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Ian Parker (“The First Rule Is Not to Lie,” 
p. 36), a staff writer, began contributing 
to the magazine in 1992.

Nancy Morejón (Poem, p. 41) is a Cuban 
poet. A bilingual collection of her 
poems, “Homing Instincts/Queren-
cias,” translated from the Spanish by 
Pamela Carmell, came out in 2014.

Bryan Washington (“Arrivals,” p. 28) is 
the author of the story collection “Lot” 
and the novel “Memorial.”

Ling Ma (“Peking Duck,” p. 62) published 
the novel “Severance” in 2018. Her new 
book, “Bliss Montage: Stories,” will be 
published in September.

Akhil Sharma (“Wide World of Disney,” 
p. 45) is the author of “Family Life.” A 
revised edition of his début novel, “An 
Obedient Father,” is out this month. 

Shirley Jackson (“Call Me Ishmael,”  
p. 27), who died in 1965, wrote six 
novels, including “The Haunting of 
Hill House” and “We Have Always 
Lived in the Castle.”

Rachel Kushner (“A King Alone,” p. 50) 
is the author of, most recently, “The 
Hard Crowd: Essays 2000-2020.” Her 
novels include “The Flamethrowers” 
and “The Mars Room.”

David Wright Faladé (“Mixeded,” p. 20) 
published the novel “Black Cloud 
Rising” in February.

Yiyun Li (“In the Beforetime,” p. 53) re-
ceived the 2022 PEN/Malamud Award. 
Her new novel, “The Book of Goose,” 
is forthcoming in September. 

Lorenzo Mattotti (Cover) contributed 
his first cover to The New Yorker in 
1993. His paintings have been exhib-
ited in solo shows around the world.

Joy Williams (“Mine Field,” p. 33) has 
published five books of short stories 
and five novels, including “The Visiting 
Privilege” and “Harrow.”

Uwem Akpan (“Night Driving,” p. 59) 
is the author of the story collection “Say 
You’re One of Them” and the novel 
“New York, My Village.”
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the widespread abuse of the oceans for 
the sake of enhancing the supply chain.
Chesky Kopel
Philadelphia, Pa.

I found Schulz’s account of container-
ized cargo lost at sea fascinating. A friend 
from Liverpool once recounted a story 
about a banana ship arriving in England 
after the Second World War. The news 
spread among the local children, who 
raced to the docks to witness the first 
bananas they’d ever seen ferried from 
ship to shore. Nowadays, with container 
shipping, those bananas would be hid-
den from view. I wonder what we have 
gained—and lost—with the transition 
to containerization. Certainly, the oceans 
themselves have lost, and it’s not clear 
to me that economic analyses have ac-
counted for things like the reduction in 
labor security for dockworkers. Then, 
there is the loss of innocent wonder: I 
can’t help but think of those children, 
so many years ago, excited at their first 
glimpse of a banana.
Margaret H. Freeman
Heath, Mass.
1

TIME TO RHYME

Adam Gopnik’s essay about rhyming is 
a treat for anyone enchanted by the de-
vice’s use in poetry and song (Books, 
May 30th). He might also have noted 
the equally crucial role of rhythm. Rhyme 
without rhythm is gin without tonic; a 
rhythmic verse can be as irresistible as a 
siren’s song. When read aloud, “nothing 
better/captures letters/ than a rhythmic 
verse/erratic chatter doesn’t matter/only 
makes things worse.” There’s a reason 
that Ira Gershwin wrote “I got rhythm,” 
not “I got rhyme”—the latter would have 
disrupted his captivating cadences.
Michael D. Perlman
Seattle, Wash.

FREIGHT OVERBOARD

As a former longshoreman, I was in-
trigued by Kathryn Schulz’s article about 
how container ships have radically 
changed international trade during the 
past six decades (“Shipping News,” 
June 6th). I am concerned that some 
readers may come away from the piece 
with the impression that longshoring 
is no longer part of the shipping indus-
try. In fact, longshoremen and -women, 
drawing on a combination of skill and 
brawn, continue to play a vital role in 
making sure that containers get where 
they need to go. Lashers—the workers 
who secure containers to ships with rods 
and turnbuckles—are particularly im-
portant in preventing containers from 
falling overboard. Other dockworkers 
operate huge cranes that move contain-
ers from land to ship; many develop 
back pain from constantly leaning over 
in their small cabs as they guide the 
containers on the crane’s spreader. Long-
shoring has made the transition to mo-
dernity along with the shipping indus-
try. Now unions seek to insure that the 
financial gains resulting from these tech-
nological advances will be shared with 
the folks doing the work. 
Thurman Wenzl
Covington, Ky.

Schulz’s examination of shipping con-
tainers and their role in modern life 
brought to mind a controversy unfold-
ing just down the block from me. In Oc-
tober, 2021, the Port of Philadelphia listed 
for sale its Piers 38 and 40, on the Del-
aware River. As soon as these structures, 
with their vast warehouses, hit the mar-
ket, they were nominated for landmark 
status by a preservation group hoping 
to prevent their demolition. I had won-
dered what was historically remarkable 
about the piers, which, despite being 
more than a hundred years old, are not 
especially attractive or well maintained. 
But I suppose that these warehouses for 
loading and unloading cargo are relics 
of a pre-containerization world. They 
remind us that, since the container rev-
olution, we have been willing to tolerate 

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

THE MAIL

Ian Falconer, 
creator of the 

OLIVIA books, 
is back with 

a bark!

★ “A snug, funny round 

of hijinks by low dogs.”
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

★     “This dachshund’s-day-

out story [is] a delight.”
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

MICHAEL DI CAPUA BOOKS

HARPER COLLINS PUBLISHERS
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Since 2008, the Fandango Fronterizo Festival has brought musicians from both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border 
together to play son jarocho, regional folk music from Veracruz, Mexico. In 2018, the jazz maestro Arturo O’Far-
rill met with the festival’s founder, Jorge Francisco Castillo, to arrange a special jam session that was captured in 
the HBO documentary “Fandango at the Wall.” O’Farrill and his eighteen-piece Afro-Latin Jazz Orchestra 
reunite with musicians from Veracruz for a free concert on the lawn of Brooklyn Bridge Park’s Pier I, on July 9.
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JULY 6 – 19, 2022



THE NEW YORKER, JULY 11 & 18, 2022	 5

©
 R

U
B

Y
 S

K
Y

 S
T

IL
E

R
 /

 C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 T
H

E
 A

R
T

IS
T

 /
 N

IC
E

L
L

E
 B

E
A

U
C

H
E

N
E

 G
A

L
L

E
R

Y

The concept of Minimalism has become so mainstream that it’s now as 
likely to evoke a tidy sock drawer as it is a Donald Judd stack. To be fair, 
Judd himself rejected the label. And, in the sixties, when the abstract painter 
Agnes Martin was identified as part of this new formalist pack, she rejected 
it, too. Minimalism’s macho rhetoric—glorifying the machine-made and 
the rigidly specific—ran counter to her haptic approach and to her sense 
of a mysterious world always in flux. “You wouldn’t think of form by the 
ocean,” she wrote in 1966. In the group exhibition “No Forms,” on view 
at the Hill Art Foundation through July 15, the curator Margot Norton 
places a trio of Martin’s numinous works in a gratifyingly rangy conversation 
with recent pieces by seventeen female and gender-nonconforming artists, 
with an eye on restrained beauty and a slippage of categories. Paintings 
are sculptural (Dyani White Hawk’s exacting composition on canvas is 
rendered in shimmering beads), solid objects defy gravity (Agnieszka Ku-
rant’s subtly magical “Air Rights”), and the deepest space here appears in 
2-D (Tauba Auerbach’s bewitching trompe-l’oeil acrylic on paper). Ruby 
Sky Stiler vivifies the familiar Minimalist trope of the grid—and thumbs 
her nose at the movement’s rule of no figures allowed—in her effervescent, 
mosaic-like portrait, “Father and Child” (pictured above).—Andrea K. Scott

AT THE GALLERIES

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

1

ART

Joy Episalla
“Foldtogram,” a portmanteau of “folded” and 
“photogram,” is a term coined by this New 
York artist to describe their novel addition to 
the long history of cameraless photographs. 
The works on paper in Episalla’s enchant-
ing new show, “crack fold burn bright,” have 
been crumpled, bunched up, draped, and 
otherwise sculpted, both during and after 
their exposure to light. The process also 
involves dipping the sheets of paper into 
chemicals—developer, stop bath, and fixer, 
although not necessarily in that order. Most 
of the results appear, here, unframed on the 
gallery’s walls. They’re inky abstractions, 
paintings of a sort, alternately pearly and 
smoky, with curtains of irregular mesh that 
suggest capillary networks. But the brittle, 
warped, broken, and wrinkled topographies 
may also call to mind ceramics, and skin—or 
unnameable mysteries encountered in some 
industrial factory or discovered on a forest 
floor. The largest piece in the show heightens 
the over-all air of enigmatic menace. Made 
from an entire roll of photographic paper, it 
unfurls to the ground, and, in keeping with 
Episalla’s process-driven approach, it appears 
to metamorphose along the way.—Johanna 
Fateman (De Nagy; through July 29.)

“Louise Bourgeois: Paintings”
Although Bourgeois described herself as 
“a woman without secrets,” this exhibition 
of early, largely unknown oil paintings is a 
canon-revising surprise. Bourgeois made 
thousands of drawings and prints before 
her death, in 2010, but only about a hundred 
paintings, all in the course of a decade, start-
ing when she arrived in Manhattan as a newly 
wed Parisian expat, in 1939. About half of 
those canvases are on view at the Met, many 
being seen publicly for the first time in the 
first-ever show on the subject. (Kudos to the 
curator Clare Davies for taking the risk, and 
to the art historian Briony Fer for her insight-
ful catalogue essay.) They’re curious pictures, 
awkward but riveting, in a raw palette domi-
nated by blood reds and melancholic blues, in 
contrarian conversation with both Surrealism 
(which Bourgeois disliked) and the burgeon-
ing Ab Ex scene. Lifelong themes—mother-
hood, the psychic toll of domesticity, art as 
a pipeline to sanity—are established. So is 
Bourgeois’s destiny as a sculptor, as seen in 
“Roof Song,” from 1946-48, a self-portrait of 
the artist keeping ecstatic company with her 
own three-dimensional work.—Andrea K. Scott 
(Metropolitan Museum of Art; through Aug. 7.)

“Matisse: The Red Studio”
What remains to be said about a familiar 
icon of modern art painted by Henri Ma-
tisse in 1911? Quite a lot, as this jewel box 
of a show at MOMA proves. The exhibition 
surrounds “The Red Studio,” a rendering 
of the French artist’s atelier, with most of 
the eleven earlier works of his (paintings, 
sculptures, a ceramic plate) that, in freehand 

copy, pepper the canvas’s uniform ground of 
potent Venetian red. The ensemble immerses 
viewers in the marvels of an artistic revolution 
that resonates to this day. Gorgeous? Oh, 
yeah. Aesthetic bliss saturates—radically, to 
a degree still apt to startle when you pause to 
reflect on it—the means, ends, and very soul 
of a style so far ahead of its time that its full 
influence took decades to kick in. (It did so 
decisively in paintings by Mark Rothko and 
other American Abstract Expressionists in 
the years after the museum’s acquisition, in 
1949, of “The Red Studio,” which had, until 
then, languished in obscurity.) The works that 
are visually quoted in the piece cohabit with 
furniture and still-life elements. Contours 
tend to be summarily indicated by thin yellow 
lines. Part of a pale-blue window obtrudes. 
But nothing disrupts the composition’s essen-
tial harmony, the details striking the eye all at 
once, with a concerted bang.—Peter Schjeldahl 
(Metropolitan Museum of Art; through Sept. 10.)

Daisy Parris
There’s a startling top note of something like 
teen-age angst in this young British painter’s 
first New York solo show, “The Warm Glow,” 
but such are the hazards of emotional direct-
ness and sincerity—qualities fundamental 
to Parris’s charming art. “I will always ache 
when I think of you” reads text painted onto 
a raw-canvas flag, hanging like a Post-it at the 
bottom of one small painting. Elsewhere, the 
word “sorry” repeats in a flurry of supplicating 
appliqués on Parris’s neo-Ab Ex compositions, 
some of which use shaggy fake fur to volup-
tuous, almost grotesque effect. The centerpiece 
of the exhibition, “I’d Rather Get No Sleep 
Next to You Than Sleep Alone,” is an effusive 
triptych—a gardenlike composition, whose 
brushwork suggests an homage to the gestural 
tangles of Joan Mitchell. A concurrent pre-
sentation of Parris’s drawings, on the gallery’s 
Web site, reflects the same earnestness, ardor, 
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If, like me, you were one of the thousands of people who adopted a dog 
during the past few homebound years, you are likely both very grateful 
for the unconditional companionship and at times flummoxed by how 
much work—and how regularly confounding—cohabiting with a pup 
can be. Dogs have a storied reputation as man’s best friend, but really 
they are quirky, oddball individuals whose experience of the world 
is often opaque to us. Why does my dog, usually happy-go-lucky on 
trots around the neighborhood, suddenly feel that a skateboard gliding 
by is his mortal enemy? Why does he pull to sniff every flower? The 
dog-cognition expert Alexandra Horowitz attempted to answer these 
and other questions in her best-selling book, “Inside of a Dog: What 
Dogs See, Smell, and Know,” from 2009, and she continues her quest 
to dive inside the canine Umwelt in a new podcast, “Off Leash,” from 
the Freakonomics Radio Network. She explores the mythology of hero 
dogs, the stigma around strays, the question of whether dogs know their 
own names, and other juicy topics related to our furry, drooling BFFs. 
The podcast features lively guests, and it will make you think entirely 
differently about the animal on the other end of the leash. Highly rec-
ommended for listening on—what else?—a dog walk.—Rachel Syme

PODCAST DEPT.

take on one of the most popular ballets in its 
repertory, Kenneth MacMillan’s 1965 staging 
of “Romeo and Juliet,” cinematic, opulent, 
and emotionally effusive. There are several in-
triguing casts, including one that pairs Devon  
Teuscher, a ballerina of dramatic impact, with 
the increasingly impressive Aran Bell (July 12 
and July 16 evening).—Marina Harss (Metropol-
itan Opera House; through July 16.)

Fire Island Dance Festival
For the first time since 2019, this annual series 
of benefit performances for the nonprofit Danc-
ers Responding to AIDS returns to its signa-
ture waterfront stage, in the Fire Island Pines. 
This year’s lineup features Adriana Pierce’s 
#QueertheBallet, Caleb Teicher doing the hustle 
with Abdiel, and Georgina Pazcoguin re-creating 
numbers that Bob Fosse and Gwen Verdon cho-
reographed for Verdon in the late nineteen-six-
ties.—Brian Seibert (Fire Island Pines; June 15-17.)

Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival
In “Sw!ng Out,” contemporary swing dancers, 
including Caleb Teicher and LaTasha Barnes, 
show how the nearly century-old Lindy Hop is 
performed today. Propelled into swing by the 
Eyal Vilner Big Band, the show is part ballroom 
scene, part variety show, with flashy solos, sweet 
duets, and big group numbers that wheel and fly 
at a giddy velocity (July 6-10). Kyle Abraham’s 
“An Untitled Love” (July 13-17) is a staged house 
party. As tracks by the R. & B. god D’Angelo 
play, the stunning members of Abraham’s A.I.M 
company mingle, chat, and sporadically bust 
a move. The piece’s moments of comedy are 
sitcom safe, but some of the dancing stretches 
into darker places.—B.S. (Ted Shawn Theatre, 
Becket, Mass.)

Momix
It was probably inevitable that Momix, which 
has long specialized in theatrical illusions and 
trippy images, would get around to tackling 
“Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.” In a three-
week run of “ALICE,” expect cool-looking 
props, projections, and puppets, all skillfully 
conjuring Lewis Carroll’s characters with the 
taste and the originality implied by the inclu-
sion of Jefferson Airplane’s song “White Rab-
bit.”—B.S. (Joyce Theatre; July 6-24.)

SummerStage
Most of the dance programming in this year’s 
free City Parks Foundation series is clustered 
into two shows. In Central Park, on July 13, 
the French troupe Art Move Concept, which 
blends hip-hop with contemporary circus, 
makes its U.S. début on a bill shared with the 
rising all-female hip-hop crew Passion Fruit 
Dance Company. In Flushing Meadows Co-
rona Park, on July 15, Nai-Ni Chen Dance 
Company joins an All Arts program featur-
ing the West African dance and vogue hybrid 
of Les Ballet Afrik.—B.S. (summerstage.org)

1

THE THEATRE

Corsicana
In this new play by Will Arbery (“Heroes of 
the Fourth Turning”), directed by Sam Gold, 
Ginny (Jamie Brewer) is a funny and sweet 
thirty-four-year-old woman with Down syn-
drome. Her mother has recently died, and now 
she lives with her younger half brother, Chris-
topher (Will Dagger). Both siblings, in their 
mourning, are inarticulately angry and unsure 
how to help each other cope. When the actors 
take flight on their artfully awkward mono-
logues, Brewer, as Ginny, is especially precise 
and keen. Justice (the great Deirdre O’Con-
nell) was the best friend of Christopher and 
Ginny’s mom, and now she’s friends with Lot 
(Harold Surratt), who makes sculptures out of 
trash, a true outsider in Corsicana, Texas—he’s 
Black, and he’s touchy about being labelled with 
an unnamed neurodivergence. At Justice’s urg-
ing, Christopher hires Lot to help Ginny write 
a song. It’s a thin strand of plot in a play that 
doesn’t really want narrative encumbrances. Lot 
bristles at the outer world thinking of people 
like him and Ginny as “simple”—no, their lives 
are shot through with strong yearnings, deep 
and knowable, as undeniable but ungraspable 

1

DANCE

American Ballet Theatre
In a season devoted to big, crowd-pleasing story 
ballets, the weekend of July 7-9 is an excep-
tion, featuring a mixed bill of one-acts. The 
philosophically inclined Alonzo King, collabo-
rating with the company for the first time, has 
produced a ballet, “Single Eye,” that hints at 
the expanding and contracting forces of nature 
and of human emotion, set to music by the jazz 
composer Jason Moran. It’s paired with George 
Balanchine’s regal “Theme and Variations” and 
a zippy Jessica Lang work called “ZigZag,” set to 
American standards recorded by Tony Bennett. 
In A.B.T.’s final week (July 11-16), the dancers 

and pain as the canvases, albeit in a more inti-
mate register.—J.F. (Fuentes; through July 15.)
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In recent years, the Nashville-based sing-
er-songwriter Sophie Allison, who per-
forms as Soccer Mommy, has sung faintly, 
from a pit of anxiety. The music that she’s 
released since her 2018 début, “Clean,” 
grapples mostly with depression and im-
permanence. Her new album, “Some-

times, Forever,” produced with One-
ohtrix Point Never, a.k.a. Daniel Lopatin, 
is her most gnarly and resplendent, bring-
ing brutally honest lyrics and poppy mel-
odies into stark relief with slightly twisted 
sounds. “I don’t know how to feel things 
small/It’s a tidal wave or nothing at all /I 
can’t believe in Heaven now/It’s been 
Hell on Earth for a second,” she sings 
on the closer, “Still.” Darkness pervades 
the record, creating a sweeping sensa-
tion that is not just all-consuming but 
inescapable, yet Allison sings as if find-
ing her way through it.—Sheldon Pearce

INDIE ROCK

as the light that kindles their eyes.—Vinson 
Cunningham (Reviewed in our issue of 7/4/22.) 
(Playwrights Horizons; through July 17.)

53% Of
The title of this broad, scattershot, and uncon-
vincing comedy, written by Steph Del Rosso 
and directed by Tiffany Nichole Greene, for 
Second Stage Uptown, refers to the percent-
age of white women who supposedly voted for 
Trump in 2016. But that number was long ago 
debunked; the actual percentage was more like 
forty-seven. The difference might be small, 
but it’s typical of the play’s blithe imprecision. 
Five actors play fourteen caricatures: first, a 
group of Trump-worshipping women in subur-
ban Pennsylvania, then their skeevy husbands, 
then a group of self-loathing liberal women in 
New York City. The final scene introduces the 
play’s only Black character, the one role that’s 
performed naturalistically, a choice that feels 
stylistically dissonant, and just as condescending 
as everything that precedes it. None of this is 
the fault of the actors, who all do admirably with 
what they’ve been given.—Rollo Romig (McGinn/
Cazale Theatre; through July 10.)

Titaníque
The Titanic may have sunk, but the popularity 
of James Cameron’s 1997 blockbuster film goes 
on, as this adaptation, featuring Céline Dion’s 
songs, demonstrates. On board the musical, 
co-written by Tye Blue (who directs), Marla 
Mindelle, and Constantine Rousouli, are all the 
familiar faces—among them the roustabout art-
ist Jack (Rousouli), the stifled society girl Rose 
(Alex Ellis), and her caddish fiancé, Cal (John 
Riddle). Only this time Céline (Mindelle), not 
Cameron, is at the helm, narrating Jack and 
Rose’s clandestine romance with Dion’s titanic 
catalogue. Not to be upstaged, Frankie Grande 
hams as Captain Victor Garber, manning a hot-

1

MUSIC

Anja Schneider, Doc Martin, 
and DJ Three
ELECTRONIC It’s uncommon to get a dance-music 
bill this stacked for a late-night event, never 
mind a daytime affair. (It goes from 3 to 11 p.m.) 
The Berlin d.j. Anja Schneider made her name 
as a purveyor of minimal techno, but she’s never 
stayed in one place musically, and her recent 
sets are dark and staccato while remaining ap-
proachable. Doc Martin, from Los Angeles, 
plays boisterous house music with bounding bass 
lines, heavy on effects. DJ Three, a New Yorker 
originally from Tampa, Florida, spins house that 
tends toward the overtly psychedelic; not for 
nothing is his label named Hallucienda.—Mi-
chaelangelo Matos (Scenery Roof; July 9.)

Beach House
DREAM POP As Beach House, Victoria Legrand 
and Alex Scally have charted one of modern 
music’s most sublimely consistent trajectories. 
On each of their eight dream-pop records, and 
within the logic of every Beach House song, 
is evidence of slowly but powerfully realized 
self-possession. “Are you coming home? Are 
you still alone? / Are you not the same as you 
used to be?” Legrand sings on the track “Used 
to Be,” from 2010, and the iridescent music’s 
swell offers a beguiling answer that changes 

depending on your angle. The duo’s latest album, 
“Once Twice Melody”—which they present 
in Brooklyn, with an opening set by the L.A. 
harpist Mary Lattimore—is Beach House at 
its most sprawling and colossal. The band has 
always been hyper-protective of its musical 
world. But, earlier this year, the two were seen 
working in the studio with Kanye West. Inside 
the slow-burning refinement of the familiar, 
there is always room for the possibility of the 
unexpected.—Jenn Pelly (Kings Theatre; July 19.)

Bikini Kill
PUNK Mothballed bands tend to regroup in pur-
suit of the purse or the spotlight, where they’re 
destined to frizzle like bugs. The recent reëmer-
gence of Bikini Kill, however, feels different. 
Hibernating since the nineties, the riot-grrrl 
torchbearer seemed at risk of becoming eclipsed 
by its legend, having long ago ceded the stage 
to acts that had developed in the group’s wake, 
including two worthy successors from its lead 
singer, Kathleen Hanna—Le Tigre and the Julie 
Ruin. Incendiary even in its modest moments, 
Bikini Kill roars back at a notably fraught time. 
As ever, the band drips with ire, charisma, and 
a crucial sprinkling of nineties-flavored irony. 
Its pandemic-delayed shows benefit from un-
der-the-radar local support: at Pier 17, Ribbon 
Stage, a budding trio, submerges pop melodies 
in friendly fuzz; the following night, at Irving 
Plaza, features the droll Jim Andralis and the 
Syntonics.—Jay Ruttenberg (Rooftop at Pier 17; 
July 8. Irving Plaza; July 9.)

Chamber Music Society of 
Lincoln Center
CLASSICAL With other organizations venturing 
where their audiences presumably want to be, 
outside, the Chamber Music Society of Lin-
coln Center recognizes that good acoustics—and 
air-conditioning—behoove its small-scale reper-
toire. The first concert of its “Summer Evenings” 
series, at Alice Tully Hall, features Mozart’s 
Piano Quartet in G Minor, with its light-
footed keyboard part, and Paul Schoenfield’s 
klezmer-inspired Trio for Clarinet, Violin, and 
Piano (July 6). Then the Calidore String Quartet 
plays Haydn, Mendelssohn, and Brahms (July 
10), and the final evening spotlights woodwind 
quintets, with and without piano, and includes 
Ligeti’s concise, quizzical Six Bagatelles and Jean 
Françaix’s delightful illustrations of café habitués, 
“L’Heure du Berger” (July 13).—Oussama Zahr

Nicholas Payton
JAZZ Although the trumpeter and keyboard-
ist Nicholas Payton takes issue with the term 
“jazz”—he prefers “Black American Music”—
few players in his field have embraced the 
multiheaded genre’s range, in all its diversity, 
as much as he has, from collaborations with 
the patriarch Doc Cheatham to hard-bop ex-
cursions and funk get-downs. No matter the 
direction Payton is travelling in now, it can be 
safely assumed that he brings the full force of 
his virtuosic gifts as a horn player, along with 
a resolutely open mind, to the stage.—Steve 
Futterman (Blue Note; July 5-10.)

Tanglewood
CLASSICAL Leonard Bernstein’s “The Age of 
Anxiety,” a symphony based on W. H. Auden’s 

pink tiller and belting “I Drove All Night” as 
he turns obliviously toward the iceberg. The 
production is high energy but one-note: “kooky 
crazy,” as Céline likes to say. If you’re not already 
a fan of the music and the movie, this mashup is 
unlikely to make you one.—Dan Stahl (Asylum 
Theatre; through Sept. 25.)
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The French director Claire Denis’s three recent collaborations with the actress 
Juliette Binoche are modernist twists on classic genres: “Let the Sunshine In” 
is a screwball comedy, “High Life” is science fiction, and the latest, “Both Sides 

of the Blade,” which opens July 8, is a melodrama—an emotionally bruising 
one, of fierce love in middle age. Binoche plays Sara, a veteran radio journalist, 
who lives in Paris with Jean (Vincent Lindon), a former professional rugby 
player and an ex-con who is trying to get back on his feet as a sports scout, in 
partnership with a younger businessman named François (Grégoire Colin), 
who happens to be Sara’s ex. Denis embodies the repressed passions of this 
romantic triangle in intrusively intimate closeups and seething silences. 
The script, by Denis and the novelist Christine Angot, reveals the evasions 
that both sustain and endanger the couple’s relationship, and it links their 
private conflicts to French society at large, by way of racial politics and the 
ambient menace of COVID. A philosophical interlude midway through offers 
a liberating vision of progress via uninhibited discourse.—Richard Brody

ON THE BIG SCREEN

1

MOVIES

Elvis
The new Baz Luhrmann film tells the story—
or, at any rate, a story—of Elvis Presley’s life, 
in typically clamorous and eventful fashion. 

Pauses for breath, or for thought, are few and 
far between. Entire episodes, such as the hero’s 
Hollywood career, dash by in minutes. Split 
screens, comic strips, fragments of black-and-
white footage: all of these, and more, are wielded 
by Luhrmann in an effort to clutch our attention. 
Elvis is played as a boy by Chaydon Jay and 
as an adult by Austin Butler, who radiates the 
requisite charm and affability; anyone hoping 
for a flare of danger, though, will have to look 
elsewhere. The oddest performance comes from 
Tom Hanks, as Colonel Tom Parker, through 
whose eyes (and contorted voice-over) we follow 
the progress of the King. All in all, it’s quite a 
ride; whether it’s going anywhere other than 
round and round, like the label of a spinning 45, 
is another matter.—Anthony Lane (Reviewed in 
our issue of 7/4/22.) (In theatrical release.)

Marcel the Shell with Shoes On
This feature film, directed by Dean Fleischer-
Camp and starring the voice of Jenny Slate, 
is a dazzlingly clever blend of live action and 
stop-motion animation. It’s based on—and 
alludes to—a series of short films that the two 
made and posted to YouTube. Marcel (Slate) 
is a tiny seashell with one eye, a mouth, a pair 

of feet, a sharp mind, and a very big heart. 
A filmmaker named Dean (Fleischer-Camp) 
rents a house, finds Marcel there, and decides 
to make a documentary about him. Marcel 
lives with his grandmother, Connie (voiced by 
Isabella Rossellini), in a state of grief, after the 
disappearance of the many members of their 
extended family, and Dean helps him to look 
for them. Along the way, Dean makes short 
videos that turn Marcel into a Web sensation 
with tens of millions of viewers—and with toxic 
fans. As Dean explores Marcel’s small physical 
realm and large inner world, Marcel turns the 
tables on him, putting the filmmaker’s life 
and work under critical scrutiny; the movie’s 
cloying sentimentality is balanced by its imag-
inative vigor and its wry shell’s-eye view of 
humanity.—Richard Brody (In theatrical release.)

Not Wanted
Ida Lupino’s first film as a director (which she 
also produced), from 1949, is a startling blend 
of compassion and invention. The subject is the 
era’s absurd taboos regarding sex. Sally Kelton 
(Sally Forrest), a naïve nineteen-year-old night-
club waitress, falls in love with Steve Ryan (Leo 
Penn, Sean’s father), a tough-talking pianist with 
high-culture dreams, and loses her virginity to 
him. When Steve leaves town, Sally follows him, 
rejecting the courtship of a tenderhearted, hard-
working wounded war veteran (Keefe Brasselle). 
Then she discovers that she’s pregnant, and 
trouble ensues. Lupino displays a documentary 
avidity for the details of work and play. She 
conveys Sally’s unworldly, impractical passion 
with tender, intimate closeups and intense, ef-
fects-driven subjectivity—a hallucinatory se-
quence in a hospital is a masterpiece of low-bud-
get Expressionism. An incongruous yet majestic 
chase scene, highlighting a photogenic array of 
Los Angeles locations, projects the intimate 
melodrama onto the world stage. With Dorothy 
Adams, as a mother from hell.—R.B. (Stream-
ing on Prime Video, Kanopy, and Kino Now.)

One Sings, the Other Doesn’t
Agnès Varda’s 1977 drama is a personal film of 
epochal scope; it spans more than a decade of 
historic changes regarding gender relations and 
the rights of women. The story begins in 1962, 
when Pauline (Valérie Mairesse), a high-school 
student in Paris, befriends Suzanne (Thérèse 
Liotard), a mother of two who is pregnant again 
and wants an abortion, which was then illegal. 
Pauline provides money and advice, thus sealing 
their friendship, but circumstances soon sepa-
rate them. Suzanne eventually opens a fami-
ly-planning center, and Pauline, indignant at her 
own subsequent trouble getting an abortion, be-
comes a feminist activist. The women reconnect 
in 1972, at a protest outside a courthouse where 
a woman is on trial for having an abortion. The 
drama’s bitter conflicts, grievous losses, and 
wrenching separations are buoyed by a steady 
sense of purpose, and its political candor is 
matched by the aesthetic audacity of its blend 
of genres, from musical and melodrama to doc-
umentary. The film’s last image, showing Var-
da’s own teen-age daughter, Rosalie, in the role 
of Suzanne’s teen-age daughter, launches the 
movie off the screen and into the future.—R.B. 
(Streaming on the Criterion Channel.)

poem of the same name, depicts four strangers 
who find themselves bonding in a bar against 
a backdrop of war. The piece dips in and out 
of concrete storytelling, leaving audiences to 
find meaning or catharsis in its spiralling vari-
ations; Andris Nelsons conducts it at the Bos-
ton Symphony Orchestra’s opening concert at 
Tanglewood, the ensemble’s summer outpost, 
in the Berkshires, with Jean-Yves Thibaudet as 
piano soloist (July 8). The B.S.O. covers a lot of 
ground in its first ten days, with an all-American 
program of pieces by Samuel Barber, Gershwin, 
Duke Ellington, and Carlos Simon (July 9); 
the U.S. première of Helen Grime’s Trumpet 
Concerto (“night-sky-blue”) (July 10); and such 
large-scale works as Mozart’s “Don Giovanni” 
(July 16) and Brahms’s “Ein Deutsches Requiem” 
(July 17).—O.Z.
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TABLES FOR TWO

Evelia’s Tamales Restaurant
96-09 Northern Blvd., Queens 

Is there a culinary innovation more prac-
tical than the tamal? Tamales, believed to 
have originated in Mesoamerica as early 
as 8000 B.C., were considered sacred 
by pre-Hispanic civilizations and were 
offered to the gods but were also used 
as portable fuel for long journeys, hunt-
ing excursions, and armies in battle. To 
make tamales, corn kernels are steeped 
in water and calcium hydroxide (lye)—a 
process called nixtamalization—then 
rinsed, drained, and milled to be turned 
into masa, a nutritious and filling paste 
seasoned with salt and lard or oil. A big 
spoonful of masa—plus some combi-
nation of meat, vegetable, cheese, and 
salsa—gets tightly wrapped in dried corn 
husk, then steamed until firm. Earlier 
this year, archeologists posited that not 
even the steeping liquid was wasted by 
the Mayans. In a pair of ancient stone 
toilets, they discovered microscopic 
by-products of nixtamalization; the left-
over lye water, it seems, was used to flush. 

At Evelia’s Tamales Restaurant, in 
North Corona, Queens, the facilities are 
luxurious, but the origin story is one of 

pure practicality. In 2000, Evelia Coy-
otzi left Tlaxcala, Mexico, and her two-
year-old son, to find a job in New York. 
In September, 2001, she was working 
at a McDonald’s near the World Trade 
Center. When it closed after 9/11, she 
began to make tamales at home, in 
Queens, to sell from a shopping cart 
on the corner of Junction Boulevard and 
Roosevelt Avenue. (Later, she upgraded 
to a proper pushcart.) In the shadow 
of the elevated subway tracks, she ar-
rived every day at 4:30 A.M. to catch the 
early-morning rush of commuters eager 
for a guajolota, also known as a torta de 
tamal—two tamales, husked and stuffed 
into a crusty roll, a further improvement 
on efficient portability—and a cup of 
warm atole, a drinkable porridge made 
from sweetened masa. 

