richard Schickel appears to ex-
plicate a version of auteur theory as a
way of praising famously indepen-
dent-minded directors, like Capra and
Welles. Yet the more original point of
the French theory was to suggest that
otherwise obscure filmmakers might
have had personalities and points of
view that they were able to smuggle on-

screen, against the grain of genre mov-
iemaking. Edgar Ulmer and Joseph H.
Lewis, who don’t appear in the book,
along with directors like Leisen, be-
came heroes of an “underground” cin-
ema that didn’t know it was one.
Whether the directors of hypnotically
absorbing forties and fifties movies like
“Gun Crazy” and “Detour” were fully
self-aware artists or not is a much la-
bored question; the real lesson is that
America was so invested in stories of
crime and illicit passion that it made
the movies burn through even when
they seemed, on the surface, formulaic.
Just as there are many great songs and
hardly any bad songs in the R.K.O. mu-
sicals of the thirties, the form being so
flowing and strong from the jazz atmo-
sphere around it, so there are very few
dull B-movie thrillers of the forties, this
form being buoyed up by the tides of
tabloid headlines and pulp fiction.
But there was so much schlock in
the system that seeing past it was often
hard. Indeed, “Hollywood: An Oral
History” makes clear that the shimmer-
ing masterpieces and the schlock disas-
ters often rose from the same system

and the same people, one after another.
This happened most memorably in the
case of the 1939 films “The Wizard of
0Oz” and “Gone with the Wind.” Both
were made by more or less the same
people, the crowd at M-G-M—even
though the musical gets richer and
stranger with subsequent viewings, while
the Southern saga gets more ridiculous
(and, in its way, repellent) with every
passing year.

The underlying material is part of
it: a progressive-minded allegory is bet-
ter than a regressive-minded racial melo-
drama. But so are the bits and pieces
of chance, recollected in the book, that
made both movies. The relentless arti-
ficiality of the sets and backgrounds, so
much a feature of the M-G-M style—
Elia Kazan writes, in his memoir, of his
shock at discovering that the Western
he had been brought out West to make
would mainly be shot indoors—works
beautifully for a fairy tale and has a
creepy effect in what is meant, in “Gone
with the Wind,” to be some approxi-
mation of verisimilitude. (A kind of
tacit six-inch proscenium space exists
in which no cyclone blows or fire

T walked through the rain in flared jeans soaked all the way up to my

knees so that you could run unencumbered by huge pants.”



spreads, eerily separating the camera
from the artifice.) Turning these pages
and listening to the testimony of the
moviemakers, one sees that what mat-
ters most, in an assembly-line produc-
tion, is who happened to be on the as-
sembly line as the contraption was
assembled. Judy Garland got the part
of Dorothy over Shirley Temple; Yip
Harburg wrote the lyrics to all the songs,
and is credibly asserted to have been
the guiding genius behind the dialogue
and dramatic moments leading into
those songs. Then there are the makeup
people (led by Jack Dawn) who created
the frightening masks for the winged
monkeys, and the set decorators (led
by Edwin B. Willis) who created
Munchkinland as a kind of premoni-
tory Jeft Koons fantasy. This assem-
blage of largely unknown artisans made
the movie great, while the presiding
“auteur’—for both movies, the charis-
matic director Victor Fleming—seems
largely secondary to the impact of the
whole. Indeed, we learn that the most
memorable movie moment in “Gone
with the Wind,” the famous crane shot
pulling away from the wounded Con-
tederate soldiers outside a train depot,
was apparently the work of a produc-
tion designer. This is a story not so
much of seamless coperation among
well-orchestrated parts as of the pro-
verbial counterfeiters in prison some-
how making real money. They really
were working against the grain, just as
they told their friends back in New
York. (The one thing the studio wanted
to do with “The Wizard of Oz” was to
cut “Over the Rainbow.”)

hat’s why it makes sense to have

the many-voiced chorus tell this
many-handed story: in truth, everyone’s
voice counted. Things get stickier for
“Hollywood: An Oral History” when
the nineteen-sixties pass and we are in
the midst of all the big changes brought
about by independent production and
the demise of the old studio system.
That’s not to say that indie production
was ever quite as indie as it seemed.
Given that even a small movie could
still cost millions of dollars and you
couldn’t get a film widely distributed
without the support of a studio, those
studios retained a lot of power. A mem-
orable and telling moment emerges
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when the film editor Donn Cambern
recalls an aging Leo Jafte, the president
of Columbia Pictures, screening “Easy
Rider,” and then announcing, “I don’t
know what the fuck this picture means,
but I know we are going to make a fuck
of a lot of money.”

Still, the old system was certainly
lamed as the seventies arrived, and be-
fore long readers turn, for the same kind
of energy and entertainment, to oral
histories not of the moviemakers but
of their agents. “Powerhouse,” James
Andrew Miller’s oral history of Cre-
ative Artists Agency, from 2016, is a
touchstone here. The Perelmanesque
absurdity of devoting countless serious
pages to the rise (and partial fall) of a
booking agency no longer seemed at
all absurd. Normal people were expected
to know who Mike Ovitz and Jeftrey
Katzenberg were and to have an opin-
ion about their characters. Yet packag-
ing and bargaining, too, are guild crafts.
We would rather know that Ovitz ne-
gotiated with the Scientologists over
Tom Cruise’s future than have a cul-
tural study of “Top Gun”; the negoti-
ation is the cultural study.

For all the clouds of publicity, mov-
iemaking is an artisanal business with
a craft base. How you light, shoot, edit,
even make deals—all these things have
more in common with candle-making
and knitting than they do with creat-
ing art in the romantic, visionary sense.
Crafts, being communal, are mysteri-
ous to those who aren’t in the com-
munes. No one outside the vineyard
can really know who put what in the
glass you hold. The grapes are grown,
crushed, blended, and bottled, and every
player along the way, from the owner
of the terroir to the person who stuck
the label on the bottle, has a part.