For twenty years, Coyotzi made a liv-
ing this way, through inclement weather 
and frequent hassling from the N.Y.P.D., 
having been refused one of the city’s 
inexplicably meagre number of street-
vender permits, earning countless loyal 
customers and catching the attention 
of Anthony Bourdain. In January, 2020, 
she took out a lease on a storefront half a 
mile from her cart’s usual spot. This past 
March, she finally opened it.

An undercurrent of pragmatism runs 
through the bright, clean counter-service 
restaurant, which opens only slightly 
later than the cart, at 5 A.M. (It closes 
at 10 P.M.) But there’s also a sense that 
Coyotzi is finally getting to relax a little, 
and have some fun. Hanging on a wall 
of faux greenery is a neon sign that reads 

“live / love/eat tamales.” On the Web 
site, managed by her now twenty-four-
year-old son, John, there is merch for 
sale; a cheerful printout taped to the deli 
case the other day announced “TENE-
MOS ICE COFFEE.” 

A selection of tortas includes the 
Viagra, featuring breaded chicken, 
chorizo, and sliced hot dog, and the 
Supreme, whose cross-section reveals 
Flamin’ Hot Cheetos encased by Oa-
xacan string cheese. An atole called 
Galleta is made with crushed animal 
crackers. Masa is pressed into tortillas for 
tacos, scattered with crumbles of sweet-
and-salty neon-pink chorizo, minced 
white onion, and cilantro; for huevos di-
vorciados, topped with gently fried eggs 
and thick red and green salsas; and for 
sale in packs of three, to accompany car-
nitas and barbacoa by the pound.

Still, tamales are the main draw, both 
the traditional, in corn husks, and the 
Oaxaqueño, featuring heftier portions 
of masa, which take on a blockier shape 
when wrapped, Oaxaca style, in slick 
banana leaves, tied with twine. I’m es-
pecially partial to the traditional tamale 
laced with a chili-based sweet-and-
smoky mole that plays perfectly off the 
pure, nutty flavor of the corn and hides 
tender shreds of chicken. Through the 
doorway into the kitchen, enormous 
stockpots of tamales are visible on the 
stove, steam forcing their plastic-wrap 
lids to go convex, bulging into domes, 
antiquity adapted. (Tamales $1.50-$3; 
other dishes $3-12.)

—Hannah Goldfield
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timate decisions of their lives.” The suit 
states that Jewish law stipulates that life 
begins at birth, not before, and “requires 
the mother to abort the pregnancy” if 
there is a risk to her “health or emotional 
well being.” Thus, the plaintiff argues, 
the abortion ban infringes on Jewish free 
exercise of religion. 

Many post-Dobbs lawsuits can also 
now be expected to assert that abortion 
bans violate state constitutions, which 
may be more protective of individual 
rights than the federal Constitution is. 
Marriage equality, for example, was pro-
tected in Massachusetts by a state con-
stitutional ruling twelve years before the 
Supreme Court declared a federal con-
stitutional right to same-sex marriage. 
Republican-dominated state courts, no 
less than G.O.P.-led state legislatures, 
though, may well stymie such efforts to 
preserve abortion access. Last month, 
the Iowa Supreme Court simply over-
ruled its own 2019 decision affirming a 

COMMENT

THE COURT V. THE COURT

The lasting depredations of the Trump 
Presidency were brought into sharp 

focus by last week’s testimony before the 
House Select Committee investigating 
the events of January 6th, which left an 
indelible portrait of Donald Trump as a 
food-throwing despot willing to encour-
age an armed mob to march to the Cap-
itol. And, in addition to an attempted 
coup, we have him to thank for 2022’s 
becoming the turning point of the Su-
preme Court’s conservative revolution. 

In a single week in late June, the con-
servative Justices asserted their recently 
consolidated power by expanding gun 
rights, demolishing the right to abor-
tion, blowing a hole in the wall between 
church and state, and curtailing the abil-
ity to combat climate change. The Court 
is not behaving as an institution invested 
in social stability, let alone in the impor-
tance of its own role in safeguarding that 
stability. But what if its big and fast moves, 
eviscerating some constitutional rights 
and inflating others, are bound for col-
lision? As people harmed by one aspect 
of its agenda look to other aspects of it 
to protect them, the Court may not be 
altogether pleased with where that pro-
cess leads. 

Shortly before the Court, in Dobbs v. 
Jackson Women’s Health Organization, 
overruled Roe v. Wade, a synagogue filed 
suit in a Florida court, challenging, under 
the Florida constitution, the state’s new 
law criminalizing pre-viability abortions. 
Among the plaintiff ’s claims is that the 
abortion ban violates the right of Jews 
“to freedom of religion in the most in-IL
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

state constitutional right to abortion, 
leaving Iowa free to ban the procedure.

But the Jewish group’s claim is a bell-
wether, because the Supreme Court has 
lately been exceedingly accommodating 
of people’s religious views. This term, two 
cases resulted in historic expansions of 
the Free Exercise Clause of the First 
Amendment. The Court held that Maine, 
which provides tuition funds for students 
who reside in districts lacking public sec-
ondary schools to attend secular schools 
elsewhere, must also provide funds for 
such students who choose to attend re-
ligious schools. The Court also held, in 
the case of a football coach at a public 
high school in Washington State, who 
knelt and prayed on the field after games, 
that the school district could not stop 
him, even if it wanted only to avoid the 
appearance of endorsing religion. The 
upshot, Justice Sonia Sotomayor wrote, 
in a dissenting opinion, is that the Court 
“elevates one individual’s interest in per-
sonal religious exercise . . . over society’s 
interest in protecting the separation be-
tween church and state.” And, in a free-
speech case this term, the Court held that 
Boston must allow a group to fly a Chris-
tian flag on the flagpole outside city hall 
if it allows other groups to hoist non-
religious flags, such as the pride flag. 

The Supreme Court’s expansion of 
religious liberty is long-running, but it 
has rapidly accelerated in the two years 
since the Court gained a conservative su-
permajority. At the start of the pandemic, 
in 2020, the Court repeatedly rejected 
claims of churches that objected to states’ 
stay-at-home orders. But, after Justice 
Amy Coney Barrett was confirmed, in 
the fall of 2020, a majority—the same 
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SIGNAGE DEPT.

CARTELISMO

Carlos Cevallos, eighty-four, and his 
brother Miguel, eighty-one, make 

whimsical, hand-drawn signs and post-
ers for a living. The other day, they were 
sitting in a booth at a coffee shop in 
Lenox Hill. The brothers, who live to-
gether nearby, were dressed, as they are 
every day, in baggy suits and neckties. 
They both used a knife and a fork to eat 
a corn muffin. 

Seated across from them was their 
friend and helper, Aviram Cohen, forty-
one, who asked, “You want me to show 
you the jobs for next week?” The broth-
ers gravely nodded. Then, using a mix-
ture of English and Spanish—the broth-
ers are Ecuadorian but were raised in 
Colombia, and speak limited English—
Cohen outlined six signs that were to be 
made, including one for a gastropub in 
New Jersey called Salt. 

“Irish,” Carlos said when he saw a 
sketch of plant life that Cohen had drawn 
according to instructions the customer 

had given when placing the order via the 
brothers’ Instagram account. 

“Flores,” Miguel added. 
Carlos muttered “shamrog” a few 

times before landing triumphantly on 
“shamrock.”

If you’ve ever walked under the ele-
vated 7 train in Queens and encountered 
the swirl of pupuserías and loan sharks 
and taco trucks known as the Roosevelt 
Avenue corridor, you’ve likely seen ex-
amples of the Cevallos brothers’ cartel-
ismo, the South American term for 
hand-lettered posters and signage. Maybe 
it was a sign in the window of the restau-
rant El Toro Bravo heralding an expec-
tations-heavy holiday (“FELIZ DÍA DE 
LAS MADRES”), or perhaps a pushcart 
emblazoned with the words “ELOTES 
LOCOS” (“crazy corn”). Since the fall of 
2018, when Cohen started an Instagram 
account to post photographs of the Cev-
alloses’ work, commissioning posters from 
the brothers has become, according to 
the food Web site Eater, “a rite of pas-
sage” for hip establishments in Brook-
lyn and Manhattan (e.g., Van Leeuwen 
Ice Cream and Café Habana). At the 
retro luncheonette Baz Bagel, in Little 
Italy, diners are greeted by a poster of a 
fireman hosing down a flaming bagel 
(“BAZ BAGELS/GET ’EM WHILE THEY’RE 

HOT!”). At Greenwich Letterpress, a sta-
tionery store on Christopher Street, a 
Cevallos poster proclaiming the store 
“A SISTER OWNED COMPANY” hangs 
above a trio of antique-looking cat masks, 
creating an impromptu shrine; at the 
dank man cave that is the Academy Re-
cord Annex, in Greenpoint, a framed 
Cevallos poster (“ACADEMY RECORD 
ANNEXES/GOOD TO YOUR EARHOLE”) 
overlaps a photograph of an under-
pants-clad Prince. Recent commissions 

Carlos Cevallos and Miguel Cevallos

five conservative Justices who eventually 
voted to overrule Roe v. Wade—held in 
favor of Catholic and Orthodox Jewish 
organizations that objected to a state’s 
stricter capacity limit for houses of wor-
ship than for essential businesses. Simi-
larly, the courts have historically and rou-
tinely rejected religious free-exercise 
challenges to compulsory vaccinations, 
such as for admittance to schools. But, 
since last year, a number of courts have 
required religious exemptions to 
covid-vaccine mandates. According to 
a recent Yale Law Journal study conducted 
by Zalman Rothschild, a fellow at the 
Stanford Constitutional Law Center, 
“while every federal court in the country 
faced with the issue has rejected vac-
cine-mandate challenges brought under 
free-speech or substantive-due-process 
theories, free exercise challenges have 
succeeded in securing wins for vaccine 
objectors.” He has since noted that “free 
exercise has exploded out of proportion.” 
Indeed, that expansion threatens to allow 

people to claim a religious free-exercise 
right to discriminate against L.G.B.T.Q. 
individuals. But it may also arm those 
who seek religious exemptions from abor-
tion bans with powerful arguments that 
courts will have to grapple with. And 
some groups that make such arguments 
may be beyond the embrace of the general 
public—much less that of Republican-
dominated courts.  

The Satanic Temple, for example, 
headquartered in Salem, Massachusetts, 
claims seven hundred thousand regis-
tered members in congregations around 
the world. Courts and the I.R.S. have 
recognized the organization as a religion 
(which doesn’t actually worship Satan 
as a deity but, instead, views him as a 
symbol of dissent against tyrannical au-
thority). In keeping with one of its core 
tenets—that “one’s body is inviolable, 
subject to one’s own will alone”—TST 
has filed several lawsuits pressing a free-
exercise claim that objects to abortion 
bans. Its position is that a state’s impo-

sition of a waiting period or counselling 
prior to an abortion is as much a viola-
tion of religious freedom as it would be 
prior to a baptism or a Communion.

We are accustomed to hearing reli-
gious objections to abortion. Religious 
objections to abortion bans also reflect 
the fact that, for many people, questions 
of when human life begins and whether 
to have a child are centrally informed 
by their religious beliefs. It is possible 
that these free-exercise claims won’t suc-
ceed, because avoidance of hypocrisy is 
not a value that we expect from this Su-
preme Court, any more than we expect 
it from the man responsible for its com-
position. The Select Committee and the 
Department of Justice may yet force 
Trump to answer for some of his ac-
tions, but, notwithstanding the historic 
swearing-in of Justice Ketanji Brown 
Jackson last week, we are stuck with his 
Court, and the damage it will do, for the 
next generation.  

—Jeannie Suk Gersen
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HOOPLA DEPT.

SOCIALIST PARTY

On a recent Thursday, Chantal Smith, 
a creative director, met the actor 

Jon Hamm and the writer-producer 
John Mankiewicz outside Studio 525, in 
Chelsea, to give them a preview of the 
party space for the première of their new 
docudrama, “The Big Lie,” débuting  
the following night at the Tribeca Fes-
tival. Hamm wore aviator sunglasses, a 
brown denim jacket, and cuffed jeans; 

Mankiewicz wore a suit with no tie. They 
both looked intrigued. Smith gestured 
toward the entrance, which would be 
red-carpeted and ringed with lights. “It 
looks glamorous from the outside, but 
you’ll quickly discover that everything 
is not as it seems,” she said. “The Big 
Lie,” in which Hamm plays an F.B.I. 
agent, is set in McCarthy-era Holly-
wood, among blacklisted writers and di-
rectors struggling to shoot a workers’-
rights-themed movie while being treated 
as political subversives. Hamm’s character, 
via suave duplicity, is trying to stop them. 

“The Big Lie” is a podcast, on Audi-
ble. “All these forms are breaking down 
and realigning,” Hamm said. (The Tri-
beca Festival, formerly just for film, now 
encompasses many genres, including vir-
tual reality.) Smith guided them down 
a hall, amid noisy set construction, de-
scribing the space’s coming features: vin-
tage anti-Commie propaganda, audio 
of HUAC testimony, fedoras dangling 
overhead, theatrical fog. Hamm sud-
denly spotted a friend and greeted him 
with a hug that seemed poised for lift-
off. “That’s our director, Aaron Lipstadt,” 
Mankiewicz said. 

Next: an F.B.I. office, with mid-cen-
tury typewriters and a trenchcoat, and 
which, like a Sterling Cooper office, was 
also a bar. News clippings and photo-
graphs of film-industry leftists were ar-
rayed like a murder board, connected by 
tangles of string; Hamm peered at a di-
agram titled “How to Detect a Lie.” The 
podcast’s first episode, played in the next 
room, would be augmented by projec-
tions of stars evoking Griffith Observa-
tory; a shadow play; and onscreen im-
ages that stopped short of making a 
movie out of a podcast. After a preview, 
Hamm praised the shadow actors. “Looks 
very cool, you guys,” he said.

In a greenroom, Hamm reclined on 
a couch. “I’m runnin’ on fumes,” he said. 
“Five countries in four days, doing the 
‘Top Gun’ stuff.” Hamm, Tom Cruise’s 
foil in “Top Gun: Maverick,” had re-
cently attended première events on an 
aircraft carrier (Cruise arrived by heli-
copter); at the London Ritz (featuring 
British royals); at Cannes; and so on. 
Podcasts, he said, had a certain appeal: 
“You don’t have to buy three hundred 
cars and populate Hollywood Boule-
vard. It’s all in your mind, right?” 

“The Big Lie” is set amid the making 

have come in from Russia, Wales, and 
South Korea, and have included posters 
honoring pets, birthdays, and charities, 
as well as advertisements for sourdough 
home delivery, Arthur Ashe Stadium, 
and a law student’s “devil dog lawyer-
ing.” Also, a poster bearing a marriage 
proposal, and one quoting the “Midnight 
Cowboy” line “’Eyyyy, I’m walkin’ here!” 

Making art is the only job the broth-
ers have ever had. As kids in Bogotá, 
they supported themselves by drawing 
caricatures of tourists in hotels. Carlos 
moved to New York in 1974, to join his 
sign-making older brother Victor, who 
died in 2012; Miguel came in 2002. Car-
los and Miguel, both bachelors, work 
side by side in their apartment, using 
Sharpies and poster paints; Miguel does 
the layouts and the lettering, and Car-
los does the coloring. Each order takes 
about three weeks to fulfill.

Cohen befriended the brothers in 
2017, when his wife needed a sign for her 
new yoga studio in Jackson Heights. He’d 
noticed the colorful posters in his neigh-
borhood and assumed that they were the 
work of a teen-age girl. The Cevalloses 
were nocturnal at the time, and when 
Cohen tracked them down they pro-
posed meeting at 9:30 P.M. Cohen works 
building and mounting exhibitions at 
museums around the city, but he con-
siders his unpaid gig with the brothers—
taking orders, translating, posting their 
work on Instagram (@cevallos_bros)—
to be less an act of curation than an ef-
fort to help a vulnerable population. The 

“O.K., Belinda, America wants to know . . . How. Will. You. Settle!”

brothers, whose Roosevelt Avenue cli-
entele shrivelled during the pandemic, 
have no family in the States; they call 
Cohen an “amigo verdadero.”

Back at the coffee shop, Carlos and 
Miguel finished their muffin. A middle-
aged woman seated near them, seeing 
the two solemn-looking men in their 
suits—the Cevalloses have been featured 
on the Web site Accidentally Wes An-
derson—asked if they were Italian. No, 
no, they haltingly explained—ecuatoria-
nos. Ah, the woman said. She introduced 
herself by name. Miguel, looking down 
at the floor to avoid eye contact, pointed 
tentatively at his brother and said, “Car-
los.” Then he pointed at himself and 
said, “Michelangelo.” 

—Henry Alford
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of the 1954 movie “Salt of the Earth,” a 
neorealist drama about a 1950 zinc min-
ers’ strike in New Mexico, written by Mi-
chael Wilson, directed by Herbert J. Bi-
berman, and produced by Paul Jarrico, all 
of whom were blacklisted by the film in-
dustry for refusing to testify before the 
House Un-American Activities Com-
mittee. “Salt” was considered especially 
dangerous for its pro-labor bent. In 1997, 
Jarrico, who was eighty-two at the time, 
approached Mankiewicz with an idea for 
a screenplay: the “Salt” story, from the 
perspective of an F.B.I. agent. It sold as 
a movie, and, soon after, Jarrico was hon-
ored at an industry dinner at the Acad-
emy, in Beverly Hills. “It was the fiftieth 
anniversary of the blacklist. He was the 
guy who got everyone’s credits restored,” 
Mankiewicz said. “They reënacted Paul’s 
HUAC testimony, which was fantastic. 
Driving back to Ojai, he got into a one-
car accident and was killed.” Jarrico’s wife, 
Lia, asked Mankiewicz to write the script. 

Mankiewicz, grandson of Herman 
(“Citizen Kane”) and son of screenwriter 
Don, is a longtime television writer and 
producer; he met Hamm on “The Divi-
sion,” a Lifetime cop drama, in the early 
two-thousands. “I was the token guy,” 
Hamm said. By the time Mankiewicz 
approached Hamm about “The Big Lie,” 
Hamm was starring on “Mad Men.” He 
liked the script. “But I was, like, ‘Well, 
it’s a guy in a hat who smokes cigarettes 
and drinks—that’s kind of my day job.’” 
Audio, and the current era, put it in a dif-
ferent light: “the power of the big lie,” 
and the pandemic, and the climate of the 
big quit. Hamm jabbed his thumb east-

ward. “We take it for granted now. But 
go to the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory 
monument and know what working con-
ditions were like before unions, right?” 

Calling the podcast “The Big Lie” 
had received a bit of pushback post-
January 6th: “There’s the other Big Lie 
in the news,” Mankiewicz said.

Circa “Mad Men,” Hamm watched 
the BBC documentary “The Century of 
the Self,” which illuminated some sa-
lient concepts about Freud, propaganda, 
politics, and P.R.: “It talks about hitting 
those pleasure centers, feeding that ego, 
giving people what they want: create 
the itch and sell you the balm. It’s Don 
Draper, basically. This idea of the big lie 
is a tale as old as time. And it’s a remark-
ably effective way to get populations to 
do what you want.”

“And you can attach the big lie to 
stories and songs,” Mankiewicz said.

“Woody Guthrie on one side, Toby 
Keith on the other.” 

“That side has no good music,” 
Mankiewicz said.

“Don’t say that at a Nascar rally,” 
Hamm said.

—Sarah Larson
1

MASTERPIECES

ROBO-ART

Since humans invented art, sometime 
in the Paleolithic era, they’ve pro-

duced lots of pictures—“The Starry 
Night,” some memes, that photo of Don-
ald Trump staring at the eclipse. What 
does it all add up to? A few years ago, 
a company called OpenAI fed a good 
deal of those images, along with text de-
scriptions, into the neural network of 
an artificial intelligence named DALL-E. 
DALL-E was being trained to create orig-
inal art of its own, in any style, depict-
ing in uncanny detail almost anything 
desired, based on written prompts. But 
a mastery of the entire universe of human 
imagery makes for difficult choices. How 
do you decide what DALL-E should cre-
ate? After careful deliberation, one of 
the first images that OpenAI prompted 
was a doughnut made of porcupine quills.

“There was this belief that creativity 

is this deeply special, only-human thing,” 
Sam Altman, OpenAI’s C.E.O., explained 
the other day. Maybe not so true any-
more, he said. Altman, who wore a gray 
sweater and had tousled brown hair, was 
videoconferencing from the company’s 
headquarters, in San Francisco. DALL-E 
is still in a testing phase. So far, OpenAI 
has granted access to a select group of 
people—researchers, artists, developers—
who have used it to produce a wide array 
of images: photorealistic animals, bizarre 
mashups, punny collages. Asked by a user 
to generate “a plate of various alien fruits 
from another planet, photograph,” DALL-E 
returned something kind of like rambu-
tans. “The rest of mona lisa” is, accord-
ing to DALL-E, mostly just one big cliff. 
Altman described DALL-E as “an exten-
sion of your own creativity.”

For the more than a million people 
on DALL-E’s wait list, the only way to 
extend their creativity is to slide into 
the A.I.’s Instagram D.M.s with a re-
quest. The company launched the ac-
count, @openaidalle, in April. “I was 
worried that maybe it would take more 
of an explanation to get people engaged,” 
Natalie Summers, who runs the account 
for OpenAI, said, from a conference 
room near Altman. “And it did not.” 
 @openaidalle now has almost two hun-
dred thousand followers. It’s Summers’s 
job to read through the messages and 
choose the best of the best. “If I did 
every single thing that people asked, we 
would have a lot of raccoons and sloths,” 
she said. Hits have included “cheese-
burger lamp,” “emotional baggage” (suit-
cases with sad faces), and “attractive di-
nosaur in a tuxedo, looking at himself 
in a mirror and seeing his ref lection, 
digital art,” which DALL-E endowed 
with human-proportioned arms to aid 
in its hotness. Reviews have been of the 
mind-blown variety. “I’m gonna lose me 
job,” one commenter, whose profile said 
they were a graphic designer, posted, 
below an image of polymer-clay drag-
ons eating pizza on a boat.

To sift through the latest requests, 
Summers, who wore dangling earrings 
and a jean jacket, videoconferenced with 
DALL-E’s product manager, Joanne Jang, 
and with a member of the technical 
staff, Aditya Ramesh. Ramesh was re-
sponsible for DALL-E’s name; it came 
to him in the shower. “Some people got 
it immediately,” he said. “Other people 

John Mankiewicz and Jon Hamm
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I had to explain that it’s a portmanteau.”
There are rules for requesters. Images 

of public figures are off limits, as is any-
thing remotely offensive, including nu-
dity and violence. Political campaigning 
is forbidden. “We are worried about deep-
fakes,” Summers said. Recently, a re-
searcher named Boris Dayma developed 
a low-fi copycat, called DALL-E Mini, 
which went viral. Users were permitted 
to submit prompts like “Ice T in a glass 
of iced tea” and “Babies fist fighting,” 
though the output is sometimes eerie: 
Ice-T’s face appears to be melting; the 
babies look like zombies. At OpenAI’s 
request, DALL-E Mini was renamed Crai-
yon. (“There has been a lot of confu-
sion,” an OpenAI spokesperson said.)

Summers began scrolling. “Here’s one 
that I found this morning: ‘a cat with a 
bed of tulips growing out of its back,’” 
she said. She clicked a button, and the 
system came up with ten images. All 
featured tulips, but only one had tulips 
growing out of a cat’s back—though not 
enough to qualify as “a bed.” Ramesh 
gave the prompt a try, and the machine 
spat out a white cat with two dozen or 
so tulips sprouting out of its fur. “I love 
how chubby the cat is,” Jang said. Sum-
mers sent the photo to the user, who re-
sponded with three smile emojis.

They turned to “an astronaut eating 
in a diner that is floating in space.” Jang 
spotted a problem with DALL-E’s work: 
too much gravity.

“Oh, that’s true,” Ramesh said. “I’ll 
see if I can get floating food.” A few 
wording tweaks yielded an astronaut 
with a piece of toast, staring out a diner 
window at the stars. “It’s like he’s con-
templating his life’s decisions,” Ramesh 
said. They went with a less melancholy 
option.

Next up: a fish fishing. “How about 
this one?” Ramesh said, pulling up an 
illustration of a green fish wearing a 
fisherman’s hat, with a smaller fish dan-
gling from a rod.

“That one’s good because he looks 
alarmed to be in this meta situation,” 
Summers said.

The meeting was wrapping up, but 
they decided to take on a few more re-
quests. One user had asked for, simply, 
“The Big Bang.” Jang took a deep breath. 
“There’s a lot of artistic license for that 
one,” she said.

—Laura Lane

SKETCHPAD BY LIANA FINCK
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PERSONAL HISTORY

Mixeded
A son’s story.

BY DAVID WRIGHT FALADÉ

The kingdom of Dahomey, at its 
peak, dominated the sliver of West 

Africa known as the Slave Coast. From 
around 1724 until the eighteen-sixties, 
when the last slave ships heading for 
the Americas set out from these shores, 
the kings of Dahomey used terror and 
brutality to supply human chattel to the 
triangular trade. During months-long 
campaigns, their army, which featured 
a corps of women warriors who served 
as shock troops, overran towns and vil-
lages, horrifically murdering some peo-
ple as a tactic to get others to submit. 
Anyone not Dahomean was either a 
vassal, a victim, or a captive to be sold 
to European trading companies, which 

had established barracoons by the sea. 
Though Dahomey was smaller than 

New Jersey, with a population of three 
hundred and fifty thousand by some es-
timates, three-quarters that of Staten  
Island’s today, it is believed that about 
fifteen per cent of all the slaves sent to 
the Americas departed from this stretch 
of coast—nearly two million women, 
men, and children. Those sold off resisted 
the spiritual death that could accompany 
enslavement, striving to retain some tie 
to their past. Aspects of African American 
culture emerged from West African tra-
ditions—music and dance, culinary prac-
tices and religious beliefs, notably vodun, 
what we call voodoo in the United States.

Until I was sixteen, I believed that, 
on my father’s side, I was descended 
from the enslaved people who had 
crossed the Atlantic in chains, perhaps 
forced onto ships in Dahomean waters. 

My mother was a white woman. 
Right up to her death, six years 

ago, at the age of eighty-five, she sus-
tained an improbable sort of idealism—a 
wholehearted aspiration for equality, re-
gardless of race, gender, or class, which 
was underpinned by a near-providential 
belief in basic human goodness, despite 
her own experiences. The eldest of three 
children of French Jewish parents, in her 
youth she had survived the Nazi occu-
pation of Paris. She immigrated to the 
U.S. in the fifties as the G.I. bride of an 
African American soldier, and, in the 
years before Loving v. Virginia, gave 
birth to two biracial kids, my older sis-
ter, Myriam, and me. Her first husband, 
Jack Wright, was a drinker, unreliable in 
the way that drinkers can be, and she 
divorced him in 1967, when I was two, 
raising Myriam and me on her own, 
working menial jobs to pay the bills. 

Mom was tough, much larger than 
her five-foot-one-inch frame. Still, she 
felt that I needed a Black male pres-
ence in my life. She met my stepdad, 
Ed Wheeler, who had escaped Jim Crow 
South Carolina by joining the Army, 
which deployed him to Vietnam. He 
was decorated for his service, and, when 
he returned, we followed him to Yuma, 
Arizona, then to Lawton, Oklahoma, 
then, on his retirement from the mili-
tary, in 1976, to Amarillo, Texas, where 
he’d taken a job working security at 
Texas State Technical Institute. We were 
now a family of five—my younger sis-
ter, Chantal, was two years old when 
we moved to the Panhandle. 

In choosing a difficult path for her-
self, Mom necessarily set us, her chil-
dren, on one, too. “Biracial” is the term 
of use today. When I was growing up, 
we were referred to as “mulatto” or, when 
the speaker was being considerate, as 
“mixed race” or “mixed.” To white soci-
ety, though, either expression meant 
Black, full stop. Mixed-race people went 
largely unseen, made nonexistent by the 
one-drop rule.

Myriam and I were two of four Black 
students in our middle school in Am-
arillo. I was the only Black male. She C
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The author as a child with his sister Myriam, his mother, and Jack Wright.
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and I sat in the cafeteria one day as a 
boy described to the rapt kids at our 
table the thrill of watching the movie 
exploits of “that great big nigger Man-
dingo.” Not long afterward, the same 
boy and a group of others set upon me 
on the playground—they held me down 
and ripped open my shirt and gave me 
a “red belly” until I cried, and even after. 

A schoolyard prank or an age-old 
ritual about my proper place? I under-
stood their message to be the latter, even 
if the school dismissed it as the former. 

I’d seen “Roots.” The f ive of us 
watched together on the couch, Chan-
tal on my mother’s lap. Alongside the 
triumph of seeing Chicken George lead 
his family onto land in Tennessee that 
they themselves owned, indignation 
simmered within me, a rising fury at 
the sweep and scope of the horrors that 
we African Americans had borne since 
our very beginnings here. Lurking just 
beyond was something more, something 
troubling, a feeling that was not new 
but that “Roots” had made discernible. 
Even at that young age, I recognized it 
to be the tinges of shame—shame at 
being part of a people who, no matter 
how brave, how noble, or how cunning, 
seemed to always end up debased.

Identity is rooted in place as well as 
in parentage. In the Texas Panhan-

dle, the red-brown fissures of the Cap-
rock Escarpment abruptly become the 
grassy Great Plains, the stark beauty a 
study in contrasts. Like the geology of 
my new home, I was formed in a space 
where differences converged.

A few months after my schoolyard 
hazing, we moved fifty miles northeast, 
to Borger, population fifteen thousand, 
where my stepdad joined the Hutchin-
son County Sheriff ’s Department, its 
first Black deputy. Borger was less than 
four per cent African American, and 
most other Blacks lived across town, in 
the Flats. But my stepdad had moved 
us into Keeler Heights, a white neigh-
borhood. Ours was one of the only 
mixed-race families in town, and for cer-
tain the most public one, given my step-
dad’s new position. Mixed-race couples 
could still meet with looks of disdain 
and sometimes with nasty remarks from 
white Borgans, young and old. Despite 
this, to me Borger was a relief. People 
honked and waved when they passed by 

even though we didn’t know them. I 
joined the football team and made 
friends, Black, white, and brown, and 
soon I found my way.

America, historically, has understood 
the mulatto to be a tragic figure, the 
product of two different worlds, belong-
ing to neither. For me, the opposite was 
true. I learned to code-switch and be-
came a sort of insider-outsider in both. 
I was as readily at home in my ad-
vanced-biology class, where I was the 
only Black person, as I was in the foot-
ball locker room with the brothers. 
When with white friends, I never pre-
tended to be white. But I blended in. I 
was liked, as was my stepdad, who had 
become popular around town.

Borger was the epitome of the late-sev-
enties Bible Belt—socially conservative, 
Christian symbolism everywhere, pros-
elytizing. From time to time, I went to 
the church across the alley behind our 
house, Keeler Baptist, with my friend 
(white, necessarily) from down the street. 
Our football coach taught Sunday school. 
One morning when I’d stayed in bed, I 
heard my name being hollered from out-
side, at a distance. Coach Henderson had 
raised the second-story window of his 
classroom and was summoning me. I 
dressed and ran over.

I didn’t consider myself committed to 
church so much as curious. Yet one Sun-
day I found myself responding to the call 
of the pastor, Reverend Scott, ambling 
down the aisle toward him, and receiv-
ing Jesus as my personal Lord and Sav-
iour. Coach Henderson looked partic-
ularly proud, more than he ever did 
watching me on the football field. I lin-
gered with the other kids afterward, 
talking and laughing, sipping on the grape 
juice used for Communion from tiny 
Dixie cups. I took the long way home, 
around on the street rather than through 
the alley, and felt . . . something. Fulfill-
ment, maybe. A sense of accomplishment. 
Whatever it was, I imagined it to be an 
outgrowth of my spiritual redemption. 

Turning the corner, our house com-
ing into view, I saw my mom standing 
in the yard, puffed up, arms crossed over 
her chest. How long she’d been there I 
could not know, but the tongue lashing 
began before I was even within hear-
ing distance.

Didn’t I know that I was Jewish? she 
asked. Did that not matter to me? 

Before I could answer, she followed 
with a question that, I would learn from 
Myriam, she had also asked the Rev-
erend Scott when he’d stopped by to 
congratulate my family on my having 
accepted Christ. To me, she said, “Do 
you think those crackers will still love 
you when you want to date one of their 
daughters?” 

Growing up, Judaism meant every-
thing and nothing in my family. 

Mom always wore a Star of David pen-
dant on a necklace, and the fact that we 
were Jewish was never a question in my 
mind. But we didn’t acknowledge, much 
less observe, Jewish holidays or celebra-
tions. I wouldn’t have recognized the 
names—Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kip-
pur—had someone spoken them aloud.

No one did. We lived in a part of the 
U.S. where Jews were even less com-
mon than Blacks.

I was introduced to the Holocaust 
in school, in a unit in world-history 
class. I knew that, as a child, Mom had 
lived something of the horrors being 
described to us, and I asked her about 
it one evening. She answered—not eva-
sively, but not fully, either. She’d been 
young, she told me. All that remained 
in her from that time were bits and 
pieces, more feeling than detail. Though 
she had been nine when the Nazis oc-
cupied Paris and thirteen when they 
were finally expelled, she seemed un-
willing to attempt to form a coherent 
picture of her experiences. 

For all that learning about the Ho-
locaust had moved me, I didn’t feel any 
more—or any less, for that matter—
Jewish as a result. Jewishness, while cer-
tainly a part of who I knew myself to 
be, was less immediate, less intimate, 
more abstract than being Black. It held 
no stakes. No one in my Texas town, 
after all, understood me to be a Jew. 
Seeing Afro’d, football-player me as 
Jewish was like trying to make sense of 
a pangolin or a duck-billed platypus 
without the benefit of a picture. Who 
could imagine such a thing?