And so we're used to seeing the
steady, pained smile and middle-dis-
tance gaze of a moviemaker being told
by a movie lover how movies are made:
we praise the dazzling dialogue of the
screenwriter (whose draft was never
used, but who won the credit through
arbitration, while all the good lines were
written the night before by the direc-
tor’s pet script doctor) and the mastery
of the film editor (though the scene of
the helicopter swooping down the can-
yon of buildings was storyboarded by

the second-unit art director, while the

editor’s real work was managing to ex-
cise the cough of the leading man with-
out damaging continuity) and how sen-
sitive the director was with the women
leads (whom he could barely stand to
be in the same room with). In truth,
we don’t know who did what. That’s
why we are so drawn to the kind of
guild knowledge that oral histories spo-
radically supply.

Movies are an accumulation of mun-
dane tasks that support improbable fa-
bles. Closing the book, one wonders if
American entertainment has reached
its end as a collection of myths and leg-
ends suitable to a secular society. God
knows it has served that function long
enough, and filled enough books: Orson
Welles as Prometheus, who gave fire to
man and had his liver ever after eaten
by producers, and Ida Lupino as Arte-
mis, independent woman pathfinder,
and countless Phaethons, from Thal-
berg to James Dean, departing young
only to live on as stars, celestially. Even
in the past generation, we've wanted
more than an account of how all those
agents got jobs for their clients; we want
a series of moral fables, usually either
an Icarus myth (Mike Ovitz rose higher
and higher before plummeting to earth)
or an Adonis one (Miller devotes many
pages to the legend of Jay Moloney, the
brilliant young agent who self-destructed
at thirty-five). The prosaic, alternative
story—that booking agents are book-
ing agents, forever susceptible to changes
in fashion and audiences, and that all
the I. M. Pei buildings and Lichtenstein
murals in the world can't cover this up—
is too banal to hold our attention.

The mythmaking imagination seems
now to have migrated north from Hol-
lywood to Silicon Valley, where Elon
Musk and Steve Jobs and Jeft Bezos
more quickly summon up mythopoeic
types for our era, with Jobs as the clas-
sic returning hero who dies before his
time and Bezos as our Daedalus, with
a hand in all manufactured things. These
days, people know these names and the
outlines of these lives as they once knew
those of stars and directors and even
agents. The glow and the gleam of Hol-
lywood are fading. The collected testi-
mony of witnesses is inevitably a kind
of group elegy for something loved and
gone. We wouldn't need to speak if we
could see it still. ¢
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SELF-SABOTAGE

Kathy Acker’s long struggle to escape identity.

BY MAGGIE DOHERTY

he avant-garde writer Kathy Acker

liked to say that she wasn’t one per-
son but many. “I'm sure there are tons
of Kathy Ackers,” she told an inter-
viewer late in her career. A quick study
of her life bears this out. She was the
disappointing Karen Alexander, a self-
described “good little girl” who didn't
dare challenge her parents until she was
in her teens. She was the intimidating
woman at the loft party, with “harsh
makeup and amazing punk hair,” who
nonetheless struck perceptive observers
as “fragile” and “childlike.” She was a
sex worker, an office temp, a college in-
structor, and one of the most famous
writers on the London scene. Later in

life, she was something of a feminist
icon, a muscle-bound motorcycle rider
who enjoyed being photographed top-
less, the better to flaunt her tattoos.
Acker made this multiplicity—what
she sometimes called her “schizophrenic”
quality—the main subject of her trans-
gressive, at times alienating fiction. In
fourteen novels, sundry short stories, and
one essay collection, she took aim at vil-
lains large and small: neglectful parents,
abusive boyfriends, hard-driving bosses,
Nixon, Reagan, and capitalism itself. In-
fluenced by the conceptual artists of the
nineteen-sixties and seventies, and de-
termined to exploit the revolutionary
potential of literary language, she dis-

Acker plagiarized the work of others to create a new form af personal writing.

pensed with the conventions of fiction
(consistent characterization, intelligible
plots) and replaced them with stolen
texts, shape-shifting protagonists, ex-
plicit sex scenes, and hand-drawn maps
of her dreams. The goal was to break
through the repressive political struc-
tures that confined people to one name,
one gender, one socially determined fate.
Her fiction asked not “Who am I?” but,
rather, in a more philosophical key, what
it meant to have an “I"—or several.

These days, it’s become a truism to
say that the self is socially constructed.
But Acker was an early adopter of this
axiom, a writer who not only intuitively
grasped the self’s mutability but took it
as her creed. Uncertain about who she
was, and indignant at the idea that she
should have to stay fixed, she was al-
ways ready to leave a given city, or a
given relationship, and find herself some-
where new. As a result, she appeared to
friends and acquaintances as contradic-
tory, unknowable. “Kathy’s whole per-
sona depended on an endless series of
reflecting, fictive personas, like a hall of
mirrors,” the artist Martha Rosler said.
The scholar McKenzie Wark, who had
an affair with Acker in the mid-nine-
ties, echoed Acker’s own words: “There
are only Ackers in the plural.”

In a new biography, “Eat Your Mind:
The Radical Life and Work of Kathy
Acker” (Simon & Schuster), Jason Mc-
Bride writes that Acker was “governed
by, and thrived on, contradiction.” In
this brisk, lively book, we learn that
Acker was skeptical of autobiography
yet drew repeatedly from her own life;
felt liberated by the literary canon but
also trapped by it; desperately needed
people yet often pushed them away. IMc-
Bride, who has thoroughly researched
his subject’s life, doesn’t aim to resolve
these contradictions, explaining that
Acker “didn’t seek to be solved.” Fair
enough. But biography, at its best, of-
fers not just a portrait but a theory of
its subject. We can’t help but wonder
why Acker was so resistant to the idea
of a stable self, and what this fear meant
for her life and her work.