In this world of complicated identi-
ties, where navigating my way through 

potentially hostile environments was 
becoming second nature, sometimes  
the animus came from close to home. 
Though in the eyes of society at large I 
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did not exist as a biracial person, only as 
Black, Black friends sometimes referred 
to Myriam and me as “mixeded.” In so 
doing, they weren’t saying we were not 
Black. They were, however, making a 
distinction, one that seemed to confer a 
certain privilege. The distinction could 
also lead to conflict, should Myriam or 
I, however inadvertently, seem to act as 
though our light skin made us better. I 
understood that I was an insider-out-
sider among Blacks, too, despite claim-
ing Blackness as my identity.

The line between keeping on to keep 
on keeping on and being an Uncle Tom 
was exceedingly thin. I learned this, too, 
through the example of my stepdad. I 
had to join him one Friday at a happy 
hour at the furniture-and-appliance 
store of his best friend, Stonie Fergu-
son. We were the only Black people 
present, and I, largely invisible in a chair 
off to the side, was the sole minor. Sev-
eral local businessmen drank whiskey-
and-Cokes or whiskey-and-sodas and 
told tall tales and laughed. One told a 
“nigger joke,” never pausing, not seem-
ing to notice that among them was a 
so-called nigger—two including me, on 
the periphery. I watched as my stepdad 
laughed along with the rest of the guests. 

In Amarillo, when the boy had 
boomed, “That great big nigger Mand-
ingo” in the lunchroom, I’d sat there si-
lently, recognizing the danger of speak-
ing up. So I understood the tough spot 
that my stepdad was in. Few African 
Americans owned businesses in Borger 
or were city leaders. He’d worked hard 
and was striving to make a mark in town. 
But where my diminutive mom would 
have roared in outrage on the spot and 
later offered me a lesson about stand-
ing up for oneself, he never even dis-
cussed the incident. It was hard to keep 
from resenting him.

 Not that Jack Wright was a better 
model—of Blackness or of maleness or 
just of dependability. Mom always de-
scribed him as a man who, if you asked, 
would give you the shirt off his back; 
for his family in Kansas City, he was an 
anchor, someone to turn to. But he’d 
rarely sent child support for Myriam 
and me, and had disappeared from our 
lives altogether when she was nine, and 
I seven. When Myriam turned four-
teen, she reconnected with him, and we 
began visiting Kansas City for a few 

weeks during the summer. She and I 
would ride with him in his yellow cab, 
sitting beside him on the long bench 
seat. We’d pick up dinner from Arthur 
Treacher’s Fish and Chips or Shakey’s 
Pizza and bring it back to his one-bed-
room apartment. Sometimes our cousin 
Brenda and her boyfriend Al would 
take us to the movies or bowling. 

The trips were difficult for both of us, 
but, where Myriam was charming and 
funny, I was brooding, a bit of a mama’s 
boy. I wanted to impress Jack Wright—
as an athlete or a brainiac, or as some-
thing—but never much felt like I did. 

The spring I turned sixteen, my 
mother and stepdad were fighting 

constantly and were heading toward di-
vorce. Early in their marriage, she had 
confided in him a secret that she had 
otherwise shared only with her mother, 
her sister, and her two dearest child-
hood friends in France. Now he threat-
ened to inform me, wanting to discredit 
her in my eyes. So Mom beat him to 
the punch. She told me about a man 
named Max Faladé—my “real father,” 
she called him, in a sheepish way that 
was unlike her. He was an architect, she 
said, and had spent his career working 
for the United Nations in Africa. She 
told me that he was from Benin, al-
though it had been called Dahomey 
when she first met him.

After the initial jolt of surprise, I 
laughed—a deep belly laugh. I hadn’t 
been looking for another father. If any-

thing, my two were too many. And here 
was a new one, out there somewhere in 
the homeland of Kunta Kinte. 

I didn’t feel shame on learning that 
I was of the lesser so-called Third World 
or that I was a bastard. In fact, the joy 
Mom expressed while telling me about 
Max, her eagerness at the possibility of 
he and I connecting, made connecting 
seem important. I didn’t know French, 
so I wrote him in English, a warm let-

ter, introducing myself. His reply arrived 
a month or so later. It was gracious, if 
formal, though not especially informa-
tive. He finished with: “You need to 
know that there is nothing for you.”

This seemed particularly insulting, 
as I’d asked nothing of him. I was merely 
saying “Hello” and “I know now.” Yet 
he made it clear that I was an incon-
venience to him, maybe even a source 
of embarrassment. His response also 
seemed to insinuate something demean-
ing about my mother, and this disturbed 
me even more. He hadn’t expressed any-
thing untoward, had hardly mentioned 
her, actually. But his rejection of me read 
as a slight of her. 

Part of my agitation stemmed from 
the fact that she so obviously still loved 
him. She hadn’t seen him since he’d vis-
ited the hospital after my birth, and the 
family resemblance confirmed what my 
mom had claimed—that I was indeed 
his child. He’d offered to assume respon-
sibility for me, as Mom told it, if she left 
Jack Wright. Max refused to take care of 
Myriam, though, which he must have 
known my mom would never accept. 
Even so, despite this obvious pettiness 
and manipulation, she still referred to 
him, all these years later, as her one true 
love, confiding that she had overcome an 
early ambivalence about Ed Wheeler be-
cause he had Max’s deep, resonant voice.

It was plain from his letter that 
Mom’s abiding love was not recipro-
cated. This made me pity her—the fierce, 
fiery woman of my childhood, reduced 
now, diminished. I needed to under-
stand the particulars of this apparently 
abasing history, the history that had led 
from France to Africa to the Texas Pan-
handle, that had led to me.

A t the heart of that story are the in-
tertwined stories of each of my par-

ents, idealistic insider-outsiders as fool-
hardy as they were brave, who pushed 
against convention when the conven-
tion didn’t seem able to accommodate 
the lives to which they aspired. Ambiv-
alence characterized my mom’s youth, 
the result of upheaval and the conse-
quent loss of mooring. Born in 1931 to 
an affluent, assimilated Jewish family in 
Paris, she was indulged during her child-
hood. Then came the war. Her great-un-
cle Georges, a Mayer patriarch who was 
like a grandfather to her and who owned 
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an antique shop on the swank Rue du 
Faubourg Saint­Honoré, killed himself 
after Hitler’s Blitzkrieg overran Poland, 
recognizing that France would be next. 
His wife, Lucie, who doted on my 
mother, her namesake, died at the tran­
sit camp in Drancy, awaiting deporta­
tion to the East. But my mom’s father 
used connections to wangle falsified doc­
uments, and the immediate family es­
caped the worst of it. They hid in plain 
sight. My mom was enrolled at Le Bon 
Sauveur, a Catholic school outside Paris, 
and at thirteen she took her Commu­
nion. I remember seeing a picture of her 
on that day, dressed in white gloves, a 
white veil, and a long white gown. 

Impulsive and sometimes reckless, she 
rebelled. She refused to forgive collabo­
rationist France, and neither could she 
reconcile the seemingly random forces 
that had permitted her family to survive 
when so many others had not. During 
the Occupation, they had avoided don­
ning the mandatory Jewish star, but after 
the Liberation she wore a Star of David 
pendant insistently on the outside of her 
blouses, a “fuck you” (Allez vous faire 
foutre!) to anyone who might dare to 
question her or her choices. The symbol 
did not signal a pull toward Judaism or 
the Jewish community, however. She 
joined the Communist Party instead and 
embraced anti­ colonialism, frequenting 
Présence Africaine, a new bookstore and 
publishing house in the Quartier Latin. 
Her friends were negritude writers and 
artists, colonial subjects who were mili­
tating to be free of the French yoke. She 
saw a connection between her past suf­
fering and their current struggles.

During this period, she met Max. 
Born in Dahomey in 1927, the only boy 
in a family of girls, he was sent to France 
in 1933 by his parents, with the imper­
ative that he succeed and, in so doing, 
perhaps demonstrate to the colonizing 
society that colonized Africans were 
every bit the equal of whites. Two older 
sisters were also dispatched to France, 
one twelve, the other eight. The siblings 
resided at first with a maternal uncle 
who had served in the colonial admin­
istration and retired in France. His wife 
treated them like household servants, 
and, at the outbreak of war, the eldest, 
fearing for her safety, returned to Af­
rica against her father’s will. The other, 
Solange, was taken in by nuns. Max 

made it through the Nazi Occupation 
in an orphanage near Dijon, the rare 
Black child there, doing farm work and 
being trained in carpentry. 

Still, filial duty above all. After the 
war, without having had the opportunity 
to finish lycée, he prepared for and then 
passed the competitive entrance exam 
for the architecture track at the École 
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux­Arts, in 
Paris—the prestigious grande école where 
Degas, Monet, and Renoir had studied, 
as had a long line of renowned builders, 
including Louis Sullivan, known as the 
“father of skyscrapers.” Max and Solange, 
who had been accepted to medical school 
in Paris, also got involved in the bur­
geoning anti­colonial movement.

Until then, they had been two of a 
small but growing population of sub­ 
Saharan Africans in France. Max had 
formed friendships with whites, among 
whom he had lived for nearly his en­
tire life. With my mom, he found some­
thing more. Theirs was a world that had 
been turned upside down by war and 
that, consequently, seemed possible for 
remaking. They might even undertake 
the journey together—if they could only 
get out of their own way. They failed 

to. After a dispute—the trifling stuff of 
youthful romance—Max cheated on 
her with her best friend, to which Mom 
responded in kind, sleeping with his, a 
student from Senegal. In April, 1957, she 
married Bayless ( Jack) Wright, a G.I. 
from Kansas City, Kansas, after know­
ing him for only six weeks. 

Impulsive. Sometimes reckless.
For Jack, who was stationed in post­

war France, success was measured by 
the easy money he could make from the 
abundant American goods to which he 
had access, and by the trophy he’d 
boasted he would bring back to the U.S.: 
a white woman with long hair that he’d 
said he would use to mop his mama’s 
floors. Marrying my mom represented 
a fanciful, though serious—and, back 
in the U.S., potentially deadly serious—
desire, suddenly realized. But, where he 
had imagined a token and a prize, she 
turned out to be a photo­negative re­
flection of Jack himself. She was white 
but a minority, from affluence but op­
pressed, a survivor of legalized terror 
and outraged because of it.

After the agonizing end with Max—
breaking with him also meant distanc­
ing herself from other African friends 

“Whatever you do, don’t turn the page before he’s finished reading it.”

• •



and suffering a frustrated idealism—
Mom must have found Jack exciting. 
They wanted for nothing during a time 
of want. He bought her things at the 
post exchange on the base—clothes, 
canned goods for her family, cigarettes 
by the carton. They danced at music 
clubs and dined at Gabby and Haynes’s 
restaurant, in Montmartre, the first soul-
food joint in the city, owned by a buddy 
of Jack’s. This new life didn’t offer Com-
munism’s promise of a more just world; 
it wasn’t the hard-luck grind of war-
blighted France, either, even though they 
still lived in the country. 

By the next year, Jack had been ro-
tated back to the U.S. After a stint in 
Colorado Springs, Mom found herself 
in Kansas City, with Jack’s family. Life 
in America was hard. The Wrights were 
poor, and Kansas City was segregated. 
She was often the sole white person 
present. Only the children—her young 
nieces and nephews—seemed to accept 
her. Or maybe they were the only ones 
with the time to pay her much mind. 
Jack’s mother, in particular, seemed to 
disapprove of her. Mom wrote her own 
mother regularly, long letters describing 
the courses in typing and stenography 
that she was taking, her jobs using these 
new skills, the nieces and nephews and 
their strict upbringing. Years passed, but 
the U.S. never felt like a home.

In 1962, Jack was stationed in France 
once again. The return was a relief for 

both of them. Jack felt freer in France, 
especially given his white wife. And 
the time away had given Mom per-
spective. She appreciated being near 
family and friends, despite her mis-
givings about the French. My older 
sister was born that year. But Jack was, 
in today’s parlance, a player. My mom 
knew it, and, after five years of mar-
riage, she reconnected with Max. She 
would claim that they slept together 
only once and justify it by saying that 
she believed in “an eye for an eye.” If 
Jack was running around, then so 
would she. This never quite rang true. 
No, she had always loved Max, and 
only Max.

As for Max, he had f inished at 
Beaux-Arts—the first Francophone 
West African to do so, I was told—
but he had also been recalled to the 
Army and sent to Algeria, where he’d 
commanded a squad of armed jeeps 
like those in “The Rat Patrol,” the six-
ties TV show that I grew up watch-
ing. The only African in his team, he 
was commended for his actions in bat-
tle. On his return, suffering from 
post-traumatic stress and disillusioned 
by his involvement in an anti-colonial 
war, Paris, the closest thing to a home 
he’d ever known, must have been a 
comfort all the same, familiar and safe. 
Then, unexpectedly, here was my 
mother, also recently returned. I want 
to imagine it in this way—that, on 

finding her again, he experienced a 
profound emotion, something not so 
dissimilar from what she felt. 

Max kept the fact of my birth a se-
cret from his father. Maybe be-

cause of shame. Possibly because of fear. 
Or just because to admit to having con-
ceived a child with my white French 
mother risked betraying the legacy of 
his forebears, and he may have thought 
that his father, a man of stature in Da-
homey, would not approve. 

His father, it turned out, was a son 
of Béhanzin, the last of the kings of an 
independent Dahomey. With the 
“Scramble for Africa” under way in the 
final decades of the nineteenth century, 
Béhanzin fiercely fought off the French 
imperialist push for two years. He had 
multiple wives, some of whom were 
thought to be pregnant when he was fi-
nally defeated and ordered into exile in 
Martinique, in 1894, for fear that his 
presence would continue to incite resis-
tance. One of them was Tata Sokamey. 
Béhanzin wanted his future child with 
her to remain in their homeland, despite 
the risk that this posed from the French 
authorities and also from Dahomean ri-
vals who might see the baby as a poten-
tial threat. Sokamey’s sister was married 
off to the king of neighboring Allada; 
her brother-in-law entrusted her safety 
and that of her unborn child to his loyal 
subject Francégnikan Faladé in exchange 
for lands in the district of Zinvié.

Where Béhanzin was of the Fon eth-
nic group, the Faladés were Nago, and 
some of them resented the boy Sokamey 
gave birth to, a scion of the kings who 
had enslaved so many Nagos and sold 
them to European and American trad-
ers. So, when the boy, Maximien, was 
school-age, Francégnikan sent him to 
the Catholic mission at Porto-Novo, 
about seventy-five kilometres away—
several days’ walk—to be educated by 
the French priests there. Maximien’s ex-
periences growing up under the influ-
ence of the Church—the point of the 
spear in the French “civilizing” mis-
sion—shaped him as much as his pre-
carious relationship with the Faladés 
had. From the Chicago World’s Fair  
to Paris’s Exposition Universelle, in  
popular culture and in anthropological 
studies, Dahomey was depicted as the 
archetype of African savagery and bar-

“I wish I’d been invited to all these parties before  
I discovered the joys of staying in.”
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barism during his youth, the incontro-
vertible evidence of inherent Black  
inferiority. His birthright as a son of 
Béhanzin was a source of ignominy the 
world over, even as Béhanzin’s resistance 
against the French was becoming a 
source of pride in Dahomey—indeed, 
across French West Africa. 

Until his death, in 1989, at the offi-
cial age of ninety-six, Maximien, con-
flicted about his heritage, refused his 
father’s name. But he never denied the 
widely known fact that he was Béhan-
zin’s son. When, as a father himself, he 
contemplated his children’s education, 
he sent them to France with the charge 
of upholding the family name—either 
one, Faladé or Béhanzin, or maybe both. 

News of my birth might expose Max’s 
straying from this duty, and, what’s more, 
with one of the colonizers.

A fter finishing high school, in 1982, 
I went as far north of the Panhan-

dle as I could and still remain in the 
United States, to Carleton College, in 
Northfield, Minnesota. My relationship 
with Max had begun and ended with 
our exchange of letters, as far as I was 
concerned. In the meantime, I’d grown 
closer with Jack Wright. He seemed to 
take a certain pride in me, the captain 
of my college football team, on my way 
to earning a bachelor’s degree—just the 
fifth Wright to do so. In my junior year, 
though, Mom told me that she had 
stayed in contact with Max and that he 
wanted me to come to Addis Ababa, 
where his employer, the U.N. Economic 
Commission for Africa, was situated, 
so that he could get to know me. The 
trip was planned for summer break.

My mother had orchestrated the en-
counter of her dreams, but Max, I would 
discover, had been only a reluctant par-
ticipant. Ethiopia was suffering from 
widespread famine and a series of  
insurrections against the repressive 
Mengistu government, yet when my 
plane landed after a long overnight flight 
Max was not at the airport to pick me 
up. I had never been in a developing 
country before. There were heavily 
armed soldiers all over at the antiquated 
airport, and what appeared to be gen-
eral chaos—large families with lots of 
luggage, jockeying for position at the 
front of the thronging queue to pass-
port control and customs, which con-

sisted of long tables where soldiers ri-
fled through suitcases. I changed some 
dollars to birrs and took a taxi to the 
Africa Hall, a gated compound that 
housed the U.N. commission. Max’s 
secretary told me that he was in a meet-
ing, but that I could wait for him in an 
anteroom, where I stretched out and 
eventually fell asleep.

I awoke to him standing above me, 
wearing a gray suit and a warm smile. 
I wasn’t sure why his smile 
surprised me, but it did. He 
admitted that he had con-
fused the date of my arrival. 

At his home later, I met 
his wife, Claire, who was 
nearly thirty years his junior, 
and their two-year-old son, 
Olayimika, and recently 
born daughter, Adéwolé. 
Their marriage represented 
the coming together of two 
prominent Beninese families. To out-
siders, Max had not produced a male 
heir until Ola’s birth. When we encoun-
tered colleagues or acquaintances, he 
would introduce me as “Monsieur David 
Wright, from the United States.” Once, 
a woman who was obviously a close 
friend looked skeptically from Max to 
me and back again, then pressed him: 
“Mais alors! Don’t try to tell me that 
this boy is not your son?” 

Max, smirking faintly, demurred. “Si 

tu veux,” he said. 
If you wish.
When I left, after three weeks, I was 

certain, as he likewise appeared to be, 
that we would never see each other 
again.

Jack Wright never knew about the 
trip. I concealed it under the guise of 
summer travel in Europe with friends. 
A diabetic, he’d got sick after too many 
years of too much drink, his body just 
shutting down. Doctors removed a gan-
grenous toe later in the summer, the 
first in a series of amputations that would 
leave him without his legs and under 
full-time care at the age of fifty-six.

As is so often the case, the truth 
eventually outed. I was living in 

England in 1987, a year out of college, 
playing semi-professional American 
football for the Heathrow Jets, when I 
got a call from my mom back in the 
U.S. “Your grandfather is on his death-

bed and wants to meet you before he 
goes,” she said, excitedly.

Her father had died nearly a decade 
earlier; the fathers of Jack Wright and 
Ed Wheeler, before I was born. “Who?” 
I asked.

“Your grandfather!” she insisted.
The implication was clear.
Maximien Faladé was in his mid-

nineties and very ill when he asked that 
we meet. It remains uncertain how or 

when he found out about 
me. Maximien had spent 
his entire life attempting to 
reconcile the stigma of lin-
eage with his own hopes 
and ambitions in a perplex-
ing, modernizing world—
another insider-outsider, 
culturally mixeded, as it 
were. He had sent his son 
away for a similar sort of 
multivalent education, 

among the colonizers. My existence 
must have made a certain kind of sense.

For me, the desire to get to know 
Max had come and gone. I had never 
even considered being embraced by his 
family. I agreed to go all the same.

Though bent and frail, Maximien 
welcomed me warmly. I stayed with him 
in his colonial-era house in Porto-Novo, 
Benin’s capital, which had electricity but 
no running water, rather than with my 
father, who had retired from the U.N. 
and was now living in Cotonou, the 
country’s economic hub and population 
center, forty kilometres away. We spent 
our days in Maximien’s parlor, him 
slumped in an armchair wearing apri-
cot-colored pajamas, body weary but 
mind alive. He wanted to know about 
my aspirations, about my growing up 
in Texas, about my mom. I asked for his 
story, and also about his family history. 

In “Roots,” a white slave raider, with 
his African lackeys, captures Kunta Kinte. 
In reading about Dahomey, though, I 
had learned that it was indigenous armies, 
like those of Maximien’s father and of 
his forefathers, who had rounded up and 
sold the majority of the Africans who 
would be enslaved. Peering at me, un-
abashed, Maximien raised an arm and 
turned his wrist. “Because the fingers of 
the hand are not of equal length,” he 
said, as though to explain that this was 
just how it was, the order of things.

Maximien, still devoutly Catholic, 
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arranged for a home audience with his 
priest, a Beninese man in a white cas-
sock, introducing me as his grandson. 
In the days that followed, he insisted 
that, despite his fragility, he, Max, and 
I make the two-hour trek to Zinvié, so 
that he could present me to the family, 
both living and gone. Ancestor worship 
is central to West African spiritual be-
liefs. The dead are not dead; they have 
merely passed to the other side. Their 
spirits must be honored.

The drive was a stop-and-start crawl 
across redundant stretches of develop-
ing-nation cityscape, with two-, three-, 
and four-story buildings everywhere, in 
various states of construction or disre-
pair. Chinese-made motorbike taxis put-
tered past or slipped behind our road-
weary Peugeot. Maximien sat beside 
the driver, Max and I in the back. Just 
beyond Cotonou, we quit the two-lane 
blacktop and started into the forest, each 
of us jostling right then left as the car 
wended around and through ruts in the 
red-dirt road. Max appeared visibly wor-
ried about how his father was suffering 
the rough ride.

Faladés of all ages turned out to greet 
us as our car pulled into a compound 
of terra-cotta houses beside the Zinvié 
village square, bright smiles accompa-
nying the repeated “Èkabo! ” “Èkabo! ”—
which Maximien told me meant “Wel-
come.” We sat on the porch of a par-
ticularly old house with four or five 
elders, an ever-increasing crowd of peo-
ple gathering around. Maximien spoke 
in Yoruba to the elders facing us, then 
translated for me. This is my son, he 
said of Max, which the others clearly 
already knew. And this, he continued, 
indicating me, is his eldest son, the prod-
uct of a Black person and a white one. 
The onlookers gawked and smiled. 

Maximien went on from there, trans-
lating much less frequently. One of the 
elders, a woman, tittered and pointed 
at me, speaking in this language I did 
not understand—teasing me, it seemed, 
though not in an unfriendly manner. 
Max silently observed the goings on, 
studiously not looking my way.

The village blacksmith arrived, an-
other elderly man. Though he was the 
son of an enslaved person, like his fa-
ther before him, he was held in high 
esteem. Because of their trade, trans-
forming metals with fire, it was believed 

that blacksmiths knew secrets, and so, 
like priests in the Church, they served 
as intermediaries to the unknown. He 
led us to a dark room just off the porch, 
wherein resided the vodun altar. 

Largely misrepresented and misun-
derstood in the U.S., vodun, which partly 
originated in Dahomey, is as much a 
way of life as a religion, a way of un-
derstanding and of moving through the 
world. It is the spirit that inhabits ev-
erything, and so everything is poten-
tially divine and nearly anything can 
become a fetish, or a talisman: tobacco, 
herbs, sculpted wood, a live animal or 
its remains. 

The altar in the Faladé house con-
sisted of a number of items that I could 
barely make out in the dark of the room, 
spread on the f loor against the far 
wall—an animal pelt, some small bones, 
what looked to be feathers. A person 
should cross the threshold only with-
out shoes, I was told in French by a 
young man behind me, who appeared 
to be more or less my age. The woman 
who had teased me entered the room, 
as did the blacksmith and another elder, 
and the three conferred, their voices 
nearly inaudible.

No one explained to me what was 
happening. Maximien watched sol-
emnly from the doorway, Max rigidly 
beside him, dutiful. I stood respectfully, 
wanting to honor these people and their 
traditions, however inscrutable they 
were to me.

The trip to Zinvié signalled my 
grandfather’s embrace of me as a Faladé. 
He christened me Omon Wolé, which, 
in Yoruba, means “the child has returned 
home.” With the Béhanzins, some of 
whom I subsequently met, he named 
me Éro Ōnan—“travelling companion.” 
He explained that this is what I had 
been for his son. He had shipped Max 
off with the charge to succeed, and Max 
had returned from his long journey with 
a companion. 

W ith his father’s acknowledgment 
of me, Max eventually publicly 

acknowledged me, too, and over time 
he and I developed a relationship, a close 
one, despite the odds against it. I left 
London for Paris, where I joined an 
American football team, still carrying 
that piece of the Panhandle with me. 
On her father’s instruction, Max’s sis-

ter Solange—a regal, imposing pres-
ence, credited as the first African woman 
psychoanalyst—received me as family. 
She had been a protégée of the pioneer-
ing pediatrician Robert Debré and of 
Jacques Lacan, and with her help I en-
rolled in the graduate program in so-
ciology at the École des Hautes Études 
en Sciences Sociales. Max spent a few 
months each year in Paris, sometimes 
with Claire and their children, some-
times without. He, Solange, and I dined 
regularly, and he began including me in 
his activities—errands, mostly, but even-
tually also rendezvous with family and 
friends. Almost without my noticing it, 
he began introducing me as his son.

This had been Mom’s most ardent 
desire—for me not just to know about 
the Faladé family but to be part of it, 
and thereby to realize her own tie to 
Max. I was a grown man now, past want-
ing or needing a father. Yet I also un-
derstood that to accept myself as a 
Faladé was to honor my mother. This 
mattered to me.

I am the triangular trade embod-
ied. My lineage connects Europe to 
Africa to America. Believing myself to 
be descended from slaves, I’d grown 
up espousing Black pride, even as that 
feeling was tinged by hints of shame. 
Now, knowing that I am a descendant 
of the Dahomey kings, a gratuitous, 
almost irrational culpability is inter-
twined with the strange honor I un-
comfortably feel at being the progeny 
of one of the lasting dynasties of Af-
rica. These gnarled feelings mirror 
something of what my mother must 
have felt after the war—the wound of 
having been victimized, as a Jew, while 
also fearing herself complicit in the 
victimization of others, as a survivor, 
as French. These were the contradic-
tions which had fuelled her lifelong 
restlessness and which also informed 
her improbable sense of hope.

Mom died in 2016; Max, three years 
later. Jack Wright had passed in 1987; 
Ed Wheeler, a decade after him. In the 
days leading up to Max’s funeral, a Da-
homean cousin reminded me, “Death 
is only a curtain. The dead are on the 
other side, watching.” Much as an ad-
herent of vodun would, I think of my 
mother and my many fathers in this 
way, each of them divine, their spirits 
inhabiting everything. 
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“Yes,” she said. “It ’s incredible.”
It was quite stupid of people, 

she thought, to make everything, even 
conversation, so interrelated and depen-
dent that she could not say merely that 
it was incredible but must be referring 
to something preceding or obvious; 
nothing exists, she thought, unless it 
depends upon something previous; peo-
ple are incapable of realizing anything 
that does not bear upon that interrela-
tion. In this case, it was the number of 
warm days that was incredible (warm 
days being a factor in anyone’s under-
standing), instead of anything more im-
portant, and there seem to be so few 
important things, she thought desper-
ately, besides the weather.

“I like it, though,” said her mother.
There. Her mother liked it. In the 

pattern which existed around and in 
and was a part of her mother, there was 
a place for liking the weather.

“Look,” said her mother. “She’s there 
again.”

Thus, something outside the pat-
tern was only a subject for comment, 
never as real as the weather, never as 
permanent. Only a subject for “Look. 
She’s there again.”

“I thought she had moved.”
“And a good thing, too,” said her 

mother. “No better than she should be. 
Decent people expected to live with a 
woman who . . . with a woman like that. 
More than a person should be expected 
to put up with. I suggested to the land-
lord that he put her out.”

Again, it was not the concreteness 
of the act of forcing a woman out of a 

house that was important; it was the 
fact of mentioning it to the landlord.

“What a queer interpretation you 
put on things, Mother.”

“Queer?” said her mother. “Queer 
to refuse to live in the same house with 
that woman? And now she comes and 
stands on the corner. On the corner!”

The corner was important, more 
important than the woman; the woman 
derived her actuality from the place 
where she lived, her landlord, the peo-
ple she lived with, the corner she stood 
on; there was no woman, there was a 
corner, and a corner was no place for 
a woman to stand, any more than a de-
cent house was any place for her to live.

“She seems to be drunk. . . .”
“There,” said her mother, “don’t blame 

the poor creature; you don’t really know, 
and, anyway, she’s to be forgiven.”

The woman, then, existed to be  
forgiven, not blamed; not understood, 
forgiven.

“She’s probably tired,” said her 
mother. “But I can’t understand why 
she comes back here; the landlord says 
she lives so far away now.” She paused. 
“And not in the nicest part of town,” 
she added reflectively.

“I believe I’ll speak to her.”
“We should,” said her mother, mak-

ing the decision, by the use of the 
“should,” one of nothing; thus, the 
woman lost the momentary personality 
and became again the object of a verb.

“My good woman,” said her mother 
(and again the woman regained per-
sonality for a moment, by the confu-
sion resulting from the use of “good”), 
“aren’t you lost?”

The woman, gathering reality from 
the people in the house, from the cor-
ner, from being the object of a verb and 
the subject of an adjective, raised her 
eyes and looked levelly.

“Yes, thank you,” she said flatly. “Very 
well lost, thank you.”

And there was the confusion of a 
non-related thought scattering for a 
moment all of the pattern; her mother 
stared, the corner vanished; and then 
the pattern was reëstablished.

“I’m sure I don’t know what to make 
of it,” said her mother. “I’m sure I don’t 
understand it at all.” 
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You’ve caught the morning’s first 
f light and your car is late, but 

Aiden told you it’d be there and five 
minutes later it is. He’s filming in 
Georgia, because apparently every-
one’s f ilming in Georgia, which  
means he’s sleeping on set, which 
means you won’t catch him during 
daylight hours—but he still puts you 
up in a hotel on Piedmont for the 
weekend. 

It’s like Montrose, he texted, but 
gayer. 

You’re surprised he even remembers 
the neighborhood. And you start to ask 
if he isn’t worried about having his name 
on the reservation, given the fag of it all. 

Then you remember that he probably 
made an assistant do that shit for him. 

•

Your driver’s a tall Black dude. He 
helps with your bags. When he says, 
You don’t need that face mask here, 
you thank him but you keep your shit 
on. In the Mercedes, this gentleman 
asks where you’re coming from, and 
then blinks twice before telling you 
that Houston is his favorite city in 
the world. 

The barbecue! 
The strip clubs! 
The most delicious women in North 

America!

He pauses for your opinion on the 
third matter. 

You say the weather’s chillier here 
than you thought it would be. 

And your driver’s eyes flash in the 
rearview mirror before he takes the 
hint, speeding through the rest of the 
trip in silence. 

•

In the spring, Aiden shot a film in New 
Haven. And then a series in Philly. And 
then a documentary in Brooklyn. And 
then this other feature in Austin. That 
week, he put you up in a house just east 
of downtown, where the block’s foot 
traffic and stray cats and revving en-
gines kept you up past midnight. 

But you liked waking up at sunrise. 
You stumbled through the heat, past 
chicken coops rounding out tiny 
over-renovated bungalows, and bought 
churros from a vegan taquería that you 
thought Aiden might like. (I can’t eat 
meat for this role, he’d texted.) You’d en-
visioned walking along the train tracks 
hand in hand, or pointing out wares in 
the coffee shops lining East Cesar 
Chavez, but what actually happened 
was that he cancelled on you twice. 

Something came up. 
And then again. 
Eventually, the muggy afternoon the 

day before your f light home, Aiden 
found time to meet. You were stoned 
from some pot that you’d bought off 
Grindr, and you hadn’t really showered, 
but he fucked you in front of the win-
dow anyway, gripping your hips while 
you braced against the sofa.

The next morning, he called a car 
to take you to the airport. Your driver 
was a whiteboy who couldn’t have been 
much older than twenty. He had sleepy 
eyes, and as he pulled his Chevy out 
of the neighborhood he idled at the 
stoplight for too long—which was when 
you realized that he’d fallen asleep. 

•

Sometimes Aiden calls a limo to take 
you home from I.A.H. That’s when 
you know it’s been a good week on set. 
Other weeks, you wait for one of the 
roster of drivers willing to work at 
dawn—usually, the same Vietnamese 
person ends up picking you up in a 
Honda, wearing a snapback and play-
ing J-pop the entire drive home. 
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Coming home from Boston a few 
weeks later, your driver’s a Brazilian 
woman. Her smile feels like a warm 
blanket. She plays Jorge Ben Jor as you 
glide down I-610, and the guitars make 
Houston feel a little more present. 
When you ask how her night’s been 
going, she says that it’s busier than usual: 
people are travelling again. Maybe she’ll 
hop on a plane, too. She’s got two kids 
in Boston she hasn’t seen in two years. 
When you ask how old they are, your 
driver laughs and says, Basically grown!

Eventually, the two of you pull back 
onto the feeder road. At a stoplight, you 
idle under a billboard, and what towers 
above you is a portrait of Aiden’s face. 

You do your best not to stare. 
Your driver gives the sign a once-over. 
You wonder if she knows, but she 

only shakes her head, smiling at you in 
the back seat and taking a right into the 
neighborhood. 

•

In the nine years that you’ve been en-
tangled with Aiden, many things have 
changed. 

You got chubby and Aiden got fuck-
ing ripped. 

You stayed the same height and Aiden 
sprang, like, four inches taller. 

You wrote one book that twelve peo-
ple bought and Aiden found roles in 
nearly twenty-five major productions: 
first as a small-town coke dealer, and 
then as a big-city cop, and then as a 
boutique sneaker salesman, and then as 
a bail bondsman, and then as another 
cop, and then as a pastor, and then as a 
barber, and then as a pimp, and then as 
a con man, and then as a slave, and then 
as a slave master, and then as a slave 
catcher, and then as a sleazy pharmacy 
tech before he voiced an animatronic 
penguin in a movie that broke box-office 
records globally. (One night, after you’d 
gone down on him and he’d finished 
on your face, you asked him why he 
couldn’t just play someone like himself; 
the volume of his laughter insured that 
you’d never ask him a question about 
his profession again.)

Eventually, Aiden got rich and 
shipped out to L.A., because that made 
sense for his job. 