Luckily, Acker’s fiction gives us plenty
of clues. Populated by orphans, prosti-
tutes, sailors, and pirates, her novels are
about people in miserable circumstances
who have no choice but to change. They
run away; they abandon old loves; they
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transform from one thing into another.
In her most optimistic work, such as
“Pussy, King of the Pirates” (1996), her
last novel, such misfits band together and
find ways to survive in a cruel world. But
in many of her books a runaway escapes
from one torture chamber only to find
that another awaits: she leaves a bad re-
lationship and ends up in sexual slavery,
or she is freed from a callous family only
to end up with an abusive man. “I ran
away from pain,” the narrator of Acker’s
1982 novel, “Great Expectations,” says.
And yet the narrator knows that “the
only anguish comes from running away.”
If Acker’s life and work offer a lesson in
how to slip the confines of a fixed iden-
tity, they also serve as a warning about
what might happen if one succeeds.

“I tried to run away from the pain
named childhood,” Acker writes in
“My Mother: Demonology,” her 1993
novel. By all accounts, the pain began
before Acker was even born. Her mother,
Claire, the beautiful child of a well-off
Jewish family, became pregnant after a
brief romance; the father left before she
gave birth. Claire met, then swiftly mar-
ried, Albert (Bud) Alexander, a gentle
if unimpressive man who agreed to treat
the child as his own. Acker was born in
Manhattan on April 18, 1947; she was
named Karen, for Bud’s sister, 2 name
Claire disliked and refused to use, call-
ing her daughter Kathy instead. Shortly
after the delivery, Claire was diagnosed
with appendicitis—one last bit of trauma
in the Acker origin story.

Acker learned this part of her his-
tory only as a teen-ager, and she obses-
sively returned to it in her fiction. “Be-
fore I was born, my mother hated me
because my father left her (because she
got pregnant?) and because my mother
wanted to remain her mother’s child
rather than be my mother,” she writes
in “Great Expectations,” which func-
tions as an elegy for Claire, who died
by suicide in 1978. “My image of my
mother is the source of my creativity.”

Claire shaped her daughter’s child-
hood as well as her fiction. She was in-
telligent but undereducated, scornful of
her dim-witted husband, and discon-
tented with her life as a Sutton Place
matron and the mother of two girls. As
Acker remembered it, her mother vented
her frustration on her bookish elder
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daughter, encouraging her to be less in-
tellectual, less emotional, more like ev-
eryone else. But at the Lenox School,
a private school for girls on the Upper
East Side, Acker stood out among her
moneyed, Waspy classmates. She was
unattractive, according to her peers; un-
kempt, unfriendly. She also started hav-
ing sex early and bragged about it like
an adolescent boy. When she skipped
a rehearsal for a débutante ball to meet
up with an older boyfriend, her mother
slapped her across the face and called
her a whore. “My parents were like mon-
sters to me,” Acker recalled in a 1997
interview. “I'he only time I could have
any freedom or joy was when I was alone
in my room,” writing.

She would find another kind of free-
dom in a peripatetic writer’s life, one
that would run up and down both coasts
and, in time, take her around the world.
This life began at Brandeis, a college
teeming with beatniks and aspiring in-
tellectuals, where Acker matriculated in
the fall of 1964. She studied classics—
the field would influence her fiction,
primarily by giving her an aesthetic the-
ory to challenge—and took advantage
of loosened mores, attending orgies
thrown by theatre kids. Eventually, she
settled into a relationship with a his-
tory major named Bob Acker. The two
married and moved to San Diego, where
Bob began graduate study at the Uni-
versity of California while Acker fin-
ished her degree. She wasn't charmed
by their new home. As she later wrote,
“Sunny California is totally boring; there
are too many blond-assed surf jocks.”

But it was in San Diego that Acker
encountered two of her most formative
influences: the poet David Antin and
his wife, Eleanor, a conceptual artist. Elly
was exploring the “transformational na-
ture of the selt” through unconventional
methods of portraiture. David, mean-
while, taught his poetry students a con-
troversial approach to composition: he
encouraged them to go to the library,
find books on topics that interested them,
and “steal” their contents. Then they
would put together pieces of different
works, “like a film,” or “like a car colli-
sion on I-5.”Within weeks, his students
were creating “wonderfully quick, shift-
ing beautiful things, like racecar drivers
shifting gears.” This method—which
Acker first called “appropriation” and

later, more provocatively, “plagiarism™—
would come to define her career.

If the Antins supplied Acker with
the form for her early fiction, her years
in New York—where she moved in 1970,
leaving Bob behind—supplied her with
the content. Estranged from her family,
and looking for a way to pay the bills
that didn’t interfere with her writing
time, Acker and her then boyfriend found
work in the sex industry. They started
by acting in pornographic films, then
switched to performing in a live sex show
in Times Square. The money was good—
twenty dollars a show—but Acker was
ambivalent about the experience. Ac-
cording to her, the show gave her “street
politics”; that is, a “bottom up” way of
understanding “power relationships in
society.” In “The Childlike Life of the
Black Tarantula,”her breakthrough work,
which she self-published in installments
in 1973, Acker offered an extended de-
scription of the show:

Suddenly, as I'm about to kiss my nipple,
I stop; I see hundreds of men watching me.
I've delusions: men follow me, men want to
hurt me, men want to have sexual activities
with me without my consent and desire to. . . .
The psychiatrist tells me I've hearing delu-
sions; I cut off my hair; 'm Joan of Arc. I'lead
soldiers in drag and kill everyone. I become
hot: I rip off my clothes, I begin to mastur-
bate men make me ooo soo hot. The psychia-
trist fucks me we both come five million times.
OOOO O yes yes that’s it no no? o please o
yes o come on faster...faster give it to me now
NOW o000 (low) oooooo (higher) oooo oooo

oah auahhh oahh. eha. (down again). All my

diseases are gone.

Despite its headlong style, the pas-
sage offers a careful dissection of sex-
ual exhibitionism. Onstage, the narra-
tor is exposed, endangered (“men want
to hurt me”), but also, paradoxically, em-
powered. Sex is presented as curative,
yet the comedic quality of the last few
lines—an orchestra of grunts and gasps
that the author controls like a conduc-
tor—makes it hard to take that depic-
tion seriously. It’s as if Acker were still
performing for an audience, giving them
the show they want.

This prose, by turns hauntingly
straightforward and unhinged, charac-
terizes much of the writing in “Taran-
tula.” According to her notes, Acker be-
lieved that the book would allow her to
eliminate “her identity.” And yet the text
includes many stories from Acker’s life,



some even transcribed from her diary.
These are enclosed by parentheses, as if
secondary; the main narration consists
of first-person writing pulled directly
from work by W. B. Yeats, the Marquis
de Sade, and Violette Leduc,among oth-
ers. Sometimes the book’s two narrative
modes are thematically continuous: in
one instance, a scene by a nineteenth-cen-
tury journalist, in which a woman de-
scribes a bad dream, leads smoothly into
a parenthetical section that begins, “I
have nightmares every night.” At other
moments, Acker stresses discontinuity:
a murderess’s hallucination is interrupted,
mid-sentence, by a parenthetical reflec-
tion on a humiliating affair. The book is
a brilliant example of how the technique
of appropriation can both undermine
and establish authorial identity.

Acker never believed in the “find your
voice” school of fiction, but with “Ta-
rantula” she had found a voice that she
could use to describe intense emotional
experiences, without lapsing into what
she derisively called “self-expression.”
Unlike many writers of autobiographical
fiction, Acker wasn't interested in shar-
ing stories about herself so that others
might marvel or relate. Nor did she see
first-person writing as cathartic. Her
aim was always to dissolve her own iden-
tity, to allow herself to be penetrated by
others. “I'm interested in my relations
to other people, my possibility of get-
ting outside of myself,” she wrote to a
friend, shortly after mailing out the last
“Tarantula” chapter. To underscore the
point, she self-published her work under
a pseudonym, the Black Tarantula. Soon,
to Acker’s delight, she learned that she
was “some kind of star” in downtown
Manbhattan, where artists were talking
excitedly about a writer whose name
was unknown.

« My style forces me to live in San

Francisco or New York,” Acker
wrote in “Tarantula.” After a brief spell
in San Francisco in the early seventies,
she returned to New York with Peter
Gordon, the musician who became her
second husband. They were roommates
more than lovers—they rarely had sex,
and each had other romantic partners—
but Acker relied on Gordon to fund
their lifestyle. “A straight job would lo-
botomize me,” she said.

It’s hard to imagine a better place for
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The Backstreets, by Perhat Tursun, translated from the Uy-

ghur by Darren Byler and Anonymous (Columbia). The nar-

rator of this dark, existential novel—a startling literary doc-
ument of urban alienation—is an Uyghur man roaming
Urtimqi in search of a room to rent. As he wanders, he en-
counters menacing strangers, disembodied screams, trash. At
work, he is revolted by the falsity of his colleagues and fix-
ates on a sheet of random numbers, searching for combina-
tions that might make sense of his predicament. “I don't
know anyone in this strange city, so it’s impossible for me to
be friends or enemies with anyone,” he says, but enemies
clearly exist. The author disappeared in 2018, presumably
into one of China’s Xinjiang detention centers.

The Magic Kingdom, &y Russell Banks (Knopf). Harley Mann,
the son of “educated White Northerners with an affection
for abstract thought,” and the narrator of this slow-build
tragic novel, recounts his youth and lovestruck early adult-
hood at New Bethany, the South Florida Shaker settlement
where he moved with his siblings and widowed mother in
1902. (The book takes its inspiration from audio recordings
made by the real Mann in 1971.) Like the plaster-of-Paris
model of New Bethany that the adult Mann, having left
Shaker life, painstakingly constructed, the novel presents “a
specific moment plucked from the stream of time and mem-
ory and fixed like a butterfly pinned in a glass-fronted case.”

Well of Souls, &y Kristina R. Gaddy (Norton). Tracing the de-
velopment of the banjo, “a uniquely American instrument,
crafted by people of African descent,” this meticulous history
also illuminates the difficulties of unearthing a story rooted
in the experiences of the enslaved. Gaddy close-reads every
early depiction of the banjo she can find—a priest observing
a calinda dance in Martinique in 1694, a 1785 watercolor from
a plantation in South Carolina—while remaining critically
alert to the overwhelmingly white (and usually pro-slavery)
perspectives that document the instrument’s existence prior
to the Civil War. Decoupling the banjo from the crude sec-
ular associations of nineteenth-century minstrelsy, she em-
phasizes in particular its significance in religious music.