You kept your gig teaching E.S.L. 
in Houston, because California is fuck-
ing expensive, although your buddy 

Shun swears you’d be happier with him 
in the Bay. 

Aiden spent his weekends at galas, 
smiling into everyone’s iPhones. You spent 
your Saturdays on the patio at Ripcord, 
sipping beer after beer as white bears in 
leather chaps looked on with boredom. 

•

A few weeks later, the Cadillac pick-
ing you up from Miami International 
is driven by an old dude who’s Cuban, 
which you know because he tells you 
twelve times. 

His mustache is incredible. His car 
smells like fresh bread. A trumpety tune 
gurgles from the speakers, and he asks 
what brought you to Florida, noting the 
sun and the sand and the gorgeous, gor-
geous mujeres—unless, of course, you 
have a girlfriend, but also, perhaps, even 
if you do, because isn’t she waiting back 
home in dusty Wherever the Fuck while 
you’re Here, in the Present, Right Now? 

When you reply, I’m just visiting a 
buddy, your driver stays silent for six 
stoplights. 

Then he says, Miami loves the gays, 
too. A big guy like you? I’m sure you’ll 
find a nice papito here. 

And these men are at the front of 
your mind—tall or short or pale or dark 
or stocky or skinny or hairy or smooth—
because it’s been weeks since you’ve seen 
Aiden, and for once you haven’t fucked 
anyone else in the interim. But when you 
reach the hotel, less than two miles from 
where he’s filming, Aiden texts that he 
won’t catch you this weekend after all.

Something came up, he writes. 
But the hotel’s yours for the weekend. 
And also, the car will pick you up 

all the same, and did you get last month’s 
deposit?

This is one of many times you’ve 
thought to ask how long he expects you 
to put up with this. But before you text 
Aiden back, eventually, inevitably, you’ve 
made it up to your room and are wrapped 
in the bathrobe. It’s maybe another five 
minutes before you’ve updated your pro-
files on the apps (changing your bio to: 
Visiting !), but everyone’s so beautiful 
that you just beat one off on the chaise. 

•

The next week, in Manhattan, you and 
Aiden actually spend a morning in bed: 
ordering avocado toast from room  

service, sipping twelve-dollar coffee, 
watching HGTV as you suck each other 
off—cosplaying like the couple you’re 
sure you could maybe become. 

But then Aiden gets a text from his 
public-girlfriend-at-the-moment. She’s 
a Brit who co-starred in his most re-
cent film, with bright-red hair and no 
accent to speak of. The truth is that you 
enjoy her work more than his—Shun 
calls this your queer responsibility—
but of course you’d never say that. And, 
as a sort of punishment, Aiden is dressed 
and out the door instantly; he apolo-
gizes for the inconvenience, and an 
Asian dude sits in a Hyundai down-
stairs waiting to drive you back to J.F.K. 

Aiden swears things will get easier. 
Soon! He’ll take some time off. You’ll 
spend a few weeks in Copenhagen, in a 
rented town house among the whites. 
Or you’ll laze on the beach in Puerto 
Vallarta. Or tour museums in Berlin, be-
cause what’s the point of the money he’s 
making if you two can’t spend it together? 

And this is what you’re thinking of 
as your driver sits on the horn. He’s 
whistling along to Schubert. The sym-
phony leaps from his speakers. But the 
traffic is debilitating, and you’re well 
on your way to missing your flight—
until, suddenly, he veers off road, plung-
ing through a series of side streets, and 
a Korean woman’s voice gives the di-
rections block by block, lilting from av-
enue to avenue until you’ve finally made 
it to Departures. 

When you offer your driver a janky 
gamsahamnida, he breaks into the big-
gest grin. He wishes you safe travels. 
And a happy life! Which you realize 
Aiden’s never done. 

•

When you land in Houston, gagging 
from the humidity, a Black woman at 
baggage claim is holding a sign with 
your name on it. Walking outside to 
her Audi, she asks where you’re from. 
When you say Here, she says Mm. 

She tells you that her family’s been 
in Texas for generations. Her people 
lived in Prairie View. Her father’s fa-
ther taught at the university. His fa-
ther did, too. Her mother was a cellist 
who played for the Houston Symphony, 
and when your driver asks if you’d like 
to hear a bootleg of her performing 
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, you shrug 
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under your mask and say, Why not.
So this is what plays as the Audi 

drifts down I-69, across Kirby and then 
Weslayan, until you’ve finally reached 
Bellaire, past the pho bars and payday 
sharks and pupuserías and smoke shops. 
When your driver stops in front of your 
place, parking beside your neighbor’s 
jasmine bushes, she tells you to take 
care. You promise that you’ll try. 

This city’s changed so much, she 
says, but some parts feel the same. 

•

When you text Shun about Aiden’s 
promises, he doesn’t respond for hours. 
You try to understand. After Shun made 
it to California, at the outset of the 
pandemic, he quit his remote account-
ing gig, dyed his hair blond, weaved his 
way into a throuple with two graying 
ceramicists, and found a job selling pot. 

You wake up the next morning to a 
message from Shun: Men say a lot of shit!!!!

•

Living apart means that you and Aiden 
are open. Obviously.

Mostly, this means that you fuck 
whoever in your orbit is up for it. You 
tend to attract the same kind of per-
son—fleshy, jokey guys—and you’ve 
never wanted for dick, but no one ever 
believes you when you say this. 

Lately, Aiden’s been associated with 
A-list girlfriend after A-list girlfriend. 
Before Ms. Brit, there was the blond 
spy, and the brunette scammer, and the 
red-haired nanny, and the black-haired 
zombie slayer who got slammed for 
tax evasion. 

Also: a few years back, you came up 
poz after spending the night at an orgy 
in Midtown. 

You thought Aiden would drop you 
from his life, but he didn’t. 

He didn’t say anything absurd. He 
knew that U=U.

That was actually when he started 
flying you out to his various gigs. 

And you’ve kept each other around. 
Or he’s kept you around. 
And then there’s the other thing: every 

few weeks, Aiden transfers a few grand 
your way. Shun says that he’s basically 
paying for your life. Which you deny. But 
you take the money, putting it all 
in an account you can’t bring yourself  
to touch. Every time your bank calls  

about scheduling a consultation for this 
healthy balance, you let it go to voice mail. 

•

A month later, in Chicago, a Pakistani 
cub picks you up from the airport. He’s 
got a rainbow flag in his car. When he 
asks where you’re headed, you give him 
the address. Aiden doesn’t do gay bars—
too risky, too many phones—which 
means you’ll have to check this one out 
on your own. But, after a few minutes 
of silence, your driver asks where you’re 
from, and grins at the answer, because 
he grew up in Sugar Land. 

The car feels ten degrees warmer. 
Your driver asks about Montrose. His 
grandmother owned a home on Fair-
view a few decades back, but then the 
neighborhood changed, with the inves-
tors and the cafés and the condos. And 
the white people. After years and years 
of pressure, it just made sense to sell. 
Now she owns a four-bedroom home 
in Katy, for a fraction of the price, and 
your driver’s the only grandchild who 
hasn’t actually visited. 

Is JR’s still there? he asks, and you 
confirm that it is. 

God, your driver says, I lost my vir-
ginity in that bathroom. 

Which makes you cackle—because, 
you say, you did, too! You let some white-
boy rail you in an open stall, with his 
hands on your shoulders as you clung 
to his jacket. And you’ve never actually 
told anyone. For the rest of the drive, 
the two of you grin at each other through 
the mirror, delighting in this secret 
shared so many miles from home.

•

Back in Atlanta (because Aiden’s dirt-
bag-pharmacist sitcom was renewed for 
a third season), you’re picked up from 
the airport by a white lady. She insists 
on driving maskless. She simply low-
ers a window, rolling it up after you hit 
the highway. But she seems nice enough. 
You attempt to make small talk. 

Your driver tells you that she owns 
a catering business with her son. They 
bake cookies and cakes for terminally 
ill toddlers across Georgia. COVID hurt 
their situation, but things have gradu-
ally picked up, and you say you’re happy 
to hear that they’re finding a way. Your 
driver smiles into the back seat, thank-
ing you for the well wishes. 

Then, idling at a stoplight, entirely 
out of nowhere, she says, The truth is 
that Atlanta is a dangerous city. 

Clearly you aren’t from around here, 
she says. I can tell. So you must not know. 

The locals are different, she says. 
Uneducated. 

And, she adds, after the so-called 
protests, you can’t even send your kids 
to school. The history isn’t being taught. 
I picked up a teen the other day, and 
he didn’t even know it was nineuhleven! 
Nineuhleven! It’s disgusting! A per-
version of the system!

You realize that if you wrote this in 
a book it would seem farcical (but it 
would also probably sell more copies 
than your usual bullshit). So you raise 
your hand in the rearview mirror, ask-
ing your driver to pull over. Never mind 
that it’s five blocks from the hotel. You’ll 
just walk through the neighborhood. 
When your driver refuses—because the 
app won’t allow it, and also it’s hardly 
safe—you inform her that you’ll piss on 
the cushion if she doesn’t pull over, and 
she pumps her brakes so hard that your 
head bounces against the passenger seat. 

But you grab all your shit. You shut 
your ears as your driver yells through the 
window. And you’ve walked a few blocks 
before you realize that it’s snowing. 

•

Aiden pops by on your first night in 
Atlanta, which is strange and notable 
because it usually takes him a minute. 
But you fuck on the sofa, and then on 
the bed, and then in the bathroom, and 
after he finishes a fourth time he asks 
if you’d like to take a walk. 

Which is shocking! But it shouldn’t 
be. This is something you and Aiden 
did all the time back in Houston. Partly 
because you loved bumbling through 
your old neighborhood off Navigation, 
before you were priced out. Partly be-
cause that was all the two of you could 
afford to do. But, on this evening, you 
lean against each other’s shoulders, hold-
ing hands as Aiden leads you into a café. 
You’ve just sat down with sandwiches 
and coffees when Aiden clears his throat, 
beaming, and tells you that he’s been 
cast, in a limited series, as the President 
of the United States. 

You say, Oh. 
Then you add, What?
But this is, Aiden tells you, huge 
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news! It will change his life. And yours. 
For the better, if that wasn’t obvious! 
If his team does this right, it could 
mean awards season. Accolades. An in-
clusion rider. This role will open the 
door to other, huger roles.

It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportu-
nity, Aiden says, cheesing as he licks 
foam from the rim of his cup. 

Which is when, for reasons still un-
known, you smile and say, So they made 
the President a queer? 

Aiden takes a long sip of his coffee. 
Then he clears his throat. You imme-
diately start to apologize, but Aiden 
cuts you off.

It really is a funny joke, he says. Ha-ha! 
But also, he says, accepting the role 

means more work. 
Which means even less time together. 
That’s enough for you to lose your 

cool. You squeeze your thighs under 
the table.

Then why the fuck are we even still 
trying? you say. Why the fuck are you 
here if you can’t even be here?

We’re doing the best we can, Aiden 
says.

If this is your best, then it fucking 
sucks. 

But here you are. It’s not like you’ll 
ever do any better. 

Aiden delivers this like he’s telling you 
the weather. Then he turns to his phone. 

You think of all the things you could 
say. Each of them tastes raw on your 
tongue. 

When you look up, you realize that 
the blue-haired barista’s been staring 
your way, but he blinks like something’s 
in his eye when you catch him. 

•

A few nights later, you’re back in Hous-
ton, vaping beside idling taxis when Shun 
texts, Are you saying you believe him? You 
really think you can’t do any better? 

And the truth is that you aren’t sure. 
You and Aiden have too much history. 
You both came up in ultra-Baptist 
homes. You both got slapped around 
by your fathers. Aiden can finish your 
sentences, you know precisely when he 
needs hand lotion, and your individual 
laughs have become one laugh, along 
with all the other ridiculous things that 
synch when people are in love. 

Shun writes, Is he as serious about you 
as you are about him?

Must be, you write. He wouldn’t be 
sending for me otherwise? 

Bubbles appear on your phone. They 
disappear just as quickly. Someone finally 
accepts your ride request—it’s the same 
Vietnamese person who’s picked you up 
before, their name’s Tony, they’re in a dif-
ferent snapback—and they nod as you 
clatter into the back seat of their Honda. 
You glance at their profile picture, and 
then the back of their head, and right 
when you open your mouth to start a 
conversation Shun finally texts you back. 

He writes, Can the dick really be 
worth it?

You type back, begrudgingly, But 
can’t it? 

Because this is a crucial component 
of the conversation: Aiden has indubi-
tably got better at fucking. There is no 
other way to say it. And you were fine 
with your sex life to begin with—hardly 
even needed penetration, truly—but 
with each passing session Aiden gains 
a new wind, more speed, and increased 
f lexibility, leaving you sweaty and 
breathless well after you’ve finally come. 

For all the ways you miss his body’s 
softness, this fills a different kind of 
void in you. You’ve fucked enough guys 
to know how rare that is. And you also 
know that, on the opposite end, a part 
of your appeal is you’re open to things 
that Aiden’s girlfriends aren’t—any po-
sition, any location, any kink that he 
can wrap his head around. 

The two of you complement each 
other in this way. It’s a union you’re re-
luctant to relinquish. 

But Shun refuses to engage with 
this argument; he sends you a photo 
of his dog instead. He adopted the pit 
bull at your suggestion, a few weeks 
after he left Houston. 

Now the pup’s all grown up. You 
send back thirty-two hearts as a reply. 

•

When you make it to LAX a few weeks 
later, Aiden and the British actress have 
publicly split. 

On Instagram, they’ve cited irrec-
oncilable differences. You make a face 
as Aiden wipes tears from his cheeks 
in a video he’s posted. 

Maybe it’s for the best, you text him, 
a few hours later. 

Maybe you don’t have to be a fucking 
asshole, he replies, immediately. 

You type one message, and then a 
second. You end up deleting both of 
them. Four white drivers cancel on you, 
and finally a fifth person, a Mexican 
woman, accepts your digital plea. 

She says she’ll have to make a few 
calls, and will that be all right? You tell 
her it’s cool with you. Despite a lifetime 
in Houston, your Spanish is pretty shitty. 
But you understand enough to know 
that your driver is talking to an anxious 
suitor, then chatting up a second man, 
whose tone sounds slightly more des-
perate, followed by a third boyfriend with 
a husky voice that’s eventually reduced 
to sobs, before she switches to English 
on a fourth call, with her younger brother. 

A little bit of the kid’s laughter flits 
through the speakers. Your driver’s tone 
of voice changes. She asks how he’s 
doing, and if he’s finished his home-
work, and if he’s eaten, chiding him 
when he complains that a person can 
only do one thing at a time. 

•

In Houston, a few weeks later, you’re 
picked up by Tony again. This time, 
there’s no snapback. They’re wearing a 
Lakers jersey, and their hair sits on the 
back of their neck. Neither of you says 
much of anything, but they play Hikaru 
Utada on the Honda’s speakers, which 
gets you thinking about how Aiden 
used to play them in his shitty car, driv-
ing up and down Westheimer until you 
finally ran out of gas, and it’s not long 
before you’re wheezing in the back seat.

Tony is adequately alarmed. They 
pull off the feeder road. You open the 
car door, pace on the concrete, inhale 
the city’s infinite smog. Tony asks if 
you’re all right, and you tell them that 
you’re fine. When you ask them to keep 
driving, they say, I don’t want you hav-
ing a fucking panic attack on the road. 

This strikes you as reasonable. You 
take a moment to observe your driver 
again: you thought they were cute from 
their photo, and your suspicion is con-
firmed. Once you’ve finally slowed your 
breathing, the two of you blink at each 
other. Tony swears under their breath 
before they turn the ignition. 

Which is when, entirely beside your-
self, you ask if they know a good place 
to eat. 

Tony cocks their head. 
Then they say, You’re my last ride 
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ROAD TRIPS BY JOY WILLIAMS

Mine Field

behind toxic craters, lifeless terraced hills of slag, and 
poisonous ponds of chemical-laced tailings. A mine 
is a horrible thing to behold—a brazen monument to 
environmental ruin. An enormous one presses against 
177, a side route out of the town of Winkelman, named 
for somebody. Globe has a couple of inactive ones, still 
dutifully poisoning their host, the Earth, but, a half-hour 
drive southwest, outside the town of Superior, Resolution 
Copper, a subsidiary of two mining colossi, Rio Tinto 
and B.H.P., has dug a seven-thousand-foot shaft in 
preparation for the deepest mine in Arizona and one 
of the largest in the world. This in the Tonto National 
Forest, a portion of which has been off limits to mining 
for more than six decades because of its cultural and 
environmental importance, an area of abundant wildlife, 
old oaks, and streams sacred to the Apache—Chi’chil 
Biłdagoteel—known in Anglo as Oak Flat. Rio Tinto has 
lusted after Oak Flat for years, but it took a stealth act of 
congressional chicanery for Resolution to get it. In 2014, 
Senators John McCain and Jeff Flake slipped a “midnight 
rider” (a ploy that has proved quite effective in depriving 
Native Americans of their lands and rights) into a must-
pass defense bill. This permitted a land swap whereby 
Resolution would give up five thousand acres it owned in 
small parcels here and there in Arizona for two thousand 
four hundred acres around Oak Flat. 

We are in a moment when a scenic drive, a little 
road trip through a purportedly protected landscape, 
is still theoretically possible. But we are also realizing 
our powerlessness to preserve or protect anything—
children, the Earth, our instinct to harbor and honor 
the holy. The iconic saguaros of the Sonoran Desert 
around Tucson scarcely bloomed this year—thought to 
be a reaction to stress and persistent drought. Much of 
the deep wilderness around Globe was scorched in the 
Telegraph Fire of 2021, which was most likely caused 
by military jets shooting flares in mock dogfights. Oak 
Flat is on the National Register of Historic Places, 
but copper mining would destroy it, along with an 
additional sixteen thousand acres of wildlands that 
would become the dump site of a billion and a half tons 
of toxic waste. Despite years of resistance and litigation 
by tribes and environmental groups—still ongoing—in 
2013 Resolution’s shaft pierced an underground river and 
now must continually be “dewatered,” at the rate of five 
hundred gallons a minute, with predictably devastating 
effects on the aquifer of one of the country’s driest states. 
The mine will not be operational for years, but already the 
hoist towers loom over Oak Flat, a heraldic image of woe.

Road trips should be fun, of course, but landscapes 
can be quite emotional. As you travel through our 
threatened land, you might want to respect, praise, 
lament, resist, think.

If you’re weary (and who can blame you, with all that’s 
going on) and just want a suggestion for where to stay on 
this particular route, try the dear and simple Recapture 
Lodge, in Bluff, Utah. If you make it to Laramie, 
Wyoming, the vegetarian restaurant Sweet Melissa and its 
attendant bar, Front Street Tavern, should not be missed. ♦

I drive from Tucson, Arizona, to Centennial, Wyoming, 
and back twice a year, with my two German shepherds, 

in a 2004 Toyota Tundra (two hundred and ninety-four 
thousand miles and counting). I used to drive on 10 East, 
taking the shortcut to Hatch, New Mexico, before hook-
ing up to 25 and heading north to Denver. This was nice, 
because it allowed me to stop at the Bosque del Apache 
National Wildlife Refuge—a treasure—and, a bit farther 
on, to get those killer chili-cheese fries at the Owl Café. 
But, before that, I’d have to pass the town of Truth or 
Consequences, never as much fun as you’d think, and the 
ghastly Elephant Butte Reservoir. Past Albuquerque, there 
are the pleasantries of Santa Fe and Taos, but then it’s a 
grind to Denver and beyond, before the intersection with 
80 West and that patch of Wyoming where enormous 
trucks are always blowing over in the wind. The drive is 
just a bit more than a thousand miles.

Lately, I’ve been taking another route (only about 
nine hundred and fifty miles), up 77 through Globe 
and the twisty, magnificent Salt River Canyon and the 
White Mountain Apache lands to funky Holbrook, a city 
that still primarily sells rocks, then on through Navajo 
and Hopi lands into Utah and strutty Moab (which 
has truly jumped the shark) toward Colorado Springs 
and the shrinking Colorado River, through the lovely 
Yampa Valley, past sprawling Steamboat and through 
the forbidding Rabbit Ears Pass and into Wyoming, the 
Meadowlark State.

Globe, Arizona, is an old mining town in a 
breathtaking landscape scarred by that brutal industry, 
which literally scours out the hearts of mountains, leaving 
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of the night. I’d need you to change 
your destination. 

So that’s a yes?
Change it first. I’ll give you an ad-

dress. Then we’ll see. 
The noodle spot they take you to is 

only a block from your place. You’ve 
never seen it before, but it looks gener-
ations old. The walls are a pastel pink. 
Your shoes squeak on the tile. Tony or-
ders for you in Vietnamese, and you’re 
starting to think that this whole thing 
was a Bad Fucking Idea when a bowl 
of bún riêu is placed in the center of 
your table, along with a fork just for you. 
Tony smiles as they set it aside, passing 
you a pair of wooden chopsticks. 

So, they say, do you just go around 
asking out rideshare drivers?

I’ve never done this before, you say. 
Could’ve fooled me, Tony says. 
Neither of you says anything else. 

An episode of “Paris by Night” blinks 
on the television above the table. You’re 
thinking that this meal might be shared 
entirely in silence, and how that wouldn’t 
necessarily be a bad thing, when Tony 
asks how long you’ve lived in Houston. 

Too long, you say. I’ll probably die here. 
That isn’t funny, they say. 
I wasn’t joking. 
Good. I hate comedians. 
Tony’s been in Texas for only a year. 

The state feels a little impenetrable, 
they say, and a little fascist, and pretty 
fucking transphobic. 

But you’re still here, you say. 
Duh, Tony says. The food’s too good. 
When they ask what you do for a 

living, you tell them you wrote a book.
So you’re a writer?
No. Just the one book. 
And Tony surprises you by laugh-

ing. They fold their hands over the 
table, grinning. 

But what about you? you ask. 
What about me?
What else do you do? Besides drive?
Who says I need anything else, Tony 

says. I set my own hours. I don’t need 
to buy a suit. I honestly probably make 
more money than you, and I definitely 
make more than at my old gig. 

Which was? you ask. 
Standup comedy, Tony says, and 

smiles. I wrote jokes for a living. 
And you got tired of laughing? 
No. But I got tired of making white 

people laugh.  

The waitress pops by your table again, 
refilling your water. Once she’s moved 
on, you consider Tony again. 

My boyfriend’s an actor, you say, 
and the word actually makes you shiver 
because Aiden’s never called you that 
out loud.

Would I know them, Tony says. 
I think so, you say. 
Tony only blinks back at you.  
So, they say, is that what you were 

crying about, and you debate bringing 
up the minor catastrophes of your life, 
but instead you smile and say, Yeah. 

Been there, your driver adds. But a 
person who makes you cry might not 
be the person for you. 

I don’t think he means to. 
That doesn’t make it better. Fuck 

that guy. 
The two of you lean over your noo-

dles. Steam fogs the air between you. 
You start to smile, and you wonder why, 
but you decide just to let the moment 
play out. 

•

And of course it’s not long before Aiden 
texts you from New York. It’s been days 
since you’ve heard from him, since his 
outburst over text. 

But he’s sorry for being a dickhead. 
He wants you around again. He’s paid 
for a room in Manhattan tomorrow 
night. You text back that the turnaround 
doesn’t work for you, and it’s another 
few hours before Aiden replies. 

It’s a nine-text screed that basically 
ends with how obviously he can’t visit you. 

And also: If you cared, you’d find 
the time. 

Reading it makes you want to throw 
your phone out the fucking window. But 
you don’t because it’d be too fucking ex-
pensive to buy another one, and the 
E.S.L. center’s been cutting your hours. 

•

When you text Shun about your maybe-
date, he wonders if you got Tony’s num-
ber. You did. 

Shun texts, So did you call them?
You text, No. 
When Shun asks why not, you tell 

him you don’t need any more problems. 
There are bigger problems than your 

shitty movie star paramour who won’t 
claim you, Shun texts. Actual issues in 
this world. 

We’re in like three different proxy wars, 
Shun texts. The country’s a fucking gun 
range. The planet’s on fire. I want to get 
to work without getting shoved under 
the fucking BART by a fucking Proud Boy. 
I want my mom not to get punched in 
the head on the street by some fucking 
racist asshole. 

Wait, you text. You never talk about 
these things?

You never ask, Shun texts. 
And you don’t know how to respond 

to this. 
Because it’s true. 
So, for a few hours, you don’t say 

anything at all. 
Then you send six texts to apologize. 

You ask Shun how his mother’s doing. 
He responds immediately: Ma’s fine. 

She just discovered OnlyFans. 

•

Despite everything, you take the flight 
to New York.

Your driver is an Iranian dude. He 
has the flag in his car, along with some 
pictures drawn by his daughter. His 
hands are grizzled, but his features are 
baby soft, and he plays light, tinny jazz 
as the two of you move through traffic. 
It reminds you of a bathhouse you once 
visited, where the fucking was broken 
up by muted guitars. Your driver asks 
if the music’s too loud, and you tell him 
that it’s absolutely perfect. 

When Aiden meets you in the hotel 
lobby, he looks the most at ease you’ve 
seen him in years. You’ve been follow-
ing the blogs—they’ve been about noth-
ing but the breakup—yet Aiden doesn’t 
wear any of that on his smile, and once 
you’ve locked the door he fucks you 
face down in front of the mini-fridge. 

Afterward, the two of you lie on the 
carpet. You place Aiden’s palm in be-
tween your hands. He traces circles 
around your belly. 

Then you do a funny thing: you ask 
if you can fuck him. 

Over the course of your relationship, 
it’s just been assumed that you’d bot-
tom. From the very first time you fucked 
each other, this was a thing that never 
changed. Aiden grabs his wrist, bash-
ful all of a sudden. 

I don’t know, he says. That seems 
like a lot.

What, you say. What? You’ve lit-
erally only ever been inside of me?
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I know, Aiden says. But, you know, 
I don’t know how that would work. I 
think we’re better the way things are. 

The two of you remain on the carpet 
until Aiden stands to get dressed. But 
you only roll onto your side, and then 
onto your knees, so that your forehead’s 
pressed against the windowpane. The 
glass stretches from floor to ceiling. You 
stare down at all the people below you, 
stepping in and out of bodegas, texting 
at intersections, coming and going from 
the contours of their lives. 

•

But there’s a memory that comes to 
mind: the evening you told Aiden you 
were poz. He was back in Houston for 
a two-week stretch. The two of you 
smoked on the patio of George, back 
when Aiden could still do that. A gag-
gle of gays leaned on the bench beside 
you, holding their sides from laughter, 
and you breathed in their gasps and the 
smoke and the humidity and you told 
Aiden what you’d wanted to tell him. 

At first, he didn’t say anything. He 
took another pull of his cigarette. 

Then he grasped your hand, fold-
ing his fingers into yours. 

I don’t care, he said. I’m just glad 
you’re O.K. 

That’s all I care about, Aiden said, 
and then he smiled, glowing under the 
midnight lights. 

•

Hours later, you’re snoring when your 
cell starts buzzing. You fell asleep in 
your boxers on top of the comforter, so 
you roll across the mattress to silence it. 

But it’s actually Aiden. Who tells 
you that he’s calling from across the city.  

He’s back together with the British 
actress. They figured something out. 
He wasn’t sure whether to tell you, but 
now he’s thinking that he needs to. 

O.K., you say. 
And also, Aiden says, she knows. 
Fuck, you say. Fuck. 
You’re thinking that maybe it’s be-

cause of something you overlooked. 
Maybe you left your meds or a jock-
strap or poppers at his place—but Aiden 
says, No. None of that. 

She knew. 
She’s known.
She simply decided to ignore it. 
But now she’s given him a choice. 

If I stay with her, Aiden says, she’ll 
keep it to herself. She won’t tell anyone. 

The two of you pause on the line. 
Down the hallway, you can hear drunken 
laughter. 

You mean she won’t blow up your 
life, you say. 

Yeah, Aiden says, exactly. 
But I can tell her I won’t do it, Aiden 

says. I can tell her I don’t care. I just need 
to know that you want me 
to. That you think we can 
stick it out. 

The laughter down the 
hallway dims. It’s replaced 
by a tinny ringing. 

You want me to decide 
for you, you say. 

What I want, Aiden says, 
is whatever you want. If you 
want me to stay, then I will. 

And then, as he breathes 
into the phone, Aiden says three words 
that you’ve never heard from him before. 

You think about how you were al-
ways the heavier breather. Aiden was 
always silent. Sometimes, at night, you’d 
wake up and shake him just to make 
sure he was still alive. It always took a 
minute to settle him back down. 

•

An hour later, you get a car to the air-
port. Your driver’s a Chinese guy who 
turns his music down while you call 
the airline to change the ticket, then 
turns it back up when you start to cry, 
humming along to the Cantopop. Even-
tually, he reaches for tissues, handing 
them to you wordlessly. He says some-
thing in Cantonese, which you don’t 
speak. But then he repeats it, rubbing 
a hand along his cheek. 

•

Shun picks you up from the Oakland 
airport. 

His dog’s in the passenger seat. The 
car smells like pot, which makes your 
toes as warm as your cheeks. When 
Shun tells you to move his pup to the 
back seat, you put her in your lap  
instead. 

She’s fine, you say. 
Really?
Really. 
Don’t blame me if we crash into a 

divider, Shun says.  
And then, I’m sorry that happened 

to you. But what are you going to do 
with the money?

I’ll donate it, you say.  
Really, Shun says. 
No, you say. Or at least not all of it. 

I’ll figure something out. 
Shun pulls off the highway, and you 

loop around a neighborhood, and, in 
the way that your life is a joke, you run 
into flyers of Aiden’s face as the Pres-

ident of the United States. 
The suit fits well on his 

shoulders. He looks happy. 
But, convincing as his smile 
may be, you recognize it as 
his fake one. The real one 
has more cheek. More of 
a crick in his neck. You 
hope, eventually, he’ll have 
the chance to actually show 
it. But the thought leaves 
your head when Shun’s dog 

slobbers in your lap, which has Shun 
yelling and you laughing for the first 
time in months. 

•

You fly back to Houston two weeks 
later. Sulking away from baggage claim, 
you call your own car. The guy who 
picks you up is an older man from Peru, 
and when he asks how your night is 
going you tell him it’s been fine. 

He says that so many people have sat 
where you’re sitting. He used to drive 
luxury taxis. The pandemic killed his 
business. Killed it. But he took pictures 
of the stars—everyone you can imagine, 
your driver says—and he sent them to 
his son in Peru. These people, your driver 
says, made him finally see his father. 

There are so many things that can 
happen in this life, your driver says. A 
human being must deal with so many 
things! What terrible luck. But, still, 
what a pleasure. 

You smile at him through the rear-
view mirror. You’ve mostly just been 
texting Tony. Then your driver tells you 
to look up, because you’re passing the 
city’s skyline, glowing in the purple of 
the sunset behind you. 

It’s enough to make your driver smile. 
He slaps the steering wheel. He says, 
We’re in the greatest city in the world! 
We can go anywhere from here! 

THE WRITER’S VOICE PODCAST

Bryan Washington reads “Arrivals.”
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The First Rule Is Not to Lie
Emmanuel Carrère’s bracingly personal reportage confounds France’s literary establishment.

BY IAN PARKER

Emmanuel Carrère, who writes 
with the clear-eyed judgment 
of someone who has trained 

himself, against instinct, to take an in-
terest in other people, was eating lunch 
one day last fall in a restaurant in north-
central Paris. Charline Bourgeois-Tac-
quet, a film director and Carrère’s part-
ner, had joined him; they live nearby, 
in an apartment as spare and as sunny 
as one in a yogurt commercial. The 
restaurant, her choice, was more mod-
ish and vegetarian than he might have 
chosen. Carrère’s manner was mea-
sured, almost courtly; his smile resem-
bles a wince. After lunch, he would 
walk a mile and a half south, to the 
Palais de Justice, to spend the after-
noon at the trial of men accused of in-
volvement in the 2015 Paris terrorist 
attacks that killed a hundred and thirty 
people, ninety of them at a rock con-
cert in the Bataclan theatre. 

He’d been attending the trial since 
its start, weeks earlier, and his fame had 
initially caused a stir on the press 
benches. Carrère, who is sixty-four and 
has cropped hair and a lean, lined face 
that gives the false impression of a life 
spent outdoors, was once a novelist. 
Today, he is France’s best-known writer 
of literary nonfiction, or what one Paris 
critic has called “sublimated journal-
ism.” Since the turn of the millennium, 
Carrère has published a series of best-
sellers that set engrossing character 
studies—of a Frenchman who mur-
dered his family; an optimistic young 
woman in a small Russian city; Luke 
the Evangelist—alongside what he 
knows about himself, including ten-
dencies toward melancholy, vanity, and 
undependability. His writing’s appeal 
derives equally from its candor and its 
narrative brio. Carrère has written, “I 
know nothing other than my own ego.” 
His chosen form could be described as 
comparative self-portraiture: he looks 
out at the world, then looks in, then 

out again, and assembles it all into an 
artful collage. In his hands, the narcis-
sistic lament “What about me?” becomes 
a potent observational tool. Carrère, in 
his portrait of Luke, cites the Rogier 
van der Weyden painting “St. Luke 
Drawing the Virgin.” Van der Weyden 
is thought to have used his own face as 
Luke’s. “I’m doing the same thing in 
another way,” Carrère writes. 

His books often enact the experi-
ence of someone being brought out of 
himself—diverted from disappoint-
ment or dickishness—by the unearth-
ing of a story worth telling and by the 
desire to be admired for telling it. (He 
has written that he is “obsessed with 
being a great writer.”) Carrère is drawn 
to material in which people become 
cut off from the rest of us by extreme 
circumstances—in particular, by vio-
lence. His narrative voice is confiding, 
comradely. He’ll write a passage that 
has a fiction writer’s fluidity and sense 
of drama, then reintroduce himself to 
the reader with a conversational aside: 
“You get the idea”; “Maybe I’m on thin 
ice here, but . . .” Hervé Clerc, Carrère’s 
closest male friend, who has been scru-
tinized by him in print more than once, 
told me, “It’s a kind of paradox. He’s 
very self-involved, but also very able 
to see the subtle character of others. 
He can see in me things which I don’t 
see myself.”  

“Lives Other Than My Own” (2009), 
one of the books on which Carrère’s 
reputation is founded, starts with a 
beach vacation that he took in Sri Lanka 
in 2004. Carrère begins, “The night be-
fore the wave, I remember that Hélène 
and I talked about separating.” He is 
referring to Hélène Devynck, then a 
television journalist, who later became 
Carrère’s second wife, and with whom 
he has a daughter. When a catastrophic 
tsunami interrupts their trip, Carrère is 
momentarily energized—“our flagging 
vacation had received an extraordinary 

jolt”—then sulkily conscious that, com-
pared with Devynck, he’s useless. As 
she files news reports and looks for 
ways to be helpful, he feels like “a cau-
tious and caustic diplomat, perfectly 
suited to cocktails and garden parties 
at the embassy but who, when the 
Khmer Rouge surround the place, fails 
to measure up, dithers.” 

But these early pages also contain 
intense sketches of tourists in the first 
shock of grief for a lost family mem-
ber. If Carrère is dithering, he’s also pay-
ing attention to suffering—recording 
the happiness that existed in these lives 
just a day or two earlier, and capturing 
how the plot twist of disaster has made 
people look and sound. He meets a 
British woman who has lost her girl-
friend. “I imagined the two of them 
getting on in years, living in a lovingly 
tended house in an English town, tak-
ing part in its social life, going on a 
yearly trip to some distant country, put-
ting together their photo albums,” he 
writes. “All that shattered. The survi-
vor’s return; the empty house. Each 
woman’s mug with her name on it.” 

When Carrère and Devynck return 
to France, they make several visits to 
the home of Devynck’s sister Juliette, 
a judge, who is dying of cancer, more 
than a decade after being disabled by 
the disease in adolescence. And Car-
rère expands on what to him is the 
mystery of people wanting to help oth-
ers. The book has some of the shape 
of a memoir—it’s a year or two in Car-
rère’s life; there are scenes of family, 
writing, sex—but it also has an over-
arching subject: the claim made on  
us by people who have no reason to be 
in our memoirs. And that subject,  
appropriately, distorts this memoir’s 
form. At the book’s narrative and moral 
center is a colleague of Juliette’s, Éti-
enne Rigal, who, like her, developed 
cancer early in life. These two judges 
did groundbreaking work, in relative 
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Carrère’s friend Hervé Clerc says, “He’s very self-involved, but also very able to see the subtle character of others.”
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obscurity, to protect low-income debt-
ors brought to court by predatory lend-
ers. Carrère describes that achievement 
in technical detail, after first immers-
ing us in Rigal’s experience of illness 
and, at twenty-two, of having his leg 
amputated. (“When he holds out his 
boxers with both hands and bends over, 
he will first make as if to put his left 
foot through the left opening, know-
ing perfectly well, seeing perfectly 
clearly, that he no longer has a left 
foot.”) After the book was published, 
someone who met Rigal for the first 
time broke off from their conversation, 
distracted by memories of Carrère’s 
portrait, saying, “It’s like talking to Ma-
dame Bovary.”

François Samuelson, Carrère’s agent, 
told me that another client of his, the 
novelist Michel Houellebecq, once de-
scribed himself and Carrère as the best 
living writers in France (leaving little 
doubt about who ranked first). When 
recently asked about this, Houellebecq 
said that he didn’t recall making the 
claim, but that it was certainly a defen-
sible one. Houellebecq has written that 
Carrère “knows when the behavior of 
his characters is estimable, admirable, 
odious, morally neutral. He can have 
doubts about everything, but not about 
that.” He has also recalled his reaction 
to the line about the English mugs: “I 
burst into tears, and had to put the 
book down, unable for a few minutes 
to continue reading.”

When I met Carrère and Bourgeois-
Tacquet for lunch, the terrorism trial 
was in its second month—and was ex-
pected to last well into 2022. Carrère’s 
sustained attendance would surely yield 
a book, but its form wasn’t yet evident 
to him. Meanwhile, he was writing a 
weekly column for L’Obs, a magazine 
that referred to him again and again as 
“the great writer Emmanuel Carrère.” 
(He ultimately decided to publish an 
expanded rendering of the columns, 
which will be issued later this year.)

In the trial’s first weeks, most of the 
witnesses had been survivors, or fam-
ily members of victims. Day after day, 
they had described the same scenes of 
blood, disfigurement, and terror. A col-
umn that Carrère had just begun writ-
ing described this repetition as having 
“the beauty of a shared story and the 
cruelty of a casting.”

Bourgeois-Tacquet met Carrère 
four years ago, as he was coming out 
of a period of mental—and marital—
collapse that is recounted in “Yoga,” 
his latest book, which Farrar, Straus 
& Giroux will publish in August. 
When “Yoga” appeared in France, in 
2020, it generated weeks of commen-
tary, not least because Devynck, now 
Carrère’s ex-wife, revealed that he’d 
recently signed a contract promising 
not to write about her without her 
permission.

Bourgeois-Tacquet had discouraged 
Carrère from taking on the story of the 
trial—the subject was too distressing. 
“I almost quit him,” she told me at 
lunch, speaking lightly, but only half 
joking. “I thought it wasn’t a good idea 
for him.” 

“Our life didn’t become a nightmare,” 
Carrère said. 

“Not yet,” she replied. “After one 
year of listening, writing, you could be 
overwhelmed by the material.” 

“You can’t prepare yourself for a pos-
sible catastrophe,” he said. Carrère, who 
has also written and directed movies, 
mentioned a response that a cinema-
tographer he has worked with gives to 
any question about a film shoot’s fu-
ture: “We’ll see when we get there.”

“Life gives you a lot of catastrophes,” 
Bourgeois-Tacquet told Carrère. “You’re 
not obliged to chase them.” She is thirty-
six. Her first feature, “Anaïs in Love,” 
released in the U.S. in April, is a breezy 
Parisian comedy: summer dresses, adul-
tery, talk of Marguerite Duras.

She began telling me how her un-
derstanding of Carrère’s character had 
changed since they’d met. (Carrère’s 
posture of self-disclosure, in print, gives 
permission to others.) He laughed and 
announced, “I’m going to the bathroom.” 

“He’s a little bit autistic,” Bourgeois-
Tacquet said. (I later heard Carrère apply 
the same word to himself, though nei-
ther he nor Bourgeois-Tacquet intended 
to suggest an actual diagnosis.) “It took 
me time to discover this. For several 
months, I didn’t understand. So I was, 
like, crashing against a wall.” She went 
on, “It’s an effort for him to get inter-
ested in others. Empathy, it’s not really 
developed. And, in a love relationship, 
it’s sometimes hard.”

After Carrère returned to his seat, 
she added, “He recently told me the 

most important thing in his life was 
his books, not human beings.”

He gave her a look.
“That’s true!” she said.
A nod, acceptance: “That’s true.” 

Carrère’s “The Adversary,” published 
in 2000, starts:

On the Saturday morning of January 9, 
1993, while Jean-Claude Romand was killing 
his wife and children, I was with mine in a par-
ent-teacher meeting at the school attended by 
Gabriel, our eldest son. He was five years old, 
the same age as Antoine Romand. Then we 
went to have lunch with my parents, as Jean-
Claude Romand did with his, whom he killed 
after their meal.

In 1993, Carrère was in his mid-thir-
ties, recently married to his first wife, 
Anne Devauchelle, and the father of 
two boys. When I asked Emmelene 
Landon, a painter and a writer who 
has been Carrère’s friend since the 
eighties, to recall him as a younger man, 
she did a teasing mime of someone 
pushing back a romantic lock of hair 
from his forehead. His intelligence was 
remarkable, she said, but so was his in-
capacity for embarrassment. He never 
disguised the moment when he lost 
interest in a conversation, and didn’t 
think to ask before turning off the music 
when visiting someone’s apartment. 

He grew up in a comfortable, aca-
demic Paris home. He was an “odd lit-
tle boy,” he told me, who wasn’t quite 
at ease among his peers. Emmanuel’s 
mother, Hélène Carrère d’Encausse, 
who has aristocratic Russian roots, is 
the author of “The Great Challenge: 
Nationalities and the Bolshevik State, 
1917-1930” and other histories of Rus-
sia and the Soviet Union; she was once 
a conservative member of the Euro-
pean Parliament. Her husband, born 
Louis Carrère, is a retired executive. 
Both are in their nineties. Louis and 
Hélène’s adoption of “d’Encausse”—
from Dencausse, Louis’s mother’s 
name—indicates an interest in per-
ceived poshness. (One of Emmanuel’s 
two sisters has followed this lead.) 
Carrère has not written at length about 
his parents. “I’m supposed to be a very 
take-no-prisoners writer, but maybe I 
don’t dare,” he told me. Yet he has ob-
served that he and his mother share 
an appetite for glory—a need to “oc-
cupy as much room as I can in other 



people’s minds.” For the past twenty 
years, she has been the Perpetual Sec-
retary of the Académie Française, the 
French language’s Supreme Court. The 
position, one of immense prestige and 
pomp, comes with a sword and with 
what her son calls a “huge apartment,” 
in the seventeenth-century Institut  
de France. She and Louis follow a  
conversational convention unlikely to 
survive their generation: they address 
each other as vous, not the familiar tu.

In France, “literature means ‘novel,’” 
Carrère told me, during one of the sev-
eral times we met in Paris last fall. A 
writer with literary ambitions who does 
something different “is a bit specialized, 
a bit strange.” He noted that his mother 
shares this view: “Autobiographical books 
are absolutely not her cup of tea. It’s 
contrary to her philosophy of life.” (She 
has admiringly compared Houellebecq 
to Victor Hugo.) After Emmanuel grad-
uated from Sciences Po—the college at-
tended by his mother, and by more than 
a dozen French Presidents and Prime 
Ministers—he had a career in film crit-
icism. And shortly before the Romand 
killings, to help pull himself out of a pe-
riod of gloomy unproductiveness—which 
was also a religious phase, with Bible 
reading and daily attendance at Mass—
he wrote a short, somewhat slapdash 
book about Philip K. Dick, the science-
fiction writer. He also wrote a few mag-
azine accounts of trials involving violent 
crimes: infanticide, attempted matricide. 

But at the time of the Romand mur-
ders Carrère was known primarily for 
writing novels—of an admired, if some-
times convoluted, stories-about-stories 
kind. He had published four, the third 
of which, “The Mustache” (1986), had 
the plainest surface and reached the 
widest audience. Carrère has described 
it as “the first one that was readable.” A 
man shaves off his mustache, then finds 
himself in a world unwilling to accept 
that he ever had one. (“You know very 
well that you never had a mustache. Stop 
it, please.”) The novel covers a period 
of about twelve days; it took Carrère 
about twelve days to write. Like much 
of the science fiction that Carrère adored 
as a teen-ager, it scrupulously follows 
the logic of a simple rupture-in-reality 
premise. John Updike, writing in this 
magazine, called it “glossy and inexora-
ble, like a machine with one lost gear 

tooth,” and interpreted it as a study of 
detachment: “We are solipsists who in 
uneasy conjunction with other solipsists 
construct a society and a shared world.” 

Carrère has said that, on learning of 
Romand’s crimes, he knew immediately 
that he would write a book about him—
with Truman Capote’s “In Cold Blood” 
as his inevitable model. Romand had 
lived in a French town on the Swiss 
border. His neighbors, his wife, and  
his children all understood him to be a 
doctor with a grand research job at the 
World Health Organization, in Ge-
neva. In fact, Romand had left medical 
school without passing his exams, and 
he had no job. For years, he spent his 
days just driving around, or reading in 
his car at highway rest stops. He paid 
for this existence partly with money 
he’d taken from family members, hav-
ing promised to invest it in exotic funds. 
Like the man in “The Mustache”—
and, one could say, a social but awkward 
young writer—Romand gave the im-
pression of living among other people, 
even as he lived in solitude alongside 
them. As his life unravelled, he began 
telling people that he had cancer.  
Carrère has written, “Everyone concurs  
that he was a nice guy, eager to please, 
afraid of hurting people’s feelings: so 
afraid that he preferred to kill his whole 
family rather than hurt their feelings.”

According to Carrère’s later accounts, 
he reread Capote. He wrote to Romand, 
who was in jail, saying, “What you have 
done is not in my eyes the deed of a 
common criminal, or that of a mad-
man, either, but the action of someone 
pushed to the limit by overwhelming 
forces.” He enclosed his recent Dick bi-
ography. After he sent off this package, 
it struck him that the book’s title—“I 
Am Alive and You Are Dead”—might 
land weirdly in Romand’s cell.

Romand didn’t reply. Carrère then 
tried, unsuccessfully, to render the story 
as fiction. He went on to write an ar-
resting short novel, “Class Trip” (1995), 
in which a violent crime is seen through 
the eyes of a miserably self-conscious 
boy on a school-sponsored ski trip.  

Two years after Carrère wrote to 
Romand, he received a response that 
included praise for “Class Trip.” Ro-
mand’s trial would soon begin. Car-
rère attended the proceedings—which 
ended in Romand being sentenced to 
a minimum of twenty-two years in 
prison—and accepted some guidance 
from him about further research. He 
worked on a first draft. Carrère de-
scribed this as “a pile of beginnings.” 
For example, one version introduced 
the crime from the perspective of a 
neighbor, who was a doctor: “On Mon-
day January 11th, 1993, just after four 

“Nature, nurture—either way, it’s still all your fault.”
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in the morning, the phone rang in the 
home, near Ferney-Voltaire, of Dr. Marc 
Vital-Durand. Such calls, at night, are 
routine for a doctor. He picked up with 
a sigh, but without anxiety. Françoise, 
his wife, pulled the covers over her 
head, to block the light from a lamp 
that he turned on. She heard him make 
brief, neutral comments that didn’t in-
dicate whether or not the call was se-
rious. ‘Yes . . . Really? . . . Shit!’ (He said 
that often; it didn’t really mean any-
thing). ‘O.K., I’m on my way.’ ” 

The manuscript was growing, but 
Carrère was anxious about it—some 
passages “didn’t sound right.” At one 
point, he told Romand that he was set-
ting the work aside. Only after that, as 
he was writing himself a memo, did he 
discover a way to tell the story. (“The 
best way to get something done is to 
renounce it,” he told me.) Carrère would 
largely junk the idea of a smoothly om-
niscient, Capote-like voice. He’d not 
only accept the fact of his subjectivity; 
he’d measure it, report on it. He worked 
with uncharacteristic slowness; he broke 
from the project, now and then, to write 
screenplays. Emmelene Landon recently 
recalled how weighed down he was by 
Romand’s crimes, and by papers that 
Romand had entrusted to him. “He’d 
move from place to place with those 
files,” she said. But eventually Carrère 
had a striking new draft, which con-
tained long autobiographical digres-
sions; a critique of the obsequious tone 
of his letters to Romand; and a hint of 
the idea that some part of Romand’s 
problem was that his sex life didn’t mea-
sure up to Carrère’s.

When I spoke with Carrère one day, 
in a quiet café where he reads Le Monde 
on his phone each morning, he told me 
about a celebrated film director he’d 
once met at a festival. He admired the 
man’s work but was amused by the grav-
ity with which he expressed himself in 
everyday conversations. Carrère recalled, 
laughing, “He says things like”—slow, 
serious voice—“ ‘Women are often late.’ 
And he said this one thing about a film. 
He said, ‘It’s not bad, it’s wrong.’” Car-
rère remains struck by this. “I think it’s 
an extraordinary sentence,” he said. It 
helped him understand his dissatisfac-
tion with “In Cold Blood,” a book that 
“pretends to objectivity” and declines 
to acknowledge that its author was im-

patient to see the accused hanged. “It’s 
not bad—it’s more than excellent,” he 
said. “But there is something wrong in 
the idea of the book.”

“The Adversary” was a global suc-
cess. Since its publication, Carrère has 
continued to tack between fact and fic-
tion; he directed a deft adaptation of 
“The Mustache,” and he helped create 
“Les Revenants,” an award-winning TV 
show that imagines a town in which a 
dozen dead residents reappear alive. But 
he has not written another novel.

Last fall, visitors to the terrorism trial 
at the Palais de Justice had to pass 

through half a dozen security checks. 
To avoid everyone needing to do this 
more than once, proceedings didn’t start 
until after lunch.

I went with Carrère one afternoon. 
We sat on benches that had come to be 
used both by reporters and by the two 
thousand or so parties civiles—the in-
terested parties directly affected by the 
killings (survivors, the bereaved), all of 
whom could testify in court. They wore 
color-coded lanyards: green indicated a 
readiness to grant media interviews; red 
meant the opposite. Carrère had ob-
served that some people wore both. The 
courtroom was a long, handsome box 
of pale wood that—for reasons of secu-
rity and necessary scale—had been built 
for the event within a colonnaded hall. 

Hélène Fresnel, a journalist Carrère 
knew, had been a partie civile at the 2020 
trial of men connected to the January, 

2015, attack on the offices of Charlie 
Hebdo. Her partner, Bernard Maris, an 
economist and a journalist, was one of 
twelve people murdered that day. In 
“Yoga,” Carrère describes how, on a visit 
that Fresnel made to the morgue where 
Maris’s body was sent, she heard a 
mourning family speaking in Arabic in 
the room next door. Someone told her 
that these were relatives of Chérif and 
Saïd Kouachi, the brothers who had per-

petrated the attack and who were shot 
dead by police after two days on the run. 
When Fresnel described her courtroom 
experience to Carrère, he scolded him-
self for not having thought to attend. 
She reminded him that the Bataclan 
trial had yet to begin. He spent last sum-
mer reading about Islamist terrorism. In 
the fall, he was reading Hannah Arendt. 

Carrère, in jeans and a rain jacket, sat 
on the edge of the bench, looking around 
the room like someone worried about 
missing his train. He was carrying a 
hardback red notebook that I didn’t see 
him use that day. The trial wasn’t being 
broadcast, and no transcript was being 
published, but Carrère could always refer 
to accounts from the daily papers. And 
he was confident that the kind of small 
detail that might not make it into Le 
Monde tends to stick. “If it’s useful to 
remember that the carpet was green, you 
would remember,” he had told me. “And 
if you’re mistaken and say it was blue? 
Well, I’ll confess I’m wrong!” (Carrère 
has sometimes emphasized that what 
he writes is “all true,” but this refers to 
an avoidance of fictional embellishment 
rather than to a regime of rigorous fact 
checking. John Lambert, who has trans-
lated Carrère’s last four books into En-
glish, and admires him deeply, told me 
that Carrère is as likely to trust his mem-
ory of a literary quotation, or a movie 
plot, as he is to look it up. With Car-
rère’s permission, Lambert makes fixes.)

At the far end of the room were five 
judges. On the floor sat a court artist, 
with paintbrushes and a jar of water 
in front of him. Fourteen defendants 
were to the left, and eleven of them 
sat behind glass in a line that ended, 
farthest from us, with a man named 
Salah Abdeslam. On November 13, 
2015, three groups of three jihadists at-
tacked sites across Paris, including the 
Bataclan; seven of them died that night, 
and two others died during a subse-
quent police raid. It’s not disputed that 
Abdeslam began that evening as the 
tenth member of this cohort—he had 
been wearing an explosive belt. And, 
at the start of the trial, he declared his 
allegiance to isis. But he later told the 
court that he hadn’t killed anyone, and 
had removed the belt—it was found 
on a suburban sidewalk—after a change 
of heart and not, as others have pro-
posed, because the device had mal-
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functioned. The charges against Ab-
deslam included murder. The three 
defendants not behind glass were ac-
cused of much lesser crimes and were 
not being held in custody; they came 
to court each day by public transit. 
(In late June, all the defendants were 
found guilty.)

One day a few weeks before we met, 
Carrère had varied his routine at the Pal-
ais de Justice: he had gone to a smaller 
courtroom, in the basement. As he later 
wrote in his L’Obs column, he had 
watched a prisoner—an “old gentleman” 
in a “sky-blue suit, matching scarf and 
pocket square, smoothed white hair, thin 
moustache”—greeting the public as he 
took his place in court. The man was 
Ilich Ramírez Sánchez, or Carlos the 
Jackal, and he was mounting an end-of-
the-line challenge to the life sentence 
he’d been given for a 1974 grenade attack 
on a Paris department store. His public 
that day, Carrère observed, included 
someone holding an anti-Semitic pam-

phlet; another attendee had the latest 
book by Éric Zemmour, the far-right 
2022 Presidential candidate. Carrère 
found himself laughing quietly at the 
absurdity of Sánchez and his fan club.

In 1974, at a time when a bourgeois 
Paris teen-ager might well have been 
drawn to revolutionary politics, Carrère 
was having extended discussions with 
record-store clerks about the compara-
tive strengths of recordings of Bach or-
atorios. Today, he can approach a terror-
ism trial without having to account for 
any past support for political violence. 
Indeed, he has a kind of political inno-
cence, or at least an instinct to abstain. 
“He’s not interested in politics,” Bour-
geois-Tacquet told me. “I’m not, either.” 
It was a relief, she said, never to argue 
about such matters. In 2007, Carrère voted 
for the first time, to please Devynck. He 
has said that he distrusts his responses to 
broad sociological and political questions; 
he feels himself taking on the views of 
the last person he spoke to. (And he is 

awed by Houellebecq’s state-of-the-world 
assurance.) “I prefer not to talk about 
things, problems, issues where I don’t have 
a firsthand knowledge,” Carrère told me. 
“Which excludes a lot of things.” He 
added, “I prefer to rely on my experience, 
even if it’s very small. I don’t think that I 
know the truth, but I know at least the 
difficulties I have to know the truth.” 

He was once friends with Renaud 
Camus, who, until the late nineties, was 
known as a novelist and a poet. Camus 
is now reviled as the far-right ideologue 
who fashioned the “great replacement” 
conspiracy theory, which proposes that 
hidden forces are collaborating to in-
sure that nonwhite populations become 
a majority in countries like France. Car-
rère’s response to Camus, at a time of 
rising popularity of far-right political 
figures in France, has been personal dis-
appointment shaded with residual per-
sonal sympathy. In 2009, he put a Camus 
novel—along with others by W. G. Se-
bald and Edith Wharton—on a list of 
his twenty favorite books. In 2016, he 
described Camus as principled, if un-
questionably wrong: “These delirious 
convictions remain those of a man of 
integrity, not a scoundrel.”  

Carrère’s book about the terrorism 
trial, then, would likely not be as autobi-
ographical as some of his other books—
he told me that he had little about his 
own history to incorporate, and added 
that his current life lacked the context of 
crisis that has prompted his most per-
sonal work. But it would still be a book 
about his trial, and the trial of the peo-
ple in pain around him. In an introduc-
tory column for L’Obs, last summer, Car-
rère wrote that he expected the event to 
teach him something about justice, and 
something about religion. “When it comes 
to God, where does madness begin?” he 
wrote. But his primary impulse, he said, 
was to experience being in the room. He 
wrote, “I think that between the day we 
enter this box and the day, still far off, 
still without a date, when we’ll leave it, 
something in us, participants and even 
observers, will have changed.”

Carrère’s creative missteps tend to 
have occurred in projects in which he did 
things differently, and allowed someone 
other than himself to claim a narrator’s 
role. In 2011, he published a biography 
of the swaggering (and fascistic) Russian 
writer and political activist Eduard 

THE DEAD

The dead are what’s absent,
forgotten, inert.                    
A bell rings out
its loneliness swaying amid the roses.
The dead come out at night
or they come out in the afternoon
to feed from gourds,
from lecterns,
from other people’s throats,
from guitar pegs,
from the key and the calabash,
from scissors blunted by use,
on the concrete of plazas,
on savage smells,
on nectar,
on bone.
In the drop of water
appears the face of the dead.
In the fragment of the sea that the passerby glimpses
lies hidden the universe of the dead.
The dead hang from the hours.
They slake the thirst of a poet friend.
The dead endure.
The dead sing.

—Nancy Morejón

(Translated, from the Spanish, by Pamela Carmell.)
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Limonov. It was built largely out of Li-
monov’s own mythmaking accounts of 
his life. The book isn’t celebratory, but 
neither is it skeptical in any sustained 
way; Carrère plays a wingman’s role. 
More recently, he directed “Between Two 
Worlds,” a fictionalized adaptation of a 
book by Florence Aubenas, who dis-
guised her journalistic identity to report 
on the unskilled-labor market in Caen, 
France. Carrère’s movie, which was re-
leased in France earlier this year, is about 
a bourgeois reporter negotiating the so-
cial and ethical complications of that 
kind of disguise—of not telling people 
that you’re planning to write about them 
while you clean toilets alongside them. 
A book about poverty became a movie 
about friendship and betrayal. It seems 
likely that if Carrère had written a book 
about Caen it would have found a way 
to be about all three. 

Carrère told me that, a few days ear-
lier, he’d heard an expression of hate in 
the courtroom for the first time. Pat-
rick Jardin, a retired businessman whose 
daughter was killed in the Bataclan, ex-
pressed his regret that France no lon-
ger has the death penalty, and his dis-

gust for people whose loathing for the 
perpetrators didn’t match his own. (Later, 
Jardin unsuccessfully ran for office in 
the 2022 legislative elections, as a can-
didate for the Reconquest Party, founded 
by Zemmour.) Jardin, in his testimony, 
mentioned a book that had been pub-
lished two years earlier, in a spirit of lib-
eral optimism; it took the form of con-
versations between Georges Salines, the 
father of Lola Salines, a Bataclan vic-
tim, and Azdyne Amimour, the father 
of Samy Amimour, who, after killing 
many in the concert hall, was blown up, 
on the theatre’s stage, by the explosives 
he was wearing. Jardin told the court 
that Georges Salines made him sick.

Carrère had chatted with Salines 
during breaks in the proceedings. He 
had heard him, and others, talk about 
their lack of rage. “That’s very civilized, 
and very beautiful—I admire these feel-
ings,” Carrère had told me. “But there 
was at least one guy who said the un-
pleasant thing that people must feel. I 
felt that, at least once, it was neces-
sary—I needed to hear that.” Carrère 
is a serious reporter, but his posture to-
ward any story is that of a partie civile.

On the day of our visit, the court was 
hearing from experts in caring for di-
saster victims. Carrère seemed restless. 
He whispered to me that a man who 
was speaking seemed to be “audition-
ing for the role of most boring witness.” 
But after Marie-Claude Desjeux, the 
head of a victim-support organization, 
began testifying Carrère heard some-
thing that interested him. The presid-
ing judge asked Desjeux if she thought 
it was useful for the court to show im-
ages of the attacks. The Charlie Hebdo 
trial had incorporated security-camera 
video. The new trial had used such ma-
terial sparingly, as part of an institu-
tional effort to make the event “as hu-
manly delicate and careful as possible,” 
as Carrère put it.

Desjeux told the court, “Victims are 
capable of hearing everything,” adding 
that it can be helpful to understand 
what actually happened. For others, 
“there’s the possibility of leaving the 
room.” A young man to our right, a par-
tie civile wearing a Ramones T-shirt, 
was taking notes. Carrère, whispering, 
asked him something about the history 
of this issue. When that query turned 
into a conversation, Carrère was un-
troubled by people in front of us who 
turned, frowning, to object. 

We left and headed toward Carrère’s 
apartment. He talked about a number 
of “false victims” of November, 2015—
including Alexandra Damien, a woman 
who claimed to have been at a bar that 
was attacked. She had shown reporters 
a scar that, she said, came from that 
night. (It was the result of a kite-surf-
ing accident.) He recalled that the pres-
ident of a group for victims of the at-
tacks in which Damien became involved 
had told him, “She was completely lost. 
We liked her. We were the first friends 
of her life.” She had escaped social sol-
itude by inserting herself into this com-
munity. For Damien, Carrière said, “it 
was an identity to be a victim.”  

Carrère met Hervé Clerc, his close 
friend, in the late eighties, through 

a mutual godmother; their relationship 
was cemented on long hikes in Swit-
zerland. They still take hiking trips at 
least once a year: they often walk in si-
lence, out of sight of each other.

Clerc, a writer and a former editor 
at Agence France-Presse, has published 

“This is probably where we’ll part.”

• •
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books on Buddhism and other religious 
topics. He told me that when he’s on 
a hike he experiences nature as “an ex-
pression of eternity.” He suggested, with 
fond concern, that, although Carrère 
may well be happier on these walks 
than he is anywhere else, it’s not really 
the right kind of happiness: it’s a mere 
break from worldly agitation about work 
and reputation. 

Clerc added that he has often en-
couraged Carrère to spend more time 
thinking about death. As he put it, para-
phrasing a Buddhist source, Carrère 
does not pay enough attention to “the 
avalanche that will cover you in a very 
short time.” 

The hikes are now more slowly paced. 
The two sons Carrère had with his first 
wife are adults; he’s been a grandfather 
since 2016. His daughter with Devynck, 
born a year and a half after the tsunami, 
is sixteen.

Carrère and Bourgeois-Tacquet’s 
apartment, which they moved into a 
year ago, is on the top floor of a build-
ing in a narrow nineteenth-century 
shopping arcade. The apartment has 
views of rooftops but of no human ac-
tivity. In the kitchen, a small tree grows 
through a hole in the center of the 
table. When we spoke there one day, 
Carrère mentioned that his younger 
son, a journalist, has decided to own 
only one pair of pants. (He has other 
assets, including an apartment.) Car-
rère isn’t in denial about his own abil-
ity to acquire, and enjoy, bourgeois com-
forts. Once, when writing beside an 
infinity pool on a luxurious trip with 
his extended family to Phuket, Thai-
land—where Houellebecq’s novel “Plat-
form” stages scenes of sex tourism—he 
registered that he was taking the most 
un-Houellebecquian vacation in the 
most Houellebecquian spot. But he ad-
mires his son’s instincts and shares them, 
up to a point: whenever he has moved, 
he has got rid of most of his stuff,  
including books. One object that has 
survived is a painting by Emmelene 
Landon, which he bought thirty years 
ago—an abstracted landscape of ochre 
and gray-green. It’s near him when he 
writes. When Bourgeois-Tacquet met 
Carrère, in 2018, he was recently sepa-
rated from Devynck, and was living on 
a busy street above a South Asian spe-
cialty grocery, in an apartment that, in 

her view, was “very dark and ugly.” (Car-
rère disagrees.) It seemed to contain 
little besides a few dozen books about 
yoga and Landon’s painting. 

In “Yoga,” Carrère recalls a period 
in his life that ends around the time 
Bourgeois-Tacquet first saw that home. 
He begins in January, 2015, about three 
years earlier. There is an element of 
terror in Carrère’s fascination with the 
ways that people can become ma-
rooned—buried alive, paralyzed, im-
prisoned, struck mute—but also a mar-
tyred acceptance of his own version of 
entrapment. Once, trying to under-
stand his neutral response to a session 
inside a flotation tank, he wrote, “Mostly 
I’m in my inner world, of which I am 
tired and where I feel trapped. I dream 
of breaking out of my prison but can’t 
manage to do it. Why not? Because 
the idea frightens me and—harder to 
admit—I actually love my prison.” At 
the start of “Yoga,” he has signed up 
for a ten-day silent-meditation retreat 
in rural France: no talking, no writing, 
no phones. He had planned, he writes, 
to publish an “upbeat, subtle little book” 
about his longtime interest in yoga 
and meditation. 

When I spoke with Bourgeois-Tac-
quet and François Samuelson, Carrère’s 
agent, they both scoffed at the idea that 
Carrère would ever have written such 
a book—and Carrère himself told me 
that the plan was probably an illusion. 
(Samuelson, an old friend of Carrère’s, 

is entertainingly intemperate: he told 
me that he had not liked “Yoga” as a 
title, and that he certainly hated yoga.) 
But the book’s first pages do have an 
unusual lightness, as Carrère faces the 
quandary of making judgments about 
people to whom he can’t speak. He’s 
also wistful, as he sits looking out over 
the damp landscape, about his inabil-
ity to have a fully contemplative mo-
ment. “I don’t have direct access to ex-
perience, I always have to put it into 

words,” he writes. “I’m not saying that’s 
bad. It’s my reason for being, it’s why 
I’m here, and I’m not complaining, I’m 
terrifically lucky to have what’s known 
as a vocation. But all the same, how 
good it would be, how restful it would 
be, what a huge step forward it would 
be, if I could make fewer sentences and 
see a little more.”

Midway through the retreat, Car-
rère is summoned to an administrative 
office, where there’s no ban on talking. 
He’s told that “serious things have hap-
pened in our country.” He learns that 
Charlie Hebdo has been attacked, and 
that he has been asked to give a eu-
logy at the funeral of Bernard Maris, 
the economist. He writes, “I have to 
be honest, and I’m sure I’ll be under-
stood: I felt a huge relief to learn that 
it was Bernard who’d died in a terror-
ist attack and not someone closer, not 
one of my children.”  

He leaves the retreat and speaks at 
the funeral. And then—we’re nearly 
halfway into the book—something hap-
pens. He experiences a crisis of an un-
specified kind. He refers, obliquely, to 
a happy life that is now coming to an 
end: “They say it’s only when you’re no 
longer happy that you realize you once 
were. For me that’s not true: for ten 
whole years I knew I was happy.” He 
also mentions having started an affair, 
at some imprecise earlier time, with 
someone he calls “the Gemini woman.” 
(The name refers to a little terra-cotta 
statue that she gave him.)

Devoted readers of Carrère will 
know a little more than is being said 
here. The four books he published in 
the years between “The Adversary” 
and the silent retreat contain ample 
information—names and dates—about 
his intellectual, emotional, and sexual 
life. The first, “My Life as a Russian 
Novel” (2007), described visits he’d 
made to a small city five hundred miles 
east of Moscow; disobeying his mother, 
he also told some family history. In 
the final years of the German Occu-
pation of France, his Georgian-born 
grandfather, who was married to the 
daughter of a Russian aristocrat, col-
laborated with the Germans, as an in-
terpreter. He disappeared in 1944, and 
is presumed to have been executed by 
Resistance forces; his body was never 
found. In this period, Carrère writes, 
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“there was one truth everyone agreed 
on: Resistance fighters were heroes, 
collaborators were scum. In my grand-
mother’s home, however, another truth 
reigned: Resistance members had ab-
ducted and probably killed the head 
of the family, who had been a collab-
orator and who they knew for a fact 
was not scum. He was moody and 
often angry, but he was an honorable 
man, upright and generous. Those 
thoughts could not be voiced outside 
the home. The family had to remain 
silent, and ashamed.” By making all 
this public, Carrère opened a rift with 
his mother. “For more than two years, 
there were very, very cold relations,” 
he told me. In time, they reconciled, 
he said, “but ‘reconciled’ means never 
talking about it.” 