Ted Kennedy, 4y John A. Farrell (Penguin Press). A sense of
promise lost and regained imbues this biography of a figure
whose long career encompassed the ascendancy of liberal-
ism, its decline under Reagan, and the country’s descent into
today’s partisanship. Kennedy continually reached across the
aisle even as he saw the era of coalition-building come to an
end. Hobbled by his struggle to measure up to his brothers,
and by the grim shadow of the Chappaquiddick incident, he
was nonetheless a standard-bearer of the left who, in his last
years, helped seed a newly resilient and forward-looking strain
of liberalism. By tracing this life of tragedy, tenacity, and ser-
vice, Farrell draws a complex portrait of a man who, like his
tamily—and perhaps his nation—was “always running to

keep ahead of the darkness.”
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the young Acker than downtown Man-
hattan in the mid-seventies. Rent was
cheap; galleries and performance spaces
were accessible; the market was wide
open. Acker thrived. Fuelled by several
love affairs, she began writing “The Adult
Life of Toulouse Lautrec,” a book that
built on the explorations of sex and self
that she'd begun in “Tarantula” and her
tollow-up work, “I Dreamt I Was a Nym-
phomaniac!: Imagining.” (First line: “I
absolutely love to fuck.”) She was buoyed
by a community of artists that included
Leslie Dick, Bernadette Mayer, Eileen
Myles, and Lynne Tillman. Many of
these writers, who were playing with
genre and form, read their work at the
St. Mark’s Poetry Project, or at a space
called the Kitchen. Acker, an experi-
enced performer, felt completely at home
onstage. Tillman recalled how she took
“great liberties” during her readings—
coaxing audience members to abandon
their seats and approach her, or perch-
ing on top of a table, perhaps to see the
specific people she lightly fictionalized
in her work. She blew through time lim-
its and insisted on performing last. “I'd
think how can she do this,” Myles re-
called. But “people were riveted.”

If Acker appeared ambitious, self-as-
sured, and sometimes even manipulative,
she was also vulnerable and insecure, par-
ticularly in romantic relationships. (Acker
identified as queer.) She longed to date
famous artists—in “Tarantula,” she wrote
that one of the perks of being famous
was that “artists I fall in love with would
fuck me”—and she occasionally suc-
ceeded. But these relationships, usually
short-lived, often left her feeling worse
about herself than she did before. “I'm
so unbearably desirous needy I can't think
about art,” she wrote in “Toulouse Lau-
trec.” “I shouldn’t want to be with an-
other person so much.” Her desperation
revealed a downside to her anti-identity
project: if she existed “only when some-
one seeks to touch me,” as she put it in
“Tarantula,” then without a devoted lover
she felt as though she disappeared.

It was this set of anxieties—about
being undesired, or abandoned—that
she rendered so compellingly in “Blood
and Guts in High School,” the novel she
wrote in the late seventies. Incorporat-
ing theatrical stage directions, por-
nographic drawings, and Arabic script,
the book was her most formally auda-
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cious work to date. It begins with a di-
alogue between the preteen Janey Smith
and her father—really her “boyfriend,
brother, sister, money, amusement, and
tather™—who, Janey believes, is poised
to leave her for an older woman. Janey
tries to be calm and “rational,” but the
more she works to suppress her intuition
the more her fears come “flooding out.”
Soon enough, she provokes her father
(who, to be clear, is also her lover) into
sharing all his criticisms of her. Janey lis-
tens to his long list of complaints, pic-
turing herself “like the horse in Crime
and Punishment, skin partly ripped off
and red muscle exposed. Men with huge
sticks keep beating the horse.”

Janey’s vision of the beaten horse is
just one of the text’s many evocative
images of pain, which becomes the
book’s great theme. After Janey’s father
leaves her—“NO LONGER MY-
SELE,” she reflects—she recalls a har-
rowing experience at an abortion clinic.
“The orange walls were thick enough
to stifle the screams pouring out of the
operating room,” Acker, who had sev-
eral abortions, writes. The procedure is
portrayed as terrifying, yet also some-
how tender and consoling:

Having an abortion was obviously just like
getting fucked. If we closed our eyes and spread
our legs, we'd be taken care of. They stripped
us of our clothes. Gave us white sheets to cover
our nakedness. Led us back to the pale green
room. I love it when men take care of me.

But this care soon curdles into vio-
lence: the local anesthetic fails to numb
“where it hurts”; a “tiny blonde” emerges
from the procedure in agony, her eyes
“fish-wide open.”In the rest of the novel,
Janey is beaten, forced into prostitution,
imprisoned, then struck by cancer. The
book ends with an image of doves coo-
ing by her grave. “Soon many other
Janeys were born and these Janeys cov-
ered the earth,” Acker writes. It’s a beau-
tiful image of multiplicity, but one shad-
owed by dread. If the original Janey’s
life was so painful, what will her de-
scendants have to endure?

’ I \oday, more than forty years since

it was written, “Blood and Guts in
High School”is arguably Acker’s best-
known work, perhaps in part because
it was banned in West Germany for
being “harmful to minors.” But it was
the novel she wrote next, “Great Ex-

pectations,” that brought Acker critical
attention and a wider audience. (In 1982,
the storied Grove Press agreed to pub-
lish “Great Expectations,” and the rest
of Acker’s books, for a grand total of
five thousand dollars.) Written after the
deaths of both her parents—Bud died
from a heart attack the year before Claire
took her own life—the novel is grief-
ridden and lyrical, with meditations on
childhood, violence, abandonment, and
loss. Cliftord, an abusive boyfriend based
on one of the author’s crueller lovers,
takes his place in the pantheon of Acker
villains, and his internal monologues
evince Acker’s deep understanding of
self-delusion. When she wanted to, she
could represent heterosexual men bet-
ter than any other writer of her era.

“Great Expectations” marked an evo-
lution in Acker’s intentions, if not in
her method. Once again, she borrows
from other writers—Dickens, Melville,
Pierre Guyotat—to tell a deeply per-
sonal story. But whereas Acker’s early
books celebrate the dissolution of iden-
tity, “Great Expectations” presents the
eradication of personal history—and of
the stable “I”’—as a loss:

I realize that all my life is endings. Not
endings, those are just events; but holes. For
instance when my mother died, the “I” I had
always known dropped out. All my history
went away.