The same book describes the arc of 
a romance with a woman, referred to 
only as Sophie, who sometimes faults 
Carrère for what she registers as his 
privileged, careless ways. In Carrère’s 
assessment, she is not fully at home in 
his intellectual milieu; he recalls that, 
when she makes a note to herself to 
look up the great American novelist 
whose name she’s heard at dinner, she 
writes, “Read Solbello.” In the summer 
of 2002, he plans what he supposes is 
a gift to her. He has been asked to con-
tribute a short story about travel to Le 
Monde; weeks in advance, he has ar-
ranged for his story to be published on 
the Saturday in July when he knows 
that Sophie will get on a train to join 
him at the oceanside village where  
his parents have a summer house. He 
writes a pornographic tale, “L’Usage du 
Monde.” The title, borrowed from a 
classic Swiss travel book, here means 
both “The Way of the World” and 
“Making Use of Le Monde.” The story 
is addressed to Sophie, and places her 
on that train, reading his story. On the 
train, you will do this, and you will do 
that. Carrère told me that he was per-
haps encouraged in this project by the 
example of Nicholson Baker’s two sex-
filled novels of the mid-nineties, “Vox” 
and “The Fermata.” (Carrère’s usual 
sexual subject matter is happy sex, in 
fantasy or in reality. Such passages can 
read like a reply, on behalf of all French 
charmers, to Houellebecq’s depictions 
of contemporary sexual ugliness. Bour-
geois-Tacquet, speaking at lunch, said 

that sex gave Carrère a sense of being 
“close, close, close” to another per-
son—“and that doesn’t happen very 
often in his life.”)

In “Russian Novel,” Carrère writes, 
“Only a man immune to superstition 
could plan his pleasure in such detail 
without fear of defying the gods.” Just 
before his story’s publication, Sophie 
tells him that she probably won’t be able 
to come that weekend. On the day the 
story appears, he searches a train bound 
for the coast but doesn’t find her. He 
does, however, find two reporters from 
Le Monde, looking for her. 

Sophie never took the train, because 
she was arranging an abortion, after get-
ting pregnant by another man. Le Monde’s 
ombudsman later questioned the paper’s 
decision to publish Carrère’s story. 

In various ways, then, “L’Usage du 
Monde” was not a success. Carrère, re-
living the episode five years later in “Rus-
sian Novel,” acknowledges feeling some 
embarrassment in front of the report-
ers—“the shame of a shy adolescent 
who invented girlfriends and then re-
alized that no one believed him”—but 
he isn’t ready to disown the short story, 
and he notes that many readers praised 
it. His mother, in whose house he’s stay-
ing that weekend, says nothing. Carrère 
writes, “What she thinks of it is clear, 
but she’d rather be torn to pieces by 
wild horses than even mention it.”

Not long after this, Carrère and So-
phie broke up. But first they f lew to 
Corsica to vacation with Emmelene 
Landon and Paul Otchakovsky-Lau-
rens, her husband and Carrère’s beloved 
friend and publisher. (Otchakovsky-Lau-
rens died in 2018.) Landon recently de-
scribed Carrère and his girlfriend mov-
ing through the airport in sunglasses, 
smoking, like movie stars of an earlier 
age. They didn’t help much with house-
work. There was little discussion of 
“L’Usage du Monde.” Landon, laugh-
ing, said of the story, “I think that you 
have to do whatever you feel like—even 
if it’s the weirdest thing.”

Near the end of “Russian Novel,” 
Carrère refers, with relief, to hav-

ing met Devynck, his future wife, in 
2003, just before his forty-sixth birth-
day. In “Lives Other Than My Own,” 
the book he published next, she is a 
constant, stabilizing figure. He recalls, 

for example, a conversation that they 
had just before the death of Juliette, 
Devynck’s sister: 

Only a few months ago, if I’d learned I had 
cancer and would soon die, if I’d asked myself 
the same question as Juliette—has my life been 
a success?—I could not have given the same 
answer. I’d have said no, I hadn’t made a suc-
cess of my life. I’d have said I’d succeeded in 
some things, had two handsome sons who were 
alive and well, and had written three or four 
books that gave form to what I was. . . . But I 
had not learned how to love—or hadn’t been 
able to, which is the same thing. No one had 
been able to rest in complete confidence in my 
love and I would not rest, at the end, in any-
one else’s. That’s what I’d have said at the news 
of my impending death, before the wave hit. 
And then, after the wave, I chose you, we chose 
each other, and now nothing’s the same. You’re 
here, close to me, and if I had to die tomor-
row I could say like Juliette that my life has 
been a success.

Devynck is present, too, in “Limonov” 
and then in “The Kingdom” (2014), a 
beguiling account of the early decades 
of the Christian church and of Car-
rère’s religious impulses in adulthood, 
written partly in the form of notes for 
a historical novel that he’s been wise 
enough to leave unwritten. Carrère’s 
identification with St. Luke is explicit: 
“Luke really didn’t have a head for ab-
stract ideas. He was interested in quar-
rels between real people with real names, 
people he knew.” As before, “The King-
dom” includes descriptions of Carrère’s 
family life: he refers to his daughter’s 
school, in Paris, and to a house that he 
and Devynck have bought on the Greek 
island of Patmos.

At the start of “Yoga,” Carrère briefly 
acknowledges that at the time of the 
silent retreat he was married. But he 
says no more, and he doesn’t name 
Devynck. We now know that they sep-
arated not long after he returned home, 
and eventually divorced. “Yoga” describes 
only the effect of the rupture—the wash 
from a boat that’s out of frame. He’s 
suddenly living alone, and “as lonely as 
a rat.” He doesn’t bathe. “I don’t stop 
trembling, objects fall from my hands. 
If I put jars of yogurt in the fridge, they 
slip and crash onto the kitchen floor.” 
And after a lifetime of psychological 
inquiry, including long periods of psy-
chotherapy, he is surprised to receive a 
new diagnosis: bipolar II disorder. (As 
he notes, symptoms may include be-
havior that’s “seductive, flirtatious, very 
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Wide World of Disney

enormous highways, how they lifted us and then gently 
set us down. To me, authentic America was fast-food 
restaurants in rest stops and eighteen-wheelers asking, 
How am I driving? All around us seemed to be life: 
life in a traffic jam near Baltimore and a sudden fog 
in Virginia, life in the accent of a woman in Georgia 
and the click-click of palm fronds rubbing against one 
another in Florida, life that seemed more real than our 
own, because it was occurring in spaces that in my mind 
belonged to white people. One of the anxieties of feeling 
peripheral is the sense that what one loves will probably 
be taken away. On our drive, Peter told me he was 
certain that when he got married his wife would cheat 
on him.

We finally arrived at Disney World. The sky was 
a perfect blue that made everything beneath it—
Cinderella’s castle, Big Thunder Mountain Railroad—
picturesque.

My experience has been that even public places in 
America are segregated. Nonwhites tend to cluster in 
certain sections of the beach. Many restaurants are 
frequented primarily by people of one race. But the lines 
at Disney World were like no public spaces that I had 
ever been in before, in that there were white and Black 
and Asian and Hispanic people standing next to one 
another. Most of Peter’s and my time was spent in these 
lines. Every ride seemed to require a long wait, and there 
was nothing to do except talk to those beside us. Day 
after day, we stood and talked. My tendency with white 
people back then was to make up stories. Lying was a 
way of showing disrespect, a disrespect that came out 
of my fear of whites. I told one man I spoke with that 
Peter and I had driven down in a white Lotus. Another 
I told that we were the sons of ambassadors. These lies 
made Peter uncomfortable. He asked me to stop telling 
them. I did, and then he and I began having ordinary 
conversations with our line-mates. Some of these led 
to confidences. A woman had recently got divorced 
and was recovering from this by treating herself to a 
trip to Disney World. A man told me about visiting his 
grandfather in a nursing home and petting his dog. His 
grandfather, who had dementia, shouted, “Don’t hit my 
dog,” and rose to punch him. The man thought, Well, I 
guess I’ve got to let him hit me. 

I didn’t know what to do with these intimacies, but 
they affected me. I remember reading in Malcolm X’s 
autobiography about his trip to Mecca and how it made 
him realize that whites had feelings, just like Blacks. I 
had the same experience in the lines at Disney World. 
White people were human, too.

Each night, when we left Disney World, Peter 
and I would drive to a rest area to sleep in our car. 
There were other people there, too—not just couples 
but entire families, some asleep with their car doors 
open. Peter and I would keep our windows down, and 
sometimes, at two or three in the morning, we’d hear 
people murmuring to each other. Their voices felt all 
of a piece with the sky and the soft air and the clicking 
palm trees. ♦

When I was in college, all I really wanted was to be 
a white guy. I didn’t want to be a sophisticated or 

important white guy. I thought the whole point of being 
white was to be able to slip into the background. Also, 
my tastes naturally drift toward the mass market. I once 
announced to a friend that what I was most looking for-
ward to was the next Paula Abdul album and the next 
James Bond movie. 

My best friend in college, Peter Shiau, was a lot like 
me, except kinder and less weird. Peter was of Taiwanese 
origin and for a while he wrote his name as “Peter 
Shaw.” He told me he’d first realized that he wasn’t 
white when he was looking in the mirror, at age eleven 
or twelve, and suddenly noticed his eyes. Both of us 
were the much loved sons of nervous parents. Among 
the ways our parents kept us in line was by not giving us 
money. And the way we dealt with them was by lying.

During spring break of our sophomore year, in 1990, 
Peter and I decided to drive from New Jersey to Disney 
World. We did this not out of some ironic feeling for 
Disney and what Disney represents but because we 
wanted to ride Space Mountain.

We left on a Friday evening and took rolls of quarters. 
The quarters were because we would have to phone our 
parents and pretend that we were still in New Jersey.

We went in my gray Honda Civic, and the journey 
was immediately wonderful. This was the first time 
that either Peter or I had struck out into America. 
Many years later, I read “On the Road” and realized 
that our drive had triggered the same ecstatic response 
in me as the one that Kerouac describes. I loved the 
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sexual, outwardly very much alive.”) 
When I asked Carrère if this had helped 
him understand earlier aspects of life—
like, say, “L’Usage du Monde”—he 
smiled: “Yes. Performative pornogra-
phy, involving my girlfriend, without 
telling her? And being sure that you 
are doing something wonderful?” 

Carrère’s mental distress grows so 
severe that he enters Sainte-Anne,  
a psychiatric hospital in 
Paris, where doctors note 
suicidal ideations, among 
other disturbances. He is 
then given electroshock 
treatment and prescribed 
lithium—and the medica-
tion comes to help him,  
in a way that he finds con-
fusing. As he put it to me, 
“It’s completely contrary 
to my philosophical atti-
tude, which is that to improve oneself 
you have to work on it.” He is dis-
charged from Sainte-Anne.

“Yoga” then takes a number of turns. 
Carrère describes volunteering with 
young migrants in a camp on the 
Greek island of Leros; he writes of the 
death of Paul Otchakovsky-Laurens. 
He then ends—as he has in previous 
books—on a moment of qualified good 
cheer. He has met an unnamed woman, 
whom it’s now possible to identify as 
Bourgeois-Tacquet: “Considering all 
the things that can be chalked up 
against me, I find life generous to give 
me another chance.”  

Carrère wrote the bulk of “Yoga” in 
the second half of 2019, while he and 
Devynck were still negotiating their di-
vorce. As we now know—but we don’t 
learn from “Yoga”—Devynck proposed 
that Carrère sign an agreement to leave 
her out of future books, except with her 
permission. This could be thought of 
as extending beyond the marriage one 
aspect of the marriage: Carrère had pre-
viously shown Devynck his drafts, and 
would not have published something 
over her objections.

A few years ago, when Carrère re-
leased a collection of his shorter non-
fiction pieces, he included nine columns 
on matters of sex and love written, in 
2003 and 2004, for an Italian magazine. 
In one, he described a dinner at which 
he introduced “Hélène,” then his new 
girlfriend, to an ex. He quotes Hélène 

saying afterward, “I like the fact that 
she likes you so much, and I think she’s 
sexy.” But, she went on, he seemed to 
be signalling to her his bona fides as 
an ex; he seemed impatient to get past 
the period of tempest and passion, and 
to “settle into a peaceful, loving friend-
ship.” Hélène continued, “That’s not 
how it’s going to be with me. When 
it’s over, it’ll be over. When we no lon-

ger love each other, we’re 
not going to be friends.” 

When Samuelson, the 
agent, saw Devynck’s pro-
posed clause, he firmly ad-
vised Carrère not to sign. 
As he said to me, the facts 
of Carrère’s life “are the in-
gredients of his writing.” 

Carrère signed. “I was 
wrong to do it,” he told 
me. But “I wanted to di-

vorce, and my ex-wife told me that I 
had to sign it.” 

They were divorced in March, 2020. 
Almost immediately, Carrère showed 
Devynck a draft of “Yoga.” That fall, 
she published an article, on the Web 
site of the French edition of Vanity Fair, 
to correct media “rumors and inaccu-
racies.” The article was critical of Car-
rère. She said that she’d had no idea he 
was writing about her even as he was 
making an agreement not to write about 
her. She quoted from a note that her 
ex-husband had sent along with the 
manuscript. “That I write autobiograph-
ical books should not be a surprise to 
you,” he wrote, adding that “Yoga” would 
be “incomprehensible if I said nothing 
about its context.” Devynck observed, 
“The context, in this case, was me.” 

Devynck, who declined to give me an 
interview, had previously accepted that 
Carrère’s books would describe her life, 
often in intimate detail. But, as she re-
counted in her article, she now wanted 
to keep “unwelcome revelations about 
my personal life” out of print—and she 
certainly didn’t want to be included in 
what she described as a scene of sexual 
fantasy. The draft hadn’t made Devynck 
a central character, but she was in there. 
Using a yellow highlighter, she marked 
every reference to herself in the manu-
script—all were to be deleted. Later that 
year, on Instagram, she posted a screen-
shot of a few sentences by Serge Dou-
brovsky, the French writer, describing 

how his autobiographical novels had 
made use of the women in his life: “I fed 
on their flesh. . . . I am a devouring, greedy 
monster, an eternal suckling infant.” 
(Devynck has written a book, to be pub-
lished in September, that will be, in part, 
about this recent history.)

In the matter of the breakup, “I think 
we were responsible—both,” Carrère 
told me. The split should have been dis-
closed in “Yoga,” he said, “even very 
lightly, very simply, without any accu-
sation.” (In Carrère’s opinion, Devynck’s 
public remarks have given him license 
to say a little more about the relation-
ship’s end than he did in the book.) Car-
rère had imagined that they would ne-
gotiate over “Yoga.” “I thought she would 
say, ‘This I would like you to remove, 
this I would like you to change,’” he told 
me. “I would have agreed to everything.” 
He added, “I thought there would be a 
normal talk, not this incredible thing to 
say—‘I must not exist in your book.’ ”

Carrère and his publisher protested. 
Carrère recalled telling Devynck that 
he wanted to acknowledge her gener-
osity of spirit: she’d held his hand at 
Sainte-Anne even as their relationship 
was dissolving. Close to tears, he told 
me, “I want never to forget that we were 
really happy, that she was a wonderful 
woman, that I loved her because she 
was lovable. And that I even showed 
the best of what I can be.”

In the first weeks of the pandemic, in 
the apartment over the grocery store, 
Carrère attempted a rewrite that was 
highly fictionalized, prefaced by an “Any 
resemblance to . . .” clause of deniability. 
Ten pages in, he stopped. His book, he 
decided, would have to exist with some 
holes. As he noted in “The Kingdom,” 
his usual instinct as a writer had been to 
seek narrative orderliness—to “always 
connect one sentence with the next, al-
ways look for a smooth transition.” Now 
he tried to take some encouragement 
from the novelist Georges Perec’s for-
mal experiments with narrative gaps and 
omissions. “I never experienced such an 
uncomfortable situation,” Carrère told 
me. “Honestly, it’s a flaw of the book. 
Well—this flaw, it’s part of its identity.” 
He mimed a limp. 

He cheated, or at least tested De-
vynck’s readiness to sue, by quoting a 
few hundred words about his marriage 
from “Lives Other Than My Own”—



the “my life has been a success” para-
graph. He also added a new chapter 
headed “The place where you don’t lie.” 
He wrote, “Each book imposes its own 
rules, rules we don’t set in advance, but 
rather discover with use. I can’t say of 
this book what I’ve proudly said of sev-
eral others: ‘It’s all true.’ While writing 
it, I have to distort a little, transpose a 
little, erase a little. Especially erase, be-
cause while I can say whatever I want 
about myself, including less flattering 
truths, I can’t do the same with others.”

Carrère’s admirers, at home, have 
sometimes described his work as 

“autofiction”—a tag, coined by Serge 
Doubrovsky in the seventies, that has a 
firmer footing in France than in the 
United States, and describes work that 
could reasonably be thought of as mem-
oir but for one reason or another is pub-
lished as fiction, and has permission to 
toy with the truth. When that word is 
applied to Carrère, who has written that 
his “first rule is not to lie,” it sounds a 
little perverse. But it’s meant respect-
fully: in a publishing and bookselling 
culture that rarely refers to “nonfiction”—
rather, there’s literature, and then every-
thing else, in subject categories—“auto-
fiction” helps to ratify a work’s literary 
intent, and keeps it at the front of the 
bookstore. Laurent Demanze, an aca-
demic who has made a specialty of Car-
rère’s work, explained, in a recent e-mail, 
that in France “many writers have a sec-
ond profession: the profession of jour-
nalist is one of them.” 

Carrère is largely unimpressed by 
critical hand-wringing about the inef-
fable uncertainties at the border of fic-
tion and nonfiction. He has proposed 
that the line between the categories is 
“perfectly clear.” When he says that he’s 
trying hard to tell the truth, he means 
it. It’s relevant to him that he uses real 
names. (Sophie is Sophie.) He described 
it to me as a “point of honor” that in 
France he has never categorized his 
nonfiction books as novels. (“Limonov” 
was published as a novel in the U.K.)

But “Yoga” does exist at a blurry bor-
der. Carrère left things out and made 
things up. He cut the marital breakup 
that tipped him into madness. (When 
I put it to him in those terms, he re-
plied, “I can’t say more, but that’s right.”) 
One of his sisters agreed to stand in  

for Devynck as the figure in “Yoga”  
who makes an appointment for him at 
Sainte-Anne.

And there are fictional aspects of 
“Yoga” that aren’t explained by the 
Devynck lacuna. The book vividly de-
scribes one of Carrère’s fellow-volunteers 
in Leros—an American woman who’s a 
little lost and pitiable, like the fake vic-
tim of the 2015 attacks. Carrère then notes 
that she’s “a partly fictional character.” 

Soon after, he brings the story of his 
affair with the “Gemini woman” to a 
close. According to “Yoga,” the affair had 
begun in a Swiss hotel, without a word 
being said, after a yoga vacation that both 
had attended; it had continued on later 
occasions—but still without the partic-
ipants fully introducing themselves—in 
a hotel somewhere in provincial France. 
We then read that, three years after they 
last met, he’s in an airport terminal in 
the Azores, failing to enjoy a Cormac 
McCarthy novel. He looks up and sees 
the Gemini woman, and has no doubt 
that she’s seen him. “What would hap-
pen if I got up, walked over to her, and 

took her by the hand?” he writes. “Would 
we walk out of the terminal together, the 
way we once walked out of the Gare de 
Genève-Cornavin, head over to one of 
the Sheraton or Sofitel hotels you can 
find at any airport, ask for a room at the 
front desk, go up together in one of the 
lifts, without a word, lock ourselves in 
that room of ours, and go under the radar 
for a few hours? I don’t know. What I’m 
certain of, though, is that the scenario 
that’s running through my head is also 
running through hers, and that she knows 
full well that it’s also running through 
mine. And the knowledge that I have 
unlimited access to her thoughts and 
fantasies, and she to mine, makes the sit-
uation extraordinarily erotic.” 

This reads like fiction, and a little 
like “L’Usage du Monde.” I asked Car-
rère, as politely as possible, if this per-
haps hadn’t happened. 

He was sitting at one end of a deep, 
pale sofa in his living room. He said, 
“Uhh,” and pulled the corners of his 
mouth down in a grimace. Then, laugh-
ing: “I confess there is a small bit of 

“I know you’re really busy right now, but when you have a chance I’d 
love to pick your brain about how you got to where you are today.”
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fiction. This is a bit arranged.” (The 
French edition at one point notes that 
the Gemini woman is part fictional, al-
though without drawing attention to 
the airport scene. Carrère cut this warn-
ing in the English translation.)

Had he seen someone in the airport 
who looked like his former lover, and 
taken things from there? Yes, he said.

Devynck, in her article, protested that 
“Yoga” had misled readers, not least in 
the scenes set in Leros. In her view, Car-
rère implied that he had volunteered 
there for weeks, whereas he’d actually 
been there only a few days, some of them 
with her. She also noted that his Leros 
experience had occurred before he was 
hospitalized; “Yoga” implies that it was 
afterward. Carrère had allowed the Greek-
island interlude to become, she said, part 
of his story of an “exit from depression, 
a return to life.” Such shaping (which 
was present even in the first version of 
the book she saw) was an ethical breach, 
she proposed: Carrère had lied.

This perhaps goes too far. “Yoga” is 
imprecise about chronology. Besides, it 
has its “distort a little” warning. “Yoga” 
is not wrong, nor is it bad. But it’s not 
quite Carrère’s best, and readers may feel 
let down by his new embrace of half-
truths. Carrère resembles someone who, 
upon being invited to loosen his tie, takes 
off all his clothes. One of the appeals of 
Carrère’s writing—especially in his rumi-
nations about St. Luke and St. Paul in 
“The Kingdom”—is how he frames pas-
sages of speculation or fantasy in a way 
that leaves readers feeling secure in their 
understanding of what is not specula-
tion. This narrative control extends to 
his management of time. Indeed, as he 
writes in “Lives Other Than My Own,” 
referring to the nonlinear conversational 
style of Étienne Rigal, the judge, “I, on 
the other hand, care intensely about 
chronology. I find ellipsis acceptable only 
as a rhetorical device, duly rationed and 
controlled by me, otherwise I can’t stand 
it. Perhaps because there are snags in the 
fabric of my life (which I try to repair 
by keeping the weave as tight as possi-
ble), I need to establish markers—such 
as ‘the previous Tuesday,’ ‘the next night,’ 
‘three weeks earlier.’” In a recent e-mail, 
Arnaud Viviant, a leading French critic, 
described his reaction to “Yoga”’s fiction-
making. “I saw myself detaching from 
the story,” he wrote. “Suddenly, Carrère 

no longer appeared to me as a super 
journalist-writer, but as a half-novelist 
playing a journalist.” 

I asked Carrère why he didn’t tell the 
truth in the airport scene. He thought 
for a moment, said, “Because . . .,” then 
paused again. “I thought it would have 
spoiled it a little.” What he liked about 
the story of the Gemini woman was that, 
this final scene aside, he had been de-
scribing something real that sounded fic-
tional: an extended sexual relationship 
that remained essentially anonymous, 
with communication of one kind and 
not the other. 

He wanted “homogeneity,” he said. 
That is: to avoid disrupting a narrative 
of real events that had a novelistic, or 
filmic, texture, he had added fiction. 
This is the kind of thing that happens 
all the time in works of autofiction. 

Carrère went on, “Because of all this 
thing with Hélène, it had a very strange 
status, all of it. So it’s a bit confusing. 
Not just for the reader but for me, too.”

The jury of the prestigious Prix Gon-
court has a clear preference for fiction, 
and Devynck’s article accused Carrère 
of trying to boost his chance of win-
ning the prize by including fictional el-
ements. Carrère denies this, and he de-
scribed to me how he had resisted a 
suggestion from his publisher to call 
“Yoga” a novel: “They said, ‘It’s not a 
big effort, and it would make things very 
different.’ ” In September, 2020, “Yoga” 
did make it onto the Prix Goncourt’s 
initial longlist. After Devynck’s article 
appeared, later that month, the book 
was not on the final shortlist. 

Bourgeois-Tacquet, speaking at home 
one morning when Carrère was out, 

observed that he had never experienced 
heartache or profound grief. Now that 
his extremes of mood have been smoothed 
out by medication, he’s left with an equa-
nimity about everyday things, which she 
described as an almost prelapsarian state. 
“I have something very important to tell 
you,” she said. “And I keep saying it to 
my friends, and to his friends. Emman-
uel is the happiest person I know. I’m 
not joking! I have never met anyone who 
is like this. He’s always happy. I don’t 
mean heureux—I mean content. He’s O.K. 
Everywhere is fine. I’m never happy. Ev-
erything is a problem for me. For him, 
everything is O.K. He doesn’t care. It’s 

raining, it’s O.K. It’s sunny, it’s O.K. He’s 
sick, he’s happy to be sick. I’m sick and 
I want to kill everyone.”

He was aware of a deficit in natural 
empathy, she added, “so he compen-
sates—in everyday life, he’s very atten-
tive, more than other men I’ve been with.” 
It was lovely to live with him. But, after 
a moment’s hesitation, she went on to 
describe the gift that Carrère had given 
her on her thirty-fifth birthday, and the 
arguments that had followed. This was 
before they moved in together. 

His birthday present, he had explained 
in a letter, was an idea for a movie that 
she could write and direct. The letter had 
sketched out a film treatment. “I had 
never asked him to give me an idea,” she 
said. “I don’t need an idea. And that’s not 
a present. He really thought it was gen-
erous.” She added that his proposed 
screenplay—about a sexual relationship 
conducted remotely—was an elabora-
tion on one she’d already mentioned to 
him, months earlier. 

A few hours after visiting with Bour-
geois-Tacquet, I met Carrère at Le Na-
poléon, a café within view of his old apart-
ment above the grocery. His former home 
with Devynck—with whom he is still 
on poor terms—is around the corner. 

We sat at a table on a busy sidewalk. 
Carrère, who hadn’t had a drink in a few 
years, ordered an orange juice, and de-
scribed how, not long after the events re-
lated in “Yoga,” he had “the most simple, 
the most obvious, and the most promis-
ing idea for a book I ever had—I thought 
that it was impossible not to make a great 
book with such an idea.” He laughed. The 
idea was to talk to people around him. 

He would start conversations with 
those living and working within about a 
thousand feet of where we were sitting: 
“I know nothing about them. And I am 
not that interested. And I think it’s bad 
not to be interested. I think, even, it’s 
wrong.” He mentioned a waiter, then 
working at Le Napoléon, with whom he 
sometimes briefly chatted about books: 
“I see him every day. I like him, I think 
he likes me. But I know nothing of him.” 
Carrère’s feeling at the time, he said, was 
that “you don’t have to choose either to 
make a good piece of art or to improve 
the quality of your relationships with 
other people. The idea was to work on 
both.” His provisional title was “Prox-
imité.” When Carrère wrote a memo 
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about the project, for himself and for 
Samuelson, he recalled the diner scene 
in “Groundhog Day” in which Bill Mur-
ray astonishes Andie MacDowell by giv-
ing her intimate biographies of those 
around them. (“This is Bill. . . . He likes 
the town, he paints toy soldiers, and he’s 
gay.”) That was the dream of “Proxim-
ité,” he wrote: to generate that astonish-
ment. He added, “But, yes, of course I’ll 
talk about myself.”

He interviewed a hundred people: the 
waiter; barbers serving West African-
born customers; the owners of a fancy 
bakery with customers like Carrère; 
homeless people. He wrote hundreds of 
thousands of words.

He put it all aside to finish “Yoga.” 
Later, in 2020, he “opened the file and 
reread the whole thing,” he said. “It was 
bad. Really bad. Really uninteresting. I 
closed the file.” He might open it again 
in a couple of years.

Carrère gave me a little tour of the 
neighborhood. The stores were closing 
for the day, and the bars were starting to 
fill. In Passage Brady, an arcade that’s a 
little like the one where he now lives, In-
dian restaurants were waiting for cus-
tomers. As we walked past one of them, 
a young waiter made eye contact with 
Carrère, and the two men said hello. But 
there was a misalignment: although they’d 
spoken, occasionally, at a different restau-
rant, the waiter clearly didn’t remember 
him, and was greeting him only as a cus-
tomer. There was a moment of awkward-
ness, from which the men smilingly ex-
tracted themselves. 

As we walked on, Carrère said that, 
for the sake of the article I was writing, 
it would have been nice if I’d heard peo-
ple yelling out, at every corner, “Hey, 
Emmanuel!” He went on, “There are 
people who know everybody. I would 
like to be that person, and I’m not.” 

Early this year, the Russian theatre 
and film director Kirill Serebren-

nikov—who spent some two years under 
house arrest on charges of embezzlement 
that are widely thought to have been 
trumped up, for political reasons—began 
filming an English-language adaptation 
of Carrère’s study of Eduard Limonov, 
who died in 2020. Carrère had agreed to 
take a small acting role in the movie, 
which would star Ben Whishaw. And, 
because Carrère’s personal calendar seems 

to synchronize with catastrophic world 
events, his brief trip to Moscow was 
scheduled to start on February 24th. 
François Samuelson would join him. 

In a video interview published on 
February 23rd, Hélène Carrère d’En-
causse was asked if Russia would invade 
Ukraine. She has met Vladimir Putin a 
number of times, and the French polit-
ical establishment has long paid atten-
tion to her views, which have largely 
shown support for, or acceptance of, Pu-
tin’s policy decisions, including the an-
nexation of Crimea. No, she told her in-
terviewer: Putin was “not an idiot.” Early 
the next morning, Putin invaded Ukraine. 
Emmanuel Carrère was at home, wait-
ing for a taxi to the airport, when Sam-
uelson called to say, “I think we can’t go.” 
Carrère said that he was probably right. 

But then he felt bad; he’d let the film 
down. The next day, he flew to Moscow 
alone. He shot his scene. By now, 
Ukrainian forces were fighting to retain 
control of Kharkiv, where Limonov had 
spent much of his youth. When Car-
rère’s return flight was cancelled, the film 
company found him a flight to Dubai. 
He headed to the airport in a taxi, then 
asked the driver to turn around. When 
Bourgeois-Tacquet asked him why he’d 
decided to stay, he answered, “I’m a jour-
nalist.” Her reply was not facetious: “O.K., 

I didn’t know.” He later mentioned to 
her that, after the years of abstaining, 
he’d had a few drinks.

When I called Carrère in Moscow, 
he’d been there ten days. The Limonov 
film, he said, was being moved to Bul-
garia. He had learned how to use Tele-
gram, the encrypted-communication app. 
He had spent the week largely with mid-
dle-class people of his generation. They 
were either preparing to leave or imag-
ining a new life under conditions that 
were bound to fascinate Carrère—they 
would be cut off from the rest of the 
world. When we spoke, he was writing 
a piece about Moscow for L’Obs; when 
it was done, he’d fly home, via Istanbul. 

The article, published a few days later, 
began with a sketch of a woman whom 
he called Irina. “The only thing that re-
assures me is that our country is very big,” 
she told Carrère. “There are places to 
hide. Magadan, Baikal, Altai. . . . I do 
boating, you know, my friends and I have 
a small boat, which is moored fifty kilo-
metres from Moscow. My dream was a 
long trip to Africa, by rivers and by sea. 
We had prepared everything, I was going 
to take a year off, leave next summer. 
Maybe, instead, I’ll go with my daugh-
ter to the Arctic Ocean. Maybe we’ll live 
by the Arctic Ocean. Maybe we’ll learn 
to live differently. Maybe it will be good.” 

• •
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FICTION

A King Alone
BY RACHEL KUSHNER

H
e was on a low road next to 
the French Broad, which di-
vided the town in half. He 

thought about how with small cities, 
like this one, that were split in two by 
a river, you added the word “West” or 
the word “East” to the half that was less 
desirable, the half that was not the com-
mercial center. 

He had been on this road before, 
twenty years earlier. The damp and teem-
ing feel was familiar and unchanged. 
There was almost no development here, 
just tall trees and railroad tracks. His 
windows were down and the river felt 
close, as if its green water were breath-
ing on his skin.

He arrived at the railroad crossing—
he remembered this crossing—as the 
gates were descending. He waited. The 
sound of a train horn blasted into the 
car. As the train appeared and rumbled 
past—industrial, Norfolk Southern, 
tankers of chemicals connected one to 
the next like hot-dog links—a man hob-
bled up to the driver’s-side window. 

Where had he come from? Who 
knew. People seemed to pop up on a 
roadside from out of nowhere.

The man’s mouth moved as though 
his lips were dancers.

George heard nothing at all. The 
train was moving past, tanker by tanker, 
and the sound of it drowned out every 
other. 

The man kept talking. 
His chin was stubbled in gray, his 

gut sloping forward like a stretched 
water balloon. He was on crutches, miss-
ing the bottom half of one leg. He held 
the crutches and also a full bottle of 
beer, as if this were no challenge.

The man and George were possibly 
the same age. People aged differently. 
George was sixty but felt undeterred in 
his habits and pursuits. He had both 
his legs, for starters.

George pointed to his ears and shook 
his head to indicate that he couldn’t 
hear the man’s words, and the man nod-
ded and stopped moving his lips. 

The two of them, George in his car, 
the man resting his armpits on the  
supports of his crutches, watched the 
train slide past like they were watch-
ing a movie. 

When the caboose appeared, orangey-
red—some things, not that many, do 
not change—the man spoke again. 

“Can you take me to the other side 
of the river? Just up to River Bar—it’s 
close.”

George said that was fine. He had 
always picked people up. It was like they 
knew. They understood that they could 
just walk up to his car window at a stop-
light. Crutch up to the window. 

The man was impressively nimble 
getting in the car with the crutches and 
the missing half leg and his beer bot-
tle, as though he’d been managing this 
way for some time. 

The gates went up. As they set off, 
the man raised his bottle in a toast, the 
turbulence of the uneven train tracks 
sloshing beer onto the car seat. George 
did not care, had never cared about any-
thing material and certainly not this 
Ford Crown Victoria, which looked like 
an undercover cop car. 

“Did you know most people are  
dehydrated?” the man said. “Ninety  
per cent of Americans, is what I read. 
All these thirsty people. Not me.” He 
drained the beer bottle. 

George did not ask the man what 
had happened to his leg. He sensed 
that he would hear about it without 
prompting.  

A very long train was stopped on the 
tracks one afternoon, the man told 
George. He was walking. He had always 
walked to River Bar before the accident. 
He waited and waited for the train to 
move so he could cross. There was no 
engineer, no one in sight, and happy 
hour at River Bar was almost over—you 
get a shot and a beer for three dollars, 
he said. He had six bucks, and he could 
get a little credit from Smitty, the bar-
tender who was working that night. 

He figured he’d step over the link-

age between train cars, do it quickly. 
Why stand there getting eaten alive by 
tiger mosquitoes when he could be in-
side, under a fan, drinking with his bud-
dies? He’d got one of his legs up over 
the linkage when the train lurched for-
ward and started rolling. It picked up 
speed, with him trapped under it.

He detailed to George what had 
happened next. There was a tourniquet 
fashioned from a shirt. A nephew of 
Smitty’s who worked in the emergency 
room. A sum he was awarded, eventu-
ally, thanks to a lawyer from Charlotte. 
An ex-wife who bled him of the money 
as if he had a hollow leg. And look, he 
said, I don’t have any leg. 

He had told this story—the bar, the 
train, the shirt, the lawyer, the ex-wife, 
the hollow leg—probably eight hun-
dred times.

R iver Bar was a shack painted sky 
blue, with a dark, open doorway. 

It looked like the kind of outbuilding 
where you’d expect to find old gas cans 
and a lawnmower. There were voices 
audible from inside. People relaxing 
and drinking in this tiny shed. The man 
thanked George for the ride and got 
out of the car and started crutching.  
At the entrance, he shouted, “Honey, 
I’m home!” 

Honey, I’m home. It was like in that 
movie with Jack Nicholson, pretend-
ing he’s a cheerful nineteen-fifties-style 
husband when really he’s a monster 
and a murderer. But maybe that was a 
nineteen-fifties husband, George con-
sidered. That movie, “The Shining,” 
only pretended to be horror. It was re-
ally the horror of your typical family. 
Men yelling and blaming, and women 
on their eggshells, padding around. 

He’d heard this line just a week ear-
lier; it was as if there were a regional 
conspiracy of men yelling, “Honey, I’m 
home!” It had happened at a liquor store 
near the bass lake in north Florida where 
George had gone to fish. He was buy-
ing bait. At the counter was a display 
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of Fireball, on military discount. The 
clerks were from India, and they were 
behind bulletproof glass, because the 
place had been held up repeatedly. This 
was on the Georgia border, near a huge 
state mental hospital. Some character 
walked in and grabbed a bottle of Fire-
ball and yelled, “Honey, I’m home!” The 
two clerks did not look up at him. 

Honey, I’m home, but what’s the use.
Honey, I’m home, but I can’t stay long.
George had been in a dry spell, lyrics-

wise. He turned that one over, hoping 
something might come from it, as he 
meandered north.

A giant insect flew into the car and 
got trapped in an air vent on his dash-
board. He pulled over to direct the in-
sect out, but mangled it by accident 
while trying to remove it from the vent 
with the edge of his insurance card.  
It left a mess suited for one of those 
cleanup companies, the ones that come 
in after a flood or a suicide or a chem-
ical spill. Not that he’d ever called one. 

Cleanup Man. That was a concept 
for a song. 

The guy who sidles in with a woman 
as she’s exiting a long and brutal mar-
riage. As she’s ending a short and vol-
atile affair. Whatever it was—some-
thing complicated—the Cleanup Man 
came after. He’s not the one. I ain’t the 
one. That was a Lynyrd Skynyrd song. 
The Cleanup Man is the guy she cries 
to; he’s an innocent. He’s not to blame. 
George took a few notes in his little 
black leather-bound notebook, which 
he kept on the seat of the car for when 
he had a sudden idea. 

He turned up a leafy incline, where 
he expected to see a diner on the right, 
a place he’d gone to with his daughter, 
Jenny, twenty years ago, when he was 
in this town to visit her. He could go 
there again. Jenny did not live here any-
more, but she’d loved that diner. And 
when he got to Nashville, where he was 
going in order to see her, he could tell 
her that he’d gone back there. 

The diner was on a rise above the 
river, as he’d remembered. But it was 
almost completely covered in kudzu, 
which looked to be pulling down the 
nearby electric lines. The place was 
wrecked and abandoned. 

Its name had been Greek Diner. At 
least that was what Jenny had called it. 

“That can’t be the name,” George 

had said. She’d pointed to the sign.
“It’s like ‘Chinese buffet,’” he’d said. 

“Or ‘Thai food.’ It’s not called that. 
That’s just what it offers.” But the place 
had lost the sign indicating what its 
name was long ago, and people called 
it Greek Diner.  

The woman who ran Greek Diner 
had decorated the place with her own 
folk art—postcards and calendar pages 
collaged with bird appliqués, Disney 
characters, and Bible verses, and coated 
with a hard shiny lacquer. 

The woman had had a mysterious 
accent—Greek, maybe. She wore stage-
ready makeup and a big brown wig with 
height, structure, and large-bore curls, 
as if she were Loretta Lynn. She seemed 
lacquered like her folk art, existing in a 
different reality from the one that Jenny 
and George occupied, and not just be-
cause she was shit-faced drunk, slurring 
and stumbling between the vinyl booths 
at Greek Diner. There was a genuine 
mystery to her.  

“Isn’t she gorgeous,” Jenny had said. 
George and Jenny, they liked the 

same kinds of things. Jenny had meant, 
isn’t she wild, and he had agreed that 
she was.

Back then, Jenny had been living in 
an unfurnished little house next to 

a creek in West Asheville. There were 
people along that creek who were off 
the grid, using generators and rain cis-
terns. They weren’t hippies. They were 
country people, suspicious of the gov-
ernment. Several times that week, while 
George was staying with Jenny, he had 
woken up to the sound of arguments. 
People threatening to blow each oth-
er’s heads off.

He remembered Jenny’s neighbor, a 
character named Junior Brown, who 
had no idea he shared a name with a 
musician in Austin, where George lived 
now, and for whom George had writ-
ten a couple of songs. 

Junior Brown painted cars for a liv-
ing, and the fumes had ravaged him. 
He talked a lot about Mr. Smith and 
Miss Wesson, the two accomplices that 
others might have to meet if they didn’t 
stay in line. Junior Brown liked Jenny, 
and said that if anyone messed with her 
they’d have to talk to Mr. Smith and 
Miss Wesson. 

People with guns could be pretty 

corny about them. George himself did 
not own guns. He’d had a shotgun when 
he lived in the Hill Country outside 
Austin, for shooting rabbits that got 
into his vegetable patch, but that was 
it. No handguns. Nothing for so-called 
security. He thought of a possible song 
lyric: “No gun in my pocket, I’m just 
happy to see you.” Or “I’m just happy 
to see you.” Suggesting the other part, 
not stating it.

Jenny had been employed then as a 
waiter at a place downtown by the court-
house in Asheville. Jenny said “waiter,” 
not “waitress”; she was a tomboy. She 
wore engineer boots, Carhartt work 
pants, and wifebeaters, had slicked-back, 
chin-length hair—basically the same 
clothes and hair as George. She had no 
car. She walked into town to earn her 
pay. She was a songwriter like George, 
but not yet successful. She was a kid 
then, twenty-one or twenty-two years 
old. She’d eventually bought a car, an 
orange Maverick that constantly broke 
down. Her joke to George was “catfish 
at a caviar price.” Because the used-car 
lot on Patton Avenue where she’d bought 
her Maverick had the reverse on its rip-
pling banner: “caviar at a catfish price.” 
Jenny had learned to work on the car. 
She was like George in that way. In so 
many ways. She acquired tools and fig-
ured things out. 

George had come to visit only that 
one time. That week, they’d walked up 
the hill bordering the creek to the gas 
station for coffee each morning; they’d 
dabbled in variability by trying differ-
ent flavored creamers. They’d brought 
home a carton of milk and a package 
of Oreos for breakfast. Dipped the cook-
ies in the milk. Health food was for 
other people. Jenny had inherited his 
trim physique and his good looks, his 
bad-food habits almost as an ethic: a 
way to keep things simple, by knowing 
how to enjoy what was readily avail-
able at any gas-station convenience mart 
in America.  

The neighbor Junior Brown had told 
George that Jenny had a lot of good-look-
ing friends. “I mean fine young ladies. 
Ouch. Hurts me to look at them. They 
come and go. It ’s busy over there.” 
George understood that Junior Brown 
was suggesting that Jenny had girl-
friends. That she impressed him as a 
peer, as an honorary man. Which she 
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ROAD TRIPS BY YIYUN LI

In the Beforetime

time companion, had been shredded shortly after his death). 
The Emily Dickinson Museum, which is made up of 

two houses, including the one Dickinson lived in, would 
offer a more intimate milieu: wallpapers, curtains, mirrors, 
teacups, books. All these I have not laid eyes on, and 
perhaps never will. Shortly after I arrived at my hotel in 
Amherst, in the early afternoon, a text message prompted 
me to return to the reception desk. I checked out and 
rushed to my car. I might have driven past Dickinson’s 
house that day, but I wouldn’t have noticed. 

A road trip by car has some advantages: flexibility (a 
train won’t change its schedule for personal emergencies); 
alternative routes to bypass traffic (which my G.P.S. 
directed me to do on that day); a secluded space, where one 
can despair and hope, free from the world’s gaze. A train, 
on the other hand, makes a public stage for private woes. I 
had booked a seat in the quiet carriage for my trip to Hull. 
When the train left King’s Cross, the only other travellers 
were a pair of parents and their teen-age children, a boy and 
a girl. They sat down at a table across the aisle from me, 
took out a pack of cards, and began a jubilant game. 

“Excuse me,” I said, pointing to a sign. “This is a quiet car.”
“A quiet carriage?” the father said. “That won’t do!”
Won’t do for what—I marvelled—or for whom? “You 

can go to another car if you want to play.”
“We booked these seats,” he said. 
“You booked a quiet carriage.”
He turned to his wife. “Did I tell you to book a quiet carriage?”
She searched in her purse for their tickets, looked at 

them, and said nothing. The boy put down a card, and they 
resumed the game, the mother playing silently, the children 
speaking in stage whispers, the father at his normal volume. 
I turned toward the window and watched the reflection 
of the family with a detached interest, which is to say, I 
despised the man, pitied the woman, and tried to read the 
children’s feelings. 

At the next station, a man with a backpack boarded. 
What followed was a routine drama. The man admonished 
the family. They played on in hushed tones; even the father 
lowered his voice. Then the father’s phone rang, and he began 
an uninhibited conversation. The man yelled at the father. 
The mother studied her cards, held in both hands, arranged 
evenly. Had they been travelling by car, she wouldn’t have 
booked the wrong carriage. Her husband might still have 
found fault with her, but she would have suffered away from 
a stranger’s scrutiny. Even so, they would have been the same 
family: a car or a train is only the context. 

Later that week, I would be driving through an autumn 
sunset, calling my son’s number, reaching the voice mail 
every time. I could sense in my bones that the worst had 
happened, yet a road trip allowed time and space for 
disbelief. Disbelief is a kind of hope. 

I arrived home after nightfall. Two police detectives 
and a uniformed officer met me. When I think about that 
week, I often think about the family on the train to Hull, 
carved into my memory the way passersby are accidentally 
caught in a snapshot. We were fellow-travellers in the 
beforetime: what difference did it make that they were 
noisy in a quiet carriage? 

Two trips, two poets, two permanent farewells: this is 
one way of framing a particular week in my life. It 

was September, 2017, which, seen from 2022, could nearly 
be called the good old days. Yet so rarely do we look at the 
present, innocent of fresh disaster, as a rosy beforetime: we 
live in the aftertime of events, some more catastrophic 
than others. 

I was in London for William Trevor’s memorial 
and had planned to go to Hull to see a Philip Larkin 
exhibition. “Will you be taking the train or driving?” a 
friend asked over tea and cake. I said I always take the 
train when one is available. Five days later, I was planning 
to visit the Emily Dickinson Museum, in Amherst, 
Massachusetts. The distance between London and Hull is 
the same as the distance between Princeton, where I live, 
and Amherst: a little more than two hundred miles, but for 
the Amherst trip my only reasonable option was to drive. 
We talked about the two poets, complex figures who had 
chosen not to become parents. We talked about British 
and American politics, post Brexit referendum, post 2016 
election. It was one of those conversations: predictable, 
inevitable, only marginally memorable. 

The Larkin exhibition was in the university library at 
Hull, where he’d served as a librarian. It displayed hundreds 
of personal items: his collection of ties; letters to his mother, 
neatly stacked in a glass case, their contents protected from 
voyeuristic eyes; a minute Hitler figurine, which had belonged 
to Larkin’s father; the hard covers and spines of Larkin’s di-
aries, among them one decorated with collages of scantily 
dressed women cut out of magazines (the insides of those 
diaries, which he had entrusted to Monica Jones, his long-
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was to George as well, except that she 
was also his daughter, and she didn’t 
share her private life with him. He never 
asked her about it. They talked about 
their work, about music.

The house in West Asheville that 
Jenny was renting had an old lawn jockey 
out front that Jenny could have sold to 
the antique mall downtown for good 
money. Instead, she’d wanted to “take 
it out of circulation”—her expression, 
as if it were money—because it was a 
racist curio and she didn’t think people 
should be collecting them. George had 
helped her knock it from its anchored 
perch in a block of cement.

They had carried the lawn jockey to 
George’s car by the head and the feet, 
like it was a corpse. It was solid con-
crete and weighed about a hundred and 
fifty pounds. Part of its face had flaked 
away. It stayed in the trunk of George’s 
car, putting an extra load on his rear 
shocks and springs, until he found 
someone who wanted it, a blues musi-
cian in Mississippi.

The last time he’d visited Jenny in 
Nashville—the only time—he’d 

been coming from the west and had 
stopped in Memphis to see Graceland. 
Moving through the rooms, he’d listened 
to an audio guide, in which Priscilla Pres-
ley spoke of Elvis as her beloved dead 

husband, even though they’d divorced 
long before he died. The mansion grounds 
featured a “meditation garden,” where 
Elvis and his parents were buried. Be-
yond the meditation garden was a horse 
corral. While trying to experience the 
meditative effects of the fountain, George 
was distracted by the corral: one of the 
horses had an enormous erection. “Elvis 
loved horses, as everyone knows,” Pris-
cilla was saying, “and there is still one 
horse remaining at Graceland that he 
purchased and brought here and lovingly 
rode: Ebony’s Double, a Tennessee walk-
ing horse that—”

It was the horse with the erection. 
As he left Memphis, it was raining 

heavily. The roadways were flooded with 
water and debris. Wind was uprooting 
huge trees. It was too dangerous to keep 
going. He’d pulled off in a tiny town 
near the Kentucky border, one bar, one 
motel. The motel had been full. 

He went to the bar. He met a woman 
there who had a tough sexiness and 
made a good drinking partner. He told 
her the motel was full, and she said he 
could sleep at her place, an apartment 
down the street above a furniture store. 
He was due at Jenny’s, but it was rain-
ing, and he was following the script of 
chance, as he often did. 

He and the woman had not even 
kissed—he didn’t know if they were 

going to, he never made assumptions 
about women, and this sometimes got 
him in trouble—when she asked him 
to burn her with her cigarette, which 
she held out to him. 

He told her there’d been a misun-
derstanding. 

He slept in his car that night, the 
wind angrily rocking it on its springs. 

Later, he regretted having been abrupt 
with the woman; she had tried to back-
pedal the request. He’d left anyway. 

I ain’t the one. 
That was five years ago. That same 

night, in that little bar, he’d danced with 
a much older woman. She was seventy, 
she told him, to provoke his shock and 
his compliments. From the neck down, 
in the very tight pants and high heels 
she had on, she had the body of a 
twenty-year-old. 

George remembered the song they 
danced to. It was “Love (Between a Boy 
and Girl) Can Be So Wonderful,” by 
the Temprees. The Temprees’ lead singer 
had a falsetto that was like velvety 
crushed ice. The voice was so beautiful 
that tears had run down George’s face 
as he danced with this old woman in 
her tight pants and high heels. 

He didn’t know who had written the 
song. But the song wasn’t the thing. It 
was how the Temprees sang it. A good 
songwriter, and George had certainly 
thought about the craft of it, was like a 
good screenwriter. You had to leave 
enough room for the real genius to come 
in and do the work: the singer of the 
song, the director of the film. You were 
just setting up furniture. Setting up pins. 
Creating possibility. That’s all. The 
magic of song lyrics had to do with their 
simplicity. There had to be space for the 
singer. And space for the two people on 
a dance floor in a one-bar town.

Jenny was now more successful as a 
songwriter than George was. That 

was fine with him. He was proud of her. 
For himself, he never wanted anything 
out of reach. He never forced things. 
He went where doors opened, where 
he was invited, and that was it.

Except that he had not been invited 
to visit her in Nashville, had not let her 
know that he was coming. She had 
stopped returning George’s calls after 
that last visit, five years ago. She did not 
answer his letters, or his e-mails. He 

“And, when the DNA test results arrived, the woman realized her  
so-called ‘little terrier mix’ had been part German shepherd all along.”
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tried not to take this personally. She was 
living in the present. Doing whatever 
she was doing. He was like that, too. 

He figured he’d just show up and 
everything would be fine. It might not 
be fine, but he hoped it would be. She 
could take him to whatever was the 
equivalent of Greek Diner in her world 
these days (and he could report that 
Greek Diner was nothing but a mem-
ory, a collapsed building with a wig of 
kudzu fitted over it). He could get to 
work helping her with some project, re-
finishing furniture or replacing ball 
joints. Putting lawn jockeys in trunks. 
That was how they visited. That was 
how they were. 

Heading north from Asheville on 
secondary roads, George spotted some-
one on the side of the road up ahead, a 
guy with his backpack on the ground 
next to him. 

Someone hiking the Appalachian 
Trail, George assumed. They always 
needed a lift into town to buy provisions. 

George pulled over. 
The kid scrambled up eagerly and 

hitched his backpack over one shoul-
der, thanking George profusely. 

That was probably part of why he 
gave people rides. How grateful they 
were in a world where almost no one 
would stop to help a stranger. Today, he 
also wanted to replace his memory of 
the old guy who had sacrificed his leg 
to happy hour, and what was more 
wholesome than a backpacker?

The backpacker was in his twenties, 
with a scraggly beard and tattoos on his 
legs, his skin browned from exposure, 
not leisure. He told George that he was 
from Alabama and had been in the mili-
tary. Now he worked part of the year re-
storing power after hurricanes and major 
storms, to save up for hiking season. 

“I’m the guy up there in the bucket. 
A lot of people can’t do the heights. 
Doesn’t bother me.”

He’d already completed the Pacific 
Crest Trail and the Continental Divide. 
When he finished the Appalachian Trail, 
he’d be a Triple Crown.

George asked him how his hike  
was going.

The kid acted as though this ques-
tion were mysteriously insightful, but 
there was no more obvious question 
to ask. 

“It’s just such a trip you’d ask me 

that,” he said. “Because at the moment 
I’m facing some serious challenges with 
my feet. My heels are splitting open. I 
have to get some kind of medicine up 
here at a pharmacy.”

He told George that sometimes he 
hated hiking. That he never looked 
around him and felt the wonder of na-
ture, because there wasn’t time for that 
at the pace he needed to keep in order 
to hit his daily mileage goals. He was 
often completing a summit at 8 a.m. that 
regular hikers would structure their whole 
day around. And after that summit he 
might have two or even three more ahead 
of him before dark. And sometimes he 
kept hiking after dark, until he could see 
almost nothing. He slept in his clothes, 
on the side of the trail. 

George asked if he ever hiked with 
other people. 

“Nobody out there can keep up with 
me,” he said. “I’m solo.”

George wished him the best of luck, 
hoped his feet healed. 

He dropped the kid at a grocery store 
in the nearest town, then went to a diner 
down the street. There were three sol-
itary young men spread out along the 
counter eating their lunch. They each 
looked identical to George’s passen-
ger—tanned, with scraggly beards, tat-
toos arrayed on their legs at random 
angles like luggage stickers, their dusty 
backpacks behind them, against a wall. 

On his way out of that town, George 
passed a fenced-in lot that was 

filled with old restaurant signs, one 
leaning against the next, like soldiers 
sleeping standing up. He slowed, curi-
ous. They were all from the same fran-
chise—Shoney’s. There were scores of 
them. Where the lights would have 
been screwed into each sign in a series 
of holes, like a pegboard, were rust-
caked circles. 

The magic of a thing you’d normally 
see only from a distance disappears when 
you see it up close. But a new magic 
takes its place. 

He’d travelled through Illinois with 
Jenny one winter, and the snow had 
been piled up so high that when they 
stopped to get gas at a Union 76 the 
trademark orange ball was low and huge 
above a berm that a plow had made. It 
had looked like some foreign moon 
barely f loating above the snowbank. 

Jenny was seven or eight then. He was 
taking her for a short visit to see his 
parents. They had scrambled onto the 
snowbank, and he had held her up to 
touch the big orange ball. 

She probably would claim not to re-
member that now. Her story of her child-
hood didn’t highlight such moments. 

He’d once given a ride to a photo-
grapher—he later figured out that the 
guy was famous—who took pictures 
of stuff like the old restaurant signs. 
The forlorn and forgotten. The casu-
ally striking. 

George had picked that guy up in 
eastern Arkansas. It wasn’t clear why he 
was hitchhiking. He wore beautiful 
clothes and orated like a gentleman with 
fine manners and proper schooling. He 
had shown George a brochure of a mu-
seum show—his own, he said—featur-
ing a photograph of a woman in a coat 
with a fur collar. She was in profile and 
it was hard to see her face, but George 
understood that she was beautiful. Beau-
tiful and long-suffering. 

“The point is not her,” the photog-
rapher said, as if reading George’s 
mind. “The point is these stations of 
depth in the signs behind her, one, 
two, three: from Esso to Old Crow to 
Bourbon Supreme. Get it? And then 
the car, a detail, a part of something 
whole and unseen.” 

In the foreground was a blue wedge 
of a trunk lid. George knew from the 
elongated chromed tail-light, the way 
the housing of the light was part of the 
tail fin, that the car was a Cadillac, prob-
ably an Eldorado. There was no need 
to point this out. He and this man, his 
passenger, were of the same generation. 
They were men from a world furnished 
with the same stuff—cars and attitudes 
and Old Crow. Long-suffering women.

The woman in the image was the 
man’s wife, George assumed. Just from 
how the picture was composed and the 
way he’d said “her.” The point is not her. 

George had been married three times. 
He and his first wife, Jenny’s mom, had 
planned to inhabit the world together, 
a small world shaped by small-town 
ideas. He was nineteen and goosed up 
on youth, and he thought that marriage 
was like having a girlfriend but with-
out having to sneak around, without 
having to fuck quickly in the back seat 
of cars or in cornfields. (They’d grown 
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up together in southern Illinois, outside 
Carbondale.) 

Sure, it was stupid. But that was how 
he’d seen things at the time. They had 
moved to Chicago and got an apartment, 
and he’d taught rudimentary math and 
reading to women in a Job Corps pro-
gram. The women were there by court 
mandate. They painted their fingernails 
in class. They went into an uproar when 
he said that California was a state like 
any other and not a foreign country. The 
women were unwilling to learn. Most 
of them had what their social workers 
would label “innumeracy.” They ran cir-
cles around George, getting him to sign 
various forms for their court appearances 
and their parole officers. He quit before 
too long, but the truth was he took a lot 
from those women, in terms of how they 
talked. What they talked about. They 
bent language like glassmakers, folding 
and molding it to custom uses. That was 
when he started taking notes, writing 
song lyrics, with the encouragement of 
Jenny’s mother, who believed in him.

He wrote a bunch of songs and sold 
two. He went to Nashville to meet with 
music publishers. He got a little work, 
but, more important, he got an idea of 
what kind of person he wanted to be. 
George was staying in a bare-bones 
weekly-rate place. He went to clubs every 
night, caught glimpses of songwriting 
legends like Ray Price and Harlan How-
ard. It was 1974 and the director Robert 
Altman was in town, making the movie 
“Nashville.” George and some younger 
musicians and songwriters more or less 
lived off the food they stole from the 
craft tables of Altman’s film set. Jenny 
was six months old. He did not return 
home to her and her mother. 

He saw Jenny sporadically, took her 
on a trip here or there, when she was old 
enough that she didn’t need much mind-
ing. As a teen-ager, she stopped talking 
to him. She didn’t give a reason. After 
her mother died, of cancer, she was more 
open to his company. Her mother had 
been “Mom.” He was “George.” If he 
had to describe the relationship, he would 
say it was more like two friends.

That photographer he’d picked up 
in eastern Arkansas had asked 

him to pull over every now and then, 
which was how George absorbed that 
the man had a taste for the Atlantis-

like quality of certain roadside scenes, 
of what had been and was no longer. 
A closed gas station. A boarded-up 
snack bar. A cinder-block building 
with faded script: “Watermelons, red 
meat, yellow meat.” 

“You don’t see the yellow-meat wa-
termelons much anymore,” the photog-
rapher said. “And no one calls it meat.” 

He told George that he built ste-
reo equipment as a hobby. The pho-
tography was not a hobby, he said. 
George said he wrote songs as his not-
hobby. They talked about music a bit, 
and the man started describing tech-
nical aspects of tube amplifiers, which 
George could not follow. When the 
man saw that George was lost, he 
backed up, changed register.

“I met this guy who did everything 
single,” he told George. “I mean, he 
had one speaker connected to his ste-
reo. He only listened to mono records. 
Rode a B.S.A. Gold Star, single cylin-
der. Lived alone. Everything was ‘one’!”

“You might say I’m like that also,” 
George said. “I mean the ‘one’ part.”

“You know what Pascal said.”
“I don’t,” George replied. He never 

had any hangups about his education, 
never felt that knowledge would make 
him look better or that he should pre-

tend to have more of it than he did. 
“A king alone, without distractions, 

is a man of misery.”
“So it’s fine to be alone,” George 

said, summarizing what he took from 
this aphorism. “So long as you have 
your distractions.”

The man said that sounded about 
right.

When he’d arrived at Jenny’s place 
in Nashville, five years earlier, 

after the awkward confrontation at the 
woman’s apartment and sleeping in his 
car, he’d been a day late. He explained 
that he’d been delayed because of the 
storm. He himself never cared if peo-
ple were late, even several days late. 
He worked with musicians. They lived 
on their own time. He figured Jenny 
was the same. He told her about the 
old woman in her tight pants at the 
bar, because it was a funny story. And 
about the young woman who’d kicked 
him out when he said he didn’t want 
to burn her with a cigarette, because 
it was a strange story. (She hadn’t kicked 
him out so bluntly—it was more like 
she’d ruined the hospitality—but he 
was simplifying for Jenny.) 

He thought Jenny would enjoy his 
reports from the road. But Jenny said 

A THEORY OF HUMAN ORIGIN

Though she knew no English,
or only little, I could put my small hand into 
her leather glove to read

the rabbit in snow, fur so cool and sweet 
even winter faded.
That was my favorite thing.

In summer, I could pick out her kitchen 
from the street, through the air, open window, 
cabbage and more cabbage,

a lovely green though it paled 
as the boiling did something.  
Many times I saw her carry one 

newly picked, hard and round 
as a head you’d reach for 
to save the whole body from drowning.
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she didn’t want to hear about it. “I 
don’t need this,” she said. “It’s bullshit. 
I try to let you into my life. Which is 
something you haven’t earned. And 
I’m sitting here waiting for you all 
night while you’re apparently at some 
dive bar dancing with strangers.”

“I’ve done a lot worse things with 
strangers than dance,” George said, and 
smiled, hoping he could get her to 
lighten up. He and Jenny, they were 
cut from the same cloth. The two of 
them were ramblers and chroniclers. 
People who tried to condense things—
complicated and painful things—into 
verse and chorus. Something like that. 
But Jenny did not laugh. 

Instead, she went to the kitchen 
and took a hammer from a drawer. She 
walked outside and swung it into 
George’s windshield, which fractured 
where she’d hit it, in a large radiating 
web on the passenger side. She cer-
tainly knew how to use a hammer. 

“That won’t even hurt you,” she said. 
“Because you don’t give a shit. About 
anything.”

He knew to stay quiet. She went 
back in. He followed. They sat down 
and she started talking. She told him 
that for years she’d wondered when 
he would decide to get to know her, 

but that moment had never arrived. 
She started talking about her child-
hood. Her mother had worked full 
time as a secretary at a wholesale farm-
equipment supplier to support them. 
This was in Carbondale, where her 
mother had returned after Chicago, 
when Jenny was still a baby. At six-
teen, Jenny got a weekend job with 
the local utility. She rode in a van with 
a crew. She was the only girl. She was 
already a tomboy by that point. One 
afternoon, the crew decided to make 
her into a proper girl, to show her that 
she was one.

When she started going into the 
specifics of what had happened, George 
discovered that he could not listen. 
Could not hear it. He stood up. Of 
course leaving wasn’t the right thing 
to do. But he had to.

“See? See?” she screamed after him. 
“I knew it. You have your stories, and 
I have mine. I don’t want to hear your 
stories, just like you don’t want to hear 
mine.”

He left her apartment and drove 
that stupid car with its partially frac-
tured windshield all the way to Aus-
tin. That was their last interaction. 
Back at home, he could have taped the 
windshield, to be cheap, and to pre-

serve the damage as a kind of stub-
born penance, but he eventually had 
it replaced.

George meandered from western 
North Carolina into Tennessee. 

He picked up no more strangers after 
the amputee and the young hiker. He 
ate barbecue alone. 

He thought about calling Jenny to 
let her know that he was coming. But 
if he did she might say, Don’t come.

He arrived in Nashville at 10 p.m. 
He knocked on the door of Jenny’s 
house. He heard a baby crying. He felt 
confused. Was this the right place? He 
was sure that it was. His memories of 
this street, the dead grass and the little 
walkway leading to a brick triplex, Jen-
ny’s the only door that faced the front, 
and of what had happened between him 
and Jenny were vivid, although he had 
tried to forget them. 

A woman answered, holding a new-
born. A man stood behind her. They 
showed no reaction when he said Jen-
ny’s name.

“We’ve been here three years,” they 
said, “and we don’t know your friend.” 

George said, “It’s my daughter,” and 
they looked at him and he felt their 
judgment. 

He went to a bar where people were 
drunk and rowdy and he remained sep-
arate and alien. He slept at a motel and 
the next morning drove around Nash-
ville with a sense of vertigo. As if his 
daughter were lost out there. But she 
was not lost. She was a forty-year-old 
woman and she was living her life. She 
could be anywhere.

He went to a few studios in Music 
Row where people might know his 
daughter. No one had heard from her. 
Some of these people knew him, at least 
vaguely, knew his work as a songwriter. 
George began to get the feeling that 
Jenny had instructed them not to tell 
him anything.

He left Nashville. He drove along 
the border with Kentucky, travel-

ling west. It was the same route he’d 
taken when he’d stopped in that one-
bar town to shelter from the storm, but 
in the opposite direction. He went back 
to that town. Retracing his steps was a 
habit of his, a way to navigate his life.

This time, there was vacancy in the 

On the boat over, she came alone as a child 
is the story, years before they called 
the war great then morphed it merely first, 

a second one arriving in mud and rain
like a trumpet unmutes, so
they had to rewrite the world, count it up

all over again. Ma, these are 
American children, I heard my father tell her. 
Behind that house every 

ancient why and who, a garden multiple 
as it was mindful. Not how the Brits 
mean garden, not just a back yard. And never 

willful beauty. Her huge No, no waste dirt 
on flowers! I’m pretty sure she said
in a precise almost English. 

Behind that, winter’s tooth.

—Marianne Boruch
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only motel. He paid for a room. It was 
late afternoon. He walked down the street 
to the bar and ordered a beer. As he or-
dered, he wanted to ask the bartender 
about the young woman he’d met there. 
He remembered her name—Merle—
because it was unusual. But he hesitated, 
thinking the bartender might know about 
Merle’s tastes. She’d probably asked every 
guy in the bar to burn her with ciga-
rettes. But then he went ahead.

“Does Merle still come in here?” 
“You don’t know?” the bartender asked, 

as he opened George’s beer bottle.
“No.”
The bartender said that Merle was 

dead. She’d had an argument with a 
boyfriend and he’d shot her. That man 
was in prison now. 

There were others at the bar. The 
older woman with the young body, she 
was among them. She was seventy-five 
now. She walked up to George and asked 
him to dance, but he was still absorb-
ing the news about Merle. 

He wasn’t in the mood to dance, he 
told her. She looked at him with pity. 

“Do you remember me?” George 
asked her, suddenly feeling that this 
mattered. 

“Why would I remember you?” the 
old woman said with disdain.

“Because I danced with you last time. 
I was in this bar five years ago.”

“Five years ago! Honey, I’m here al-
most every night. Five years ago! I can’t 
even tell you who I danced with yester-
day.” She laughed, pleased with herself, 
and motored off to dance alone, her drink 
in her hand, swivelling her knees back 
and forth to the rhythm of the song that 
had just come on. She was wearing white 
pedal pushers and had the tanned legs 
of a college tennis champion. 

The bartender came out from be-
hind the bar and boogied with the old 
woman. He danced until his regulars 
started yelling at him to get back be-
hind the bar.

George left. 
It would be dark in a couple of hours. 

If he started now, he could make it to 
Memphis. He had already paid for the 
room in the little motel, but it was sixty 
dollars and it didn’t matter. He needed 
to keep moving. 

He drove in a southwesterly direc-
tion. The dogwoods were in extravagant 
bloom. Great clotted white-branched 

specimens that glowed in the dusk, all 
along the Cumberland River.

He was in countryside that seemed 
to have more cemeteries than it did 
towns. More people dead than living. 
But wasn’t it like that everywhere, more 
dead than living? He pictured the face 
of the waitress from Greek Diner, her 
thick makeup. In his mental image of 
her, her eyes were closed as if she were 
lying in a casket. 