The tone here is wistful, far from
“Tarantula”s triumphalism. There’s a
sense throughout that the narrator’s
loneliness and pain stem from being an
unwanted child who never knew where
she came from, and thus never knew
who she was. “I have no idea how to
begin to forgive someone much less my
mother,” the narrator laments at one
point. “I have no idea how to begin.”
Acker was never much for Freudian
psychology, but in “Great Expectations”
she offers a poignant study of how child-
hood deprivation conditions us to bear,
or even to expect, future pain.

Still, Acker had a knack for turning
loss into liberation. Orphaned and thus
freed from her family of origin, sepa-
rated from Gordon, and suddenly flush
with an inheritance from her maternal
grandmother, she could craft her own
image, and make a life, or several lives,
on her own terms. She started lifting
weights, shaping her body according to



her specifications. (She liked showing
up to the gym after S & M sessions
with a lover, so other women could stare
at her scarred back.) She took an inter-
est in designer fashion, stocking her
wardrobe with pieces by Betsey John-
son and Jean-Paul Gaultier. In 1983, she
moved to London, where she was an
object of fascination for young punks
and old literati alike.

For the most part, Acker enjoyed
this attention; she told one interlocu-
tor that she liked being photographed
because it resembled “the same sort of
play I do in my writing with identity. . . .
I'm always interested in seeing an image
being able to fluctuate to another image.”
But just a few years later she seemed
concerned that this persona was dis-
tracting her readers, and that she could
no longer control it. “To say that they
like what I do, no, I wouldn't say that,”
she told an interviewer, referring to her
British audience. “They fetishize what
I do.” Still, she welcomed the photog-
raphers, journalists, and documentar-
ians who sought to capture this tough,
sexy writer with “rock star energy.”
When she was invited to a three-city
tour in Australia, in the summer of
1995, she was promoted as “Kathy Acker
US Superstar Punk Feminist Writer.”
It was an image of herself she didn't
tully recognize, but one she nonethe-
less embraced.

In 1996, while teaching in San Fran-
cisco, Acker was diagnosed with
breast cancer. The disease had spread
to her lymph nodes, and her doctor
recommended chemotherapy, which
would improve her odds by ten per
cent. Acker, who had been mistreated
by doctors in the past, was skeptical:
why should she suffer for such a small
gain? As she put it in an essay for the
Guardian, she decided “to walk away
from conventional medicine,” and thus
“to walk away from normal society.”
She died the following year, in an al-
ternative cancer-treatment center in
Mexico. She was fifty years old.
Though “Eat Your Mind” is billed
as the first “full-scale authorized biog-
raphy,” it tells much the same story,
using many of the same sources, as Chris
Kraus does in her 2017 book, “After
Kathy Acker.” The main difference is

tonal: whereas Kraus, who ran in the

same creative circles as Acker, and who
married one of Acker’s ex-lovers, writes
with the ambivalence of an intimate,
McBride writes with the adulation of
a fan. (Acker inspired him to get his
first tattoo.) Both observe that Acker
irritated many people in the downtown
scene; that she would encourage fellow-
writers, then suddenly turn on them;
and that she had a bad habit of seduc-
ing people’s romantic partners. (Her ac-
tions inspired one acquaintance to write
the song “Insecure Girlfriend Blues, or
Don’t Steal My Boyfriend.”) While
McBride tends to forgive Acker’s in-
discretions, Kraus can be critical. She
suggests that Acker was willful—not a
vulnerable little girl but an ambitious
woman, eager to do whatever it took to
become famous. “Acker knew, in some
sense, exactly what she was doing,” Kraus
writes. “To pretend otherwise is to dis-
count the crazed courage and breadth
of her work.”

But Acker was courageous precisely
because she was so vulnerable. Few writ-
ers laid bare their suffering the way she
did; even fewer did it in such a way that
the work provoked, or amused, instead
of merely inspiring sympathy. “I want
love,”a girl in her 1986 novel, “Don Qui-
xote, Which Was a Dream,” declares:

You're not going to get love. OK. You're
going to get hurt again. I know. The main thing
is to always giggle. All the last week when I
really hurt, I felt like I had a disease. Being
hurt is having a disease.

The passage is despairing, self-crit-
ical, but also lightly satiric and curious,
as if one’s most self-destructive tenden-
cies could be generative. After publish-
ing “Don Quixote,” Acker announced
that she was done with copying old sto-
ries. She wanted to create something
new, what she called a “myth that peo-
ple could live by.” Her fiction became
more harmonious; the characters in her
late novels are seekers, not runaways.
Acker herself seemed changed. Entrust-
ing herself to a team of “healers,” in-
cluding a nutritionist, a spiritual adviser,
and a therapist who guided people
through past-life regressions, she wrote
that she wasn’t confronting cancer so
much as “confronting myself.” If the
process was painful, so be it. “Gradu-
ally,” she wrote, “there will come an end
to the fear.” ¢
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THE THEATRE

DOCTOR PRIVILEGE

“The Patient Gloria” examines the male psychotherapist’s gaze.

BY VINSON CUNNINGHAM

he Irish playwright Gina Mox-

ley, a spritely, spirited presence
onstage, performs to raucous, cutting
effect in “The Patient Gloria,” at St.
Ann’s Warehouse (presented in col-
laboration with the Dublin-based
company Pan Pan, and directed by
John Mcllduff). With a sharp nose,
smartly trimmed blond hair, and
bright-blue eyes, she has a way of
smirking that implicates the audience
in her mischievous thought patterns.
She speaks in tones of sardonic won-
der. It makes sense, then, that the first
words of her play are directed toward
the crowd, falsely undermining an
authority that she loosely carries.

“Can you see me?” she asks. Initially,
as I watched the show, it wasn’t clear
whether we should answer. When we
finally did, at first feebly, then gradu-
ally getting into it, Moxley kept talking,

almost conversationally:

That any better? Can you see me now? You
can? Wow. Yes. Miraculous. You should not be
able to see me at all. Seriously, I've been fad-
ing for years and am technically invisible by
now. Recently, I got on a completely empty
bus, first person on it and then a man got on
at the next stop and sat on me, didn’t see me
at all. That’s how invisible I am. Ancient.

Moxley continues to interact with
the audience, foretelling the show’s
ironic, confrontational, often outright

Gina Moxley dissects the infamous 1964 film of a divorced womans therapy sessions.
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pissed-oft tone. She’s wearing a nicely
tailored suit and a pair of chunky,
sparkly high-heeled boots. She’s also
holding a stuffed stocking, tied to look
like a sagging penis. It’s an indelible
stage picture, one I won't forget soon.

Over the course of “The Patient
Gloria,” the seriousness of Moxley’s
critique of gender and the cramped
and incoherent space into which it
forces women—making them some-
times hypervisible and sometimes to-
tally unseen, objects of scrutiny and
clinical study instead of whole human
beings, glorious in their inconsis-
tency—keeps brushing up against her
unerring instinct for lewd, droll, com-
pelling spectacle. That’s the pattern
which makes this tightly compressed,
manically active play work. (It runs
only seventy-five minutes, a great
mercy in a season that has featured
too many overpadded, two-hour-plus
crawlers for my taste.)

The play has three strong strands,
distinct in content but tonally harmo-
nious. First, as the title implies, it’s
an investigation—carried out through
a digressive critical reénactment—
of the infamous psychotherapeutic
training film “Three Approaches to
Psychotherapy,” or, as it came to
be called, “The Gloria Films.” In
1964, Gloria Szymanski, a recently di-
vorced mother struggling with the
sexual and behavioral strictures of
her new status, was filmed as a patient
of three renowned therapists: Carl
Rogers, Frederick Perls, and Albert
Ellis. The film was produced and nar-
rated by the psychologist Everett L.
Shostrum, who was Szymanski’s per-
sonal therapist and who recruited her
for this starring role. As Moxley—
ever the sardonic, sometimes devas-
tating commentator—shares with the
audience:

He told Gloria that the films would only
be used in schools and colleges to teach psy-
chology students so imagine her surprise then
when making her breakfast pancakes a year or
so later to see her interview with Dr. Perls on
TV and then she found out that the films were
going to be shown in full in movie theatres all
over the country.

In Moxley’s play—crafted with ex-
cruciatingly minute attention to the film,
which is still widely available—Liv
O’Donoghue takes the role of Gloria.

ILLUSTRATION BY KATI SZILAGYI



O’Donoghue is very funny, in an easy-
going, mostly physical way that con-
trasts quite well with Moxley’s more
energetic approach. In O’Donoghue’s
hands, Gloria is intensely intelligent
and guilelessly sexual. She talks, with
frankness and charm, about her daddy
issues and her pinings for smart, au-
thoritative men. If not for the clinical
setting and the disapproving gaze of
the therapists, her desires would seem
normal—which, of course, they are. As
far as we can tell, she feels guilty about
her various attractions and flirtations
only because of society’s external pres-
sures against being both a mother and
a sexual being.

It’s a tension that keeps coming
up: Gloria is visiting these male ther-
apists—guardians and stern definers
of what counts as “good behavior” for
a woman—only because she can’t
match their standard, which they set
in the first place. They’re advertising
themselves as the solution to a prob-
lem that they helped create. Gloria’s
desires and the therapists’ hang-ups
are a snake’s mouth and its tail, form-
ing a fucked-up circle of censure and
shame. Gloria has her neuroses, but
it’s clear that her therapists are far
worse off. They're all, in one way or
another, trying to seduce her, and they
all employ deeply sadistic forms of
negging—insult as come-on—to make
their advances.

Each of the therapists is played
by Moxley. Part of the enjoyment of
the show is listening to the gruff ac-
cents she applies to these men, and
how she turns their shaming banter
and ultimately phallocentric practices
against them, making them buffoon-

ish and gross. She’s especially good—
terrifying, really—as Perls, the founder
of Gestalt therapy, whose practice
centers on body language instead of
on words. Or, as he puts it, “I dis-
regard most of the content of what
the patient says and concentrate most
on the nonverbal level, as this is the
only one which is less subject to self-
deception.” In practical terms, this
method allows Perls to turn his ses-
sion with Gloria into a sexist and con-
descending episode, scrutinizing and
objectifying her bodily tics instead of
heeding her verbal pleas for useful
help. Moxley makes a meal out of
Perls’s mocking physical gestures,
transforming the session into some-
thing like a dance.

he second strand of the play is

Moxley speaking as herself, deliv-
ering an impressionistic personal essay
about how, as a young girl in Ireland,
she ingested chauvinistic messages like
the ones that give Gloria the blues.
Just as in her opening salvo, about being
ignored on the bus, Moxley directly
addresses the audience, drifting back
in time to her childhood. One of the
most interesting fixations of these pas-
sages of memory is Moxley’s attitude
toward God. The punitive enclosure
of her Irish Catholic upbringing is
constantly referred to. God is a police-
man and a judge—or, perhaps, a re-
mote and inscrutable therapist, scrib-
bling on his pad. In any case, Moxley’s
remembrances of the God of her
youth—more precisely, God as he was
presented to her in 1964, the year of
Gloria’s ordeal—sound like torrents of
righteous anger:

This was at a time when manners were
more important than anything else. The glory
days of domestic violence, drunken driving,
child abuse and cockeyed Catholicism. . . . I
was damned already. Branded by original sin.
Guilty. God, surrounded by cushions, twirling
his moustache and pointing from his smug
fucking perch up above, picked me out as I
walked alone up the path to the door and oc-
casions of sin. He could see through my pink
dress and vest to my soul—wherever that was—
blackened with ancestral fault.

Passages such as this one reminded
me of Lucille Clifton’s tart, defiant
poem “why some people be mad at me
sometimes’:

they ask me to remember

but they want me to remember
their memories

and I keep on remembering mine

Perhaps in defiance of all Gloria’s
confusions and the memory of her own
patriarchy-fuelled pain, Moxley’s third
strand is music. At one point, she steps
on a pedal and an eerie beat starts to
play. She and O’Donoghue are joined
onstage by the musician Jane Deasy,
who performs furious, boisterous
songs—one of them is “Shitlist,” by
the band Li7—on a bass guitar.

There’s an ethical quandary at the
heart of “The Patient Gloria”—the
emergence of Szymanski’s sessions into
the public realm was a monstrous be-
trayal, the final stroke of a violent sex-
ism that the film’s content makes clear.
To take the sessions and re-publicize
them through theatre, then, seems
fraught. But, by collaging them with
memory and cutting through them
with music, Moxley has turned pain
into a party. By the end, you might be
dancing along. ¢
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CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose
three finalists, and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this week’s cartoon, by Felipe Galindo,
must be received by Sunday, December 4th. The finalists in the November 21st contest appear below.

We will announce the winner, and the finalists in this week’ contest, in the December 19th issue. Anyone age
thirteen or older can enter or vote. v do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

THIS WEEK'S CONTEST

THE FINALISTS
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“They want me to take them fo our leader.
You're winning, right?”

David W. Matta, Pittsburgh, Pa.

‘Everyones landing on the green but you.”

Ralph LaGamma, Glen Rock, N.]J.

“They said they can see the kink in your backswing from space.”
Jon Miller, Ann Arbor, Mich.

THE WINNING CAPTION
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“The patient has requested ‘Stayin’ Alive.
Paul Greenwood, Pickering, Ont.
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PUZZLES & GAMES DEPT

THE
CROSSWORD

A challenging puzzle.

BY BROOKE HUSIC

ACROSS
1 Rhythmic backbones of hip-hop tracks
11 Evidence of a nearby durian

15 Type of establishment of which fewer
than twenty-five remain in the U.S.

16 Term of endearment

17 Details

18 Personal-style phases

19 Type of leave: Abbr.

20 Options for Peach and Toad

21 Place to wear ghungroo

22 Some partnerships

23 Dewi ___ (Indonesian rice deity)

24 Italian economist Vilfredo whose
namesake principle states that eighty per
cent of effects come from twenty per
cent of causes

26 Waxed, say

29 Pangolin feature

30 Northernmost city in the United States
33 Glow source

34 Exhaust

35 Lead-in to dress

36 “I'm not the expert here”

38 Showered affection (on)

39 Decently

40 Best alternative?

42 Polymer involved in both transcription
and translation

43 Public ___ (event that might forbid
sticks)

44 Couturier Azzedine

47 KiKi who starred in “If Beale Street
Could Talk”

48 “The Sleeping Negro” actress ___ Dawn
Chong

51 Brand name in the snack aisle

52 It might be underground now, but it’s
going to be hot when it comes out

54 Middle-to-high range
55 Wrapping up
56 Burlesque accessories

57 Was a game changer?

DOWN

1 Inconsequential occurrence

2 Term in a lease agreement

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 9 10 1 12 13 14
15 16
17 18

3 Petro-Canada competitor

Sy

Rhyme scheme that begins a poem in
terza rima

5 Like Type 4C hair vis-a-vis Type 1A hair

6 Museum of (Boston attraction with
a collection of “Poor Traits”)

7 In a major way

8 Comes up against

9 Feet pics, say?

10 Not joking, in a tweet

11 A castle can never be one
12 Not lit

13 Player on the Australian women’s
national basketball team

14 Go up

21 Analogue of a soliloquy

22 Borderlanders

23 Vessel

24 Leading up to a procedure
25 Simone de Beauvoir’s love

26 Three-eyed alien from the Pizza Planet
claw machine, for example

27 Virtual summons

28 Meeting place at the end of “Moonlight”
29 Word with luck or questions

31 Pro____

32 “Ode to the Only Black ___in the
Class” (Clint Smith poem)

34 Big name in beauty
37 Rosso (Sicilian wine)

38 Improved relationship

41 Superlatively reasonable
43 “Beatriz at Dinner” star Hayek

44 National __ American Heritage Month
(April celebration)

45 Disney heroine whose last name is
Pelekai

46 Palindromic flour
47 Dangle
48 Note that defines a chord

49 What birth-control pills might be taken
to treat

50 Squeezed (out)
52 Election Night backdrop
53 Zebra-crossing places: Abbr.

Solution to the previous puzzle:

> o |m|

‘A[R
Plu
R|E

-4 (2>
>lwn
NE

2>

olx|>lo|-]

N

|

C

K
i

<[»|O0|0

Dm|SE|O|0|H > |0

W O0O-|0|Z
m{O|> o >

G

u

I [m

annn

ANl E
- BNNE olm
Alulc|T|i]o NEaE D
T|R[A[V|E|L BlE[L|AlY
olk|sMc|alr|[Blo|N|[o|F|[F|s|E]|T
N E|lERMEIN/TIE/[RIMT R|AIUIM]A
lE[L]s ple/n[THM T/ o[RIN[U|P

Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at
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