As dusk transitioned to dark, the 
temperature dropped thirty degrees.

He put on AM radio to get a weather 
report. It turned out that he was driv-
ing into a freak storm. 

Rain speckled his windshield. It 
surged, falling like a curtain over the 
road. He thought of the kid on his hike. 
He’d be under a rain poncho, pushing 
past wet branches and stepping in mud, 
going and going. 

The rain lightened, and then turned 
to gravelly pellets of ice. It began to pat-
ter his windshield like the taps of some-
one trying to get his attention.  

It was hailing, and as he slowed  
a little he spotted a person on the side 
of the road. Walking, in pants and a 
T-shirt, no jacket, with towering beech 
trees behind him. It was dark and thirty-
one degrees on a remote highway, hail 
popping from the ground. As George 
passed, the man sent up an arm, wav-
ing at him to stop.

George didn’t want to step on the 
brakes. The road was freezing and he 
knew he could slide. Instead, he let off 
the gas and slowed. By the time he came 
to a stop, he was several hundred yards 
up the road. The guy ran toward his car, 
soaking wet. 

He was youngish, tall, and very thin. 
He was shivering as he approached the 
car, a baseball cap pulled down over his 
ears. George lowered the passenger-side 
window. “I’m going west,” he offered, 
thinking he’d be noncommittal.

“That’s good,” the man said in a frail 
voice, his body trembling with cold. 

It wasn’t until they were back on the 
road, slush collecting in long sloppy 
piles along the wiper blades, that George 
sneaked a look at his passenger. He ap-
peared undernourished in his baggy 
clothes and baseball cap, hunched in 
the seat. His upper arms were the same 
diameter as his wrists. He stared straight 
ahead, perfectly still, as if he needed to 

concentrate on the road in order to keep 
George’s car moving along it.

“I’ll turn the heat up,” George said. 
The man didn’t respond. 
George wasn’t the type to push for 

conversation. Although he would have 
liked a little talk. To get his mind off 
Jenny, and the way the couple with the 
baby had looked at him as they ab-
sorbed that he didn’t know where his 
daughter was.

A semitruck went past, noisy and slow, 
in the opposite direction, its headlights 
scouring the car’s interior. In the harsh, 
bleached light, the passenger reached up 
and snatched off his baseball cap. A tum-
ble of dark hair flopped over the man’s 
thin shoulders and down his back. He 
shook his hair out—it went all the way 
to his waist—and turned toward George. 

George realized that this person in 
his car was not a man. It was a woman. 
She grinned at George in a way he could 
not interpret, and he felt suddenly afraid.

The hail f inally let up. He made  
mention of this to his hitchhiker. 

Now that he understood she was a 
woman alone in an area that was only 
dark woods, he wanted her to talk. To 
confirm that she was O.K. 

“This is crazy weather for May,” he 
said. 

She didn’t respond.
“I’m going to Memphis,” he said. “I 

can let you out there. That all right?”
She nodded enthusiastically, like a 

mime accentuating emotion to com-
pensate for her muteness.

“You kind of appeared out of no-
where,” he said.

Her mouth quaked into that same 
smile from before, almost maniacal.

“Nowhere,” she said, as if impressed 
by the word, and she started to laugh, 
an eruption of giggles. 

George stared ahead. He reminded 
himself how frail she looked. There was 
nothing to be afraid of, he told himself.

“Have you eaten?” he asked. “We 
could stop and get something.” 

“I can’t remember,” she said. “No, I 
had a hamburger. But I don’t know when 
that was. It could have been a week ago.” 
She giggled in a machinelike way that 
had no joy in it. 

He said they could stop if they found 
something up ahead. 

He hadn’t eaten, either. And it would 
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ROAD TRIPS BY UWEM AKPAN

Night Driving

formed a scowl. “Officer, don’t you want to see my license 
and registration?” I asked. I handed them to him, then he 
disappeared. I studied the desert skies.

After he returned my papers, I made to leave.
“But your registration says Michigan. Is it your car?”
“I live in Michigan. It’s my Saab, as my registration says.”
“Did you ship it into Vegas?”
“I drove.”
“And how long a drive is that?”
“Thirty hours.”
“Alone?”
“Yes.”
“Quite a drive, huh.”
“Well, I slept in Omaha and Denver. My best memory 

was the sudden twisty descent into Glenwood Canyon 
on I-70. The scenery, the adrenaline, my car snapped out 
of cruise control. Look, I love to see this beautiful country. 
On my way back to Michigan, I plan to go north to revisit 
picturesque Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, before hitting Fargo, 
North Dakota—” 

“But what are you doing in Vegas?” he said, cutting into 
my attempt to let him know that long road trips were 
normal for me. I said I was a fellow at U.N.L.V. He excused 
himself, then yawned and stretched. When he adjusted his 
belt, all I could see was his handgun. I wished I were in any 
one of the cars passing us.

“Could you come to the back of the car for a sec?” he 
said when I asked again what the problem was. My heart 
raced and my fingers shook, though I held on to the wheel. 
Fear glued me to my seat. 

What if this strange officer who has refused to say 
why he stopped me shoots me? What if he says I jumped 
out and pursued him to the back to attack him? Ee-wi 
ben akpaniko.  iso. k irung ajid? Who will tell the truth to 
my family and friends? With all the ibak-ibak stories of 
American police and Blacks, everyone was already upset by 
my love of night driving. Stephen King’s “Desperation,” a 
novel about a possessed Nevada deputy abducting people, 
crossed my mind. Is it a crime to drive a used Saab? Why 
ask about my cross-country craze yet stop me from sharing? 
I was unsettled by his unusual behavior. Was he tired, 
having a bad shift, or just trying to provoke me?

He asked how long I’d been in Nevada. Since August, I 
said. When he told me that it was an offense not to change 
my license, I explained that my fellowship was for only nine 
months. “O.K., please, just come to the back of the car,” he 
said. “I want to show you something.” 

I braced and told myself, if he pulled his gun, I was 
going to fight for my life. My spirit was set. I watched 
him carefully as he walked ahead of me. He was about 
my build. He stopped and faced my license plate. I stood 
close enough to smell his sweat. He pointed at the frame 
around the plate and complained that it was blocking 
the registration decal. “I mean, not the whole thing,” he 
corrected himself. “Just a bit of it.”

I thanked him and promised to remove the frame 
completely. “Officer, ha, what kind of eyes do you have 
to spot this tiny decal this night?” We ground out fake 
chuckles and went our separate ways. 

The moon made I-15 look special as it cut through a 
ghostly desert and distant hills. It was in the small 

hours of a morning in early 2011. I was returning to Las 
Vegas in my silver Saab S.U.V., having taken a break from 
my writing to go for a drive. I was a fellow at the Black 
Mountain Institute, at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. 
As someone who loves to drive at night, I was quietly en-
joying the hum of the engine against the steady purr of 
tires on the tarmac, and relishing the contrast with Mich-
igan, where I’d been living, as well as with my home state 
of Akwa Ibom, in southern Nigeria. I was so thrilled that I 
considered cruising past my exit.

Suddenly, my rearview mirror sparkled with the flashers of 
a police car. Thinking that it must be chasing an emergency 
ahead, I moved over and slowed down. Yet the car pulled up 
behind me in some California or Nevada city whose name 
I no longer remember. Afraid, I rolled down my window, 
switched on the interior light, and sat like a stone. The wind 
was warm and dry, as if I were being sprayed with fine sand. 

The cop, a white man, appeared on the passenger side 
and knocked on the window. It startled me, because I 
didn’t expect him there. Worse, his eerie reflection made 
it seem as though he had two heads. I scrambled to lower 
the window and greeted him. When I said, “Officer, any 
problem?” he asked where I was going, his eyes searching 
my car. “Returning to Vegas,” I replied.

I was confused by his silence. Should I ask again why 
he’d stopped me? Or was it a mistake to have asked? My 
mouth became so dry that I kept sucking my cheeks as 
though to plumb them for saliva. I knew that he disliked 
my stupid facial movement, because his own face 
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be a break from having to be alone with 
her in his car.

Thirty minutes later, there was a 
restaurant on the side of the road. A 
country place with a few customers, 
brightly lit. George pulled over. 

Seated across from her, he could see 
that she had smears of dirt or soot on 
her face, which she partly hid behind her 
long, straight brown hair. She had deep 
scratches on her arms. He did not like 
the way the scratches looked, and he let 
himself wish he could get rid of her. 

He asked where she’d come from, and 
she said, “I’ve been in a few places. Some 
different places.” 

He tried to press her. 
“I was walking,” she said. “Then you 

pulled over.”
“Where are you trying to go?” he 

asked.
“You can take me to Memphis,” she 

said. “That’s where you said you’re going.” 
“But where will you go from there?”
“That depends,” she said. 
“Where’s home for you?” George 

didn’t like that this was becoming an in-
terrogation, he the interrogator. 

She looked at the table, folding her 
bony hands one over the other, her fin-
gernails lined with dirt. 

“I’m in between places right now,” she 
said. “I’m going to see some friends of 
mine. People who know me.”

The waitress came. George ordered 
spaghetti and meatballs and a beer. He 
needed the beer. 

The woman glanced at the menu 
with a worried look. She seemed unable 
to parse it. 

“Spaghetti and beer,” she said.
“You want the same as him, hon?”
She nodded adamantly in her mime 

style. 
She ate like an animal. George tried 

not to stare. She picked up each meat-
ball like it was an apple, and took quick 
bites, then set it back on the plate. She 
picked it up again and bared her teeth 
and bit at it as if she were punishing it. 
Death by a thousand bites. 

She sipped at the beer, made a face 
of displeasure, and then she dumped 
salt into it from a shaker on the table, 
which agitated the beer, sent it foam-
ing up in its glass. She picked up the 
foaming beer and guzzled, leaving a 
white mustache above her mouth. She 
stared at George, with beer and spa-
ghetti sauce on her face. 

They were back in the car. It had 
stopped sleeting. After two hours 

of driving, they arrived in Memphis. It 
was late, almost midnight. 

“Where should I let you off ?” he 
asked.

“Anywhere is fine,” she replied. 
He took the business loop off the 

freeway and pulled up to an intersection 
to let her out. 

“I’ll drop you here,” he said.  
She got out. He said goodbye and 

wished her luck. 

“Thanks,” she said, and walked off, 
her gait stiff and hurried, a half run. It 
was how she’d moved when he’d pulled 
over for her, when he’d thought she was 
a man.

He was planning to stay in a motel 
he knew, the Admiral Benbow, which 
was on the main drag, but it was appar-
ently no longer. Closed down, its sign 
dark. There was a series of large chain 
hotels all in a row farther on. He chose 
one. Got a room, closed the curtains, 
locked the door. 

The next morning, he woke to the 
sound of vacuuming in the room next to 
his. It was late. He had slept a long time. 
He made coffee in the little carafe in his 
room and let himself rouse slowly, flip-
ping channels on the television. 

Walking toward his car, he saw that 
the woman was there, waiting for him. 
A wave of panic went through him. He 
tried to calm it. 

She must have searched every hotel 
lot on this boulevard.

She stood. “I’m ready,” she said.
He was caught off guard. He didn’t 

have a lie prepared. 
“I’m going to visit some friends,” he 

said. 
“O.K.,” she said. But she continued 

to stand there, next to his car, looking 
down, her skeleton arms folded over 
her chest.

He felt something in him give. 
“They live in Arkansas,” he said. 
This gave him some out, he felt. He 

was going all the way to Austin, but 
he could get rid of her sometime today 
in Arkansas, wherever he claimed he 
was going. 

They set off. Again, she said almost 
nothing. The woman impulsively pressed 
Play on his car stereo. “Born to Be Wild” 
came on. It was his cassette of Steppen-
wolf. The woman reached and turned 
up the volume. They rode with “Born 
to Be Wild” blaring into the car. It was 
like at Graceland, with that horse: God, 
playing a joke. Born to be wild. He had 
a woman in his car he could not shake. 
He didn’t know if she was mentally un-
stable or shell-shocked or had some 
other problem. 

Over the course of the day, he tried 
a few more times to have normal inter-
actions with her. When they stopped to 
get gas, she went into the women’s room 
around the back of the gas station, and 

“I can’t believe I went so long without A.C.”

• •
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he contemplated starting the car and 
taking off before she returned. He could 
not bring himself to do it. She appeared 
from behind the gas station.

“I thought you were going to leave,” 
she said. 

That was the thing about crazy 
people. Everything goes out of whack 
except their ability to read other peo-
ple’s minds. 

They crossed Arkansas, and George 
couldn’t drum up the nerve to tell 

her that this was it. The fictitious friends 
came and went. They were in Texas now, 
headed toward Dallas.

“This is where I’m going,” he said. “I 
can drop you off, O.K.?”

She nodded her mime’s nod. As if, 
Yes. Dallas. Sure.

“Do you have money?” he asked her.
“I don’t need money,” she said. “I 

mean, I had some. I’ll have some again. 
I find it when I need it.”

He reached into his wallet and pulled 
out forty dollars, which was what he had. 

“Here, take this.”
She looked at it on the seat. 
“Please take it,” he said. 
She picked up the bills.  
They were now on one of those hid-

eous eight-lane boulevards with car deal-
erships and chain restaurants. He pulled 
over near a gas station and a McDonald’s. 

“Good luck with everything,” he said.
“O.K.,” she said. She thrust her hand 

out for him to shake. He paused, be-
cause he hadn’t expected it, and she re-
tracted her hand and got out.

She walked away, with the same stiff 
brisk gait, the baseball cap, her hair down, 
in her baggy T-shirt and loose pants. 
She turned toward the McDonald’s and 
went rushing through its entrance as if 
it were the gateway of a predetermined 
journey she was on. 

He saw that the forty dollars he had 
tried to give her was on the passenger-
side floor.  

He picked up the bills and got out. 
Went into the McDonald’s, thinking 
he’d give her the money. 

He didn’t see her inside. He walked 
up to the counter. 

“Did you see a woman with long hair 
come in here just now, tall and thin, with 
a baseball cap?” he asked the cashier. 

“I think I saw who you mean,” the 
cashier said. “She left.”

“But I didn’t see her come out.” 
“She went out the other door,” the 

cashier said. “Customers aren’t supposed 
to use that. It’s an emergency exit.” 

He walked back outside and circled 
the McDonald’s on foot. He didn’t see 
the woman. He watched cars blow past 
on this ugly boulevard. A man in an 
overcoat carefully picked trash from the 
garbage can outside the McDonald’s. 
Why were these hobo types always in 
overcoats? S.U.V.s idled at the drive-
through window. A man in a parked 
car lowered his window and offered his 
leftovers to the man sorting trash. The 
man rushed over, coattails flapping, to 
receive the offering. “God bless!” he said.

Night was coming on. The boulevard 
didn’t have sidewalks. It wasn’t for peo-
ple on foot. George realized that he could 
not guess what age the woman was. 
Maybe thirty. Maybe older. 

He asked the man in the overcoat if 
he’d seen a woman with long hair wan-
dering around. 

“She got out of your car,” the man 
said. 

“That’s right,” George said.
“I think she went that way.” He 

pointed up the boulevard. 
“Are you sure?” George asked, aware 

that he might sound desperate. 
At a huge intersection, up where 

the man had pointed, was an Auto-
Zone. George went in and asked about 
the woman, if anyone had seen her. 
The other businesses here were closed 

for the night. The clerk said he hadn’t 
seen anyone who fit that description. 

It was dark now, the high sodium 
lamps on the boulevard glowing orange, 
blotting out the sky, and making the 
nimbus from their artificial light feel like 
a world, but a mean and impersonal one. 
A truck missing its muffler went tear-
ing past. George walked back to his car. 

Maybe she’ll be there, he thought. 
Like at the motel in Memphis. Wait-
ing, like a dog. Some cats are like that, 

too. He’d once had a cat, a petite black 
thing that looked like a kitten though 
it was grown, that would follow him all 
around, even two blocks down to his 
coffee shop in Austin, wait outside as 
he ordered, and saunter home at some 
distance, but never too much distance, 
then flop down on his stoop. 

The woman was not at his car. 
He went into the McDonald’s a sec-

ond time. 
“Did she come back in here?” he asked 

the cashier. 
“Who?”
“The woman I was asking about ear-

lier. With the long hair.”
“Oh. No. I don’t think so.” 
He was suddenly envious of that  

cashier, who wasn’t looking for some-
one. Who was just doing her job, with-
out having to manage a feeling of loss 
or doubt.

He got into his car and turned onto 
the boulevard, driving slowly, keep-

ing his eyes on the parking lots of the 
businesses he passed. He went about a 
mile, then turned around to check the 
other side of the boulevard. 

He was circling the lot of a Dollar 
General when he thought he saw her. 
He pulled over, feeling a rush of adren-
aline. But the figure who looked like her, 
tall and thin, was a woman with two 
children. They got into their car and 
drove off. 

People were parking in order to shop 
at Dollar General. Getting out of their 
cars and walking toward the entrance. 
Others were leaving Dollar General, put-
ting grocery bags in hatchbacks and driv-
ing away. He caught snippets of conver-
sations. People doing normal things, being 
family members, making purchases. He 
was feeling the same envy he’d had for 
the cashier at McDonald’s. These peo-
ple didn’t know what he was dealing with. 

He tried to think of where to look 
next. He pulled out of the lot. 

He drove in the right lane with his 
blinker on, going slow, in case he spot-
ted her. People honked at him. He didn’t 
care. Go around me, he thought at them. 
He continued on, driving five miles an 
hour, alert to every person on foot, ready 
to stop. 
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Rachel Kushner on sharing a car with a stranger.
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FICTION

Peking Duck
BY LING MA

1.

I
n my first years in the U.S., my 
parents take me to the library to 
encourage my learning of English. 

With my mother’s guidance, I check 
out ten, fifteen books every weekend. 
Though I gravitate toward picture 
books, my mother pushes me to start 
reading more advanced chapter books. 
“Just the words themselves should be 
enough,” she says. “If you can’t think 
up the image on your own, then that’s 
a failure of imagination.”

This is how I come across “Iron & 
Silk,” recommended by a librarian as an 
adult book that’s easy to read. It’s a mem-
oir by Mark Salzman, a wushu enthu-
siast who was among the first wave of 
Americans accepted into China in the 
early nineteen-eighties. He travelled to 
Changsha and taught English at the 
Hunan Medical College.

Salzman recounts how, during one 
lesson, he asked the students to read 
aloud their essays on the topic of “My 
Happiest Moment.” The class consisted 
of middle-aged teachers brushing up 
on English. The last to read was Teacher 
Zhu, who wrote about attending a ban-
quet dinner in Beijing years before. 
“First we ate cold dishes,” he read, “such 
as marinated pig stomach and sea slugs. 
Then we had steamed fish, then at last 
the duck arrived! The skin was brown 
and crisp and shiny, in my mouth it was 
like clouds disappearing.” He recounted 
other courses of the Peking-duck din-
ner: the duck skin in pancakes with 
sauce and scallions, the meat with veg-
etables, the duck-bone soup and fruits.

At the end of his reading, Teacher 
Zhu set down his essay and confessed to 
Salzman that he had never experienced 
this. It’s someone else’s memory, he said. 
“My wife went to Beijing and had this 
duck. But she often tells me about it again 
and again, and I think, even though I was 
not there, it is my happiest moment.”

I’ve never had Peking duck, but it 
was once a near-iconographic image. In 

a past life in Fuzhou, it represented some 
reality other than the one of daily con-
gee and pickled turnips, cabbage and 
boiled-rib soup. On TV in the evenings, 
I saw it in soap operas set among the 
wealthy, in commercials filmed in Hong 
Kong. After I moved to the U.S., how-
ever, I forgot about it. Flipping through 
picture books, sometimes I conflate Pe-
king duck with similar-looking things: 
a turkey in a story about the origins of 
Thanksgiving, the roast chicken that’s 
part of a hallucinatory dinner that ap-
pears to the little match girl, foods she’s 
fantasized about but never tasted.

2.

I t’s winter when I move to the U.S., 
where my parents have been living 

for the past few years. In the airport 
after we deplane, a woman lunges at 
me with so much excitement that I 
draw back toward my grandfather, my 
escort on the trip. The sliding doors 
close between us just as I recognize her, 
faintly, as my mother. I’m seven, and 
have not had a mother for two years. 
But I have had a grandma, whose hands, 
ruddy fingers inlaid with gold and jade 
rings, patted me reassuringly before I 
fell asleep at night. Next to her warm, 
snoring body, I drowsed on a bed over-
laid with bamboo mats that kept us 
cool in the subtropical heat. When it 
got even hotter, my grandma hung bed-
sheets all across the concrete balcony 
to block out the sun.

It’s December, possibly, off the top 
of my memory, when I arrive. There are 
sensations that exist for me only in En-
glish, many associated with winter, that 
I experience for the first time when I 
move to Utah. There is the sensation 
of walking underneath pine trees, of 
wearing a too big puffy coat, of destroy-
ing the clean surface of snow after first 
snowfall, of buying discounted items in 
a white-tiled Osco Drug redolent of 
harsh detergents, the scent of which I 
will always associate with being poor; 

overcompensatory cleanliness. The sen-
sation of my mother dragging a wet 
towel across my face to wipe off dried 
congee, and the sensation of wet skin 
drying in the stiff, cold air outside. We 
live in a one-bedroom apartment that 
is very tidy, but sometimes ants come 
in through the bathroom. I sleep in the 
living room, where, at night, I still hear 
my grandma’s phantom snores.

In someone else’s home, a two-story 
mansion nestled in the mountains  
outside Salt Lake, a VHS cassette of 
“Bambi” plays on the TV while actual 
deer come through the back yard, pull-
ing at the garden foliage with their teeth, 
and we are separated from them only 
by a sliding glass door.

My mother points outside. Deer. Tree. 

Teeth. Eats.

I repeat the words, then put them in 
sentence order: Deer eats tree with teeth.

The English lessons take place in-
side the mansion, where my mother is 
employed as a nanny to a toddler named 
Brandon. The home, which has a lobby-
like foyer and an elevator, is imposing 
enough that not even Mormon mis-
sionaries bother us. Either that, or it’s 
too isolated from anywhere else to be 
worth the trek. When I first arrive in 
the U.S., my mother takes me with her 
to work every day, my father driving us 
half an hour outside the city before 
swinging back to campus to resume his 
grad studies. At the mansion, our days 
are geared around my learning English. 
We watch “Sesame Street,” though it’s 
too babyish for me even then, so I can 
learn the alphabet. I keep a daily jour-
nal and write three to five sentences in 
English every day.

When her charge is napping, my 
mother goes through E.S.L. workbooks 
with me at the kitchen table, books she’s 
found at school-supply stores. One ques-
tion set asks you to come up with the 
first letters of similar-sounding words. 
Mouse, house, blouse. Pill and hill. Bell 
and knell. Pail and . . . She gives me 
hints. “The letter you feel in your nose,” 
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she says, and I understand that she is 
talking about “n.” Nail. Pail and nail.

When a salesman comes to the door, 
he has a hard time understanding my 
mother. She tells him to come back later, 
when the owners are home, and he takes 
this as an invitation to come inside, to 
demonstrate his cleaning sprays. Peer-
ing over the railing, I think maybe he’s 
willfully misunderstanding her, hoping 
it will result in a sale. My mother, no-
ticing that I am spying, tells me to go 
into the other room.

I’m not sure how my mother teaches 
me English, when her facility with the 
language is hesitant and halting. Unlike 
my father, she didn’t learn English in 
China, and even after living in the States 
for years she is not fluent or even pro-
ficient. Cashiers at grocery stores stare 
at her blankly, the Mormon missionar-
ies who show up at our apartment give 
up trying to convert us, and the sellers 
at yard sales shake their heads and 
over-enunciate, saying loudly, “I can’t 
understand you.” Despite this, her im-
perfect, broken English serves as a scaf-
folding for my own.

The winter that I touch snow for the 
first time, I also taste ice cream. In the 
kitchen, we review the fridge and pan-
try foods in English. My mother names 
every item, foods I’ve never heard of: 
Minute Maid orange-juice concentrate, 
Yoplait strawberry-banana yogurt, Far-
ley’s Dinosaurs Fruit Snacks, Lay’s po-
tato chips, Surfer Cooler Capri Sun, 
Lunchables. I repeat each word after 
her. They hover in a vacuum, with no 
Chinese correlation. And we’re not al-
lowed to eat anything, so I can’t asso-
ciate word with taste.

There is, however, bing ji ling, which 
up until this point I have seen only on 
TV. My mother sneaks me some from 
a rectangular paper carton. Breyers 
French Vanilla. It’s denser and sweeter 
than I expected, eggy in flavor, fuzzy 
with freezer burn. To my surprise, I don’t 
like it at all and feel nauseated by its 
smell. But I have to like it, because I 
saw ice cream on TV back home, where 
all my friends and I fantasized about 
how wonderful it must taste.

Ice cream is my favorite food. I write 
these words in the journal my mother 

gives me to record my first days in the 
U.S. English is just a play language to 
me, the words tethered to their mean-
ings by the loosest, most tenuous con-
nections. So it’s easy to lie. I tell the truth 
in Chinese, I make up stories in English. 
I don’t take it that seriously. When I’m 
finally enrolled in first grade, I tell class-
mates that I live in a house with an ele-
vator, with deer in the back yard. It is the 
language in which I have nothing to lose, 
even if they don’t believe a thing I say.

3.

During one semester of my M.F.A. 
program, we begin every workshop 

with a discussion of a piece from “The 
Collected Stories of Lydia Davis.” That 
week’s piece is called “Happiest Mo-
ment.” The workshop, which takes place 
every Thursday evening, is held in a 
building typically reserved for the hotel-
management program. The instructor 
reads aloud the entirety of the story:

If you ask her what is a favorite story she 
has written, she will hesitate for a long time 
and then say it may be this story that she read 
in a book once: an English-language teacher 
in China asked his Chinese student to say what 
was the happiest moment in his life. The stu-
dent hesitated for a long time. At last he smiled 
with embarrassment and said that his wife had 
once gone to Beijing and eaten duck there, and 
she often told him about it, and he would have 
to say the happiest moment of his life was her 
trip, and the eating of the duck.

The instructor looks at the class, eight 
students scattered around a conference 
table in a fluorescently lit seminar room. 
“So, what do we think?”

We talk about the way the story 
frames and reframes an anecdote. Thom, 
whom everyone calls “the plot Nazi,” 
likens this device to a game of tele-
phone, where the story is transmitted 
from person to person. “The wife tells 
her husband the story about eating Pe-
king duck, the husband shares the story 
with the teacher, laying claim to it as 
his own happiness, the teacher writes 
a book incorporating this story. And 
then, in this piece, the writer describes 
what she read in a book, which is re-
counted by the narrator. It’s being re-
framed once again.”

We talk about the reframing and 
what we think the writer is trying to 
achieve. I tell them about “Iron & Silk,” 
which contains the same anecdote. 

“Grandma used to sit on a rock all day luring sailors to  
their deaths, but now I like just watching TV.”

• •
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“The Lydia Davis story doesn’t give 
credit to the Salzman memoir, but I 
can’t imagine that it isn’t a reference to 
that book.”

Matthew, the only other Asian stu-
dent in our program, has read the book, 
too. He says, “This idea of framing and 
reframing the same anecdote raises a 
question: Can the writer, who’s retell-
ing another’s story, really assume au-
thorship? And, going along those lines, 
can Mark Salzman assume authorship 
for his student’s story?”

We kick this ball around for a bit—
discussing the difference between ap-
propriating someone’s story and mak-
ing it new through retelling—without 
drawing much of a conclusion. At some 
point, Allie, the star student, declares, 
“By writing the story, the writer natu-
rally lays claim to it.” To which Mat-
thew responds, “But we know that’s just 
an excuse. Authorial license never jus-
tifies appropriation.”

In the ensuing silence, the instruc-
tor smiles. “Well, these are all great 
points,” she says smoothly. “Since we’re 
running out of time, we need to get 
started with workshop.” She turns to 
me. “Let’s begin with your story.”

4.

My workshop story follows a Chi-
nese immigrant nanny through 

the span of a Friday, when she brings 
her young daughter to the mansion 
where she is employed. The piece is 
written from the nanny’s perspective, as 
she moves through a seemingly ordi-
nary workday, which is interrupted by 
the arrival of a door-to-door salesman, 
who persistently tries to sell her clean-
ing products. The day culminates in her 
losing her job. Her daughter observes 
the proceedings.

“Well,” the instructor says brightly. 
“This is a very interesting story. Let’s 
open up discussion. Any thoughts?”

Thom always speaks first. “The way 
English is rendered in this piece, it’s 
kind of artificial. I mean, the first-person 
narration reads too smoothly and is too 
well articulated for a protagonist who’s 
not fluent in English.”

Others in workshop echo some of 
Thom’s sentiments about the inherent 
awkwardness of rendering the experi-
ences of such a character in English, 

but there’s no consensus on how to solve 
this issue. Someone suggests that it could 
be written in Chinglish instead, but an-
other student counters that this would 
play into stereotypes. “Using Chinglish 
would exaggerate the character’s inar-
ticulateness, and flatten her into an im-
migrant trope.”

From the far end of the conference 
table, Matthew clears his throat. Some-
how, I’ve been waiting for his response. 
“Whether the story is written in En-
glish or Chinglish,” he says deliberately, 
“it’s just a tired Asian American sub-
ject, these stories about immigrant hard-
ships and, like, intergenerational woes.”

I can’t look at Matthew. His thesis 
is a Western novel that, in his words, 
interrogates white masculinity. The few 
times we’ve spoken outside class, he’s 
talked mostly about his summers in Tai-
wan, which he spends playing basket-
ball with his cousins. He continues, “It 
also doesn’t help that this is a stereo-
typical representation of a female Chi-
nese immigrant.” 

There is an uncomfortable silence. 
The instructor clears her throat. She 
says, “For those of us who may not be 
familiar, can you expand on this stereo-
type, Matthew?” 

I look at him.
“Yeah,” he says. “Like, when the 

salesman invites himself inside, she 
just goes along with it. She’s very pas-
sive. It fits into representations of these 
meek, submissive women we see all 

the time. It’s unrealistic.” He doubles 
down. “It’s a kind of Asian minstrelsy.”

When no one wants to speak, Thom 
does. “Is this story autobiographical?”

“The writer isn’t allowed to answer 
during workshop,” Allie points out.

There is another lull in the room.
“Well, I found the story so interest-

ing,” the instructor interjects, forced cheer 
in her voice. “It shows how differences 
in cultural assimilation, in English flu-
ency, can alienate this immigrant mother 

and daughter from each other.” Her voice 
rises. “And then there are these startling 
moments of tenderness . . .”

5.

My mother drinks only water in 
restaurants; any other drink order 

is an unnecessary expenditure. Because 
she is my mother, I do the same and 
order water, even though she’s long ago 
given up on lecturing me about frugal-
ity. A few weeks before my book re-
lease, I take her out to a fancy Chinese 
restaurant, a half-empty banquet hall 
with roast ducks hanging in the front 
window. The restaurant is famed for its 
Peking duck, which is ranked the sec-
ond best in the world, according to a 
travel magazine.

When the waiter comes, I order for 
us in English, the usual dishes. “So, we’ll 
get B16, C7, and F22. To start, we’d like 
A5 and A11.”

My mother sets her menu down, 
looks at me. “Is that how you order? 
Like a computer.”

“O.K., sounds good.” The waiter, a 
Chinese teen-ager in Air Force 1s, also 
answers in English. “I’ll get those ap-
petizers out first.”

Before the dishes arrive, I give her 
an advance copy of my book, a story 
collection with a vaguely Chinese cover 
image of persimmons in a Ming-dynasty 
bowl. “It comes out next month.”

“So this is the final copy? I’ll show 
your father when I get home.” She stud-
ies it skeptically, as if it were a lottery 
ticket that will never yield, frowning at 
the marketing copy on the jacket flap. 
“Haven’t these stories been published 
already?”

“Some have. They’re just all collected 
in one book.” 

“People can just read them for free 
somewhere else?” 

“Have you read any of them already?”
“I looked at the story about the nanny 

you sent me.” She slides the book into 
her purse. “So, where do you get your 
ideas?” She asks this in a lightly mock-
ing tone, pretending to be an interviewer.

“For the nanny story? Well, it’s ob-
viously based on your job in Salt Lake.”

Though we start off speaking En-
glish, all conversations with my mother 
eventually move toward Mandarin, the 
language in which she is the most agile, 
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firing off insults and embedding her ob-
servations with acid subtext. Though I 
am no longer fluent in Mandarin, I try 
to accommodate. Her English is awk-
ward and mangled, and it’s not easy to 
move through the world shielded from 
the unkindness of others by only their 
thin veneer of liberal respectability.

The teen-age waiter returns with the 
appetizers and the main dishes together, 
setting down mock-chicken bean curd, 
lotus root, garlic pea shoots, mapo tofu, 
and salt-and-pepper smelt sprinkled 
with tiny diced jalapeños. It all comes 
out so quickly that I wonder about the 
quality. Topping off our water, he asks, 
“Is there anything else I can get you?”

Not bothering to switch back to En-
glish, my mother asks for a little side 
dish of chili bamboo.

“I’m sorry, what?” he says.
“A2,” I tell him, and he rushes away. 

My mother helps herself delicately to 
a bite of pea shoots, then the smelt. 
“Do you think the food is good here?” 
I ask her.

“I like simple food,” she says, neither 
confirming nor denying. Maybe it was 
ridiculous to come to a restaurant famed 
for its Peking duck and just order reg-
ular dishes. Neither of us likes duck 
though, with its fatty skin. She pretends 
to correct herself. “No, no, that’s wrong. 
What I should say is: I love it, honey! 
This is the best.”

“But you would never say that.”
She smiles her Cheshire-cat grin. 

“But I don’t want to be like the usual 
Chinese mother, someone who is never 
satisfied, yells at her children, and keeps 
saying ai-yah all the time.”

Now I understand. “Do you think 
it’s you in these stories?”

“There are so many mothers in your 
stories, what am I supposed to think?” 
My mother is suddenly indignant. “But 
they’re all so miserable. Does there have 
to be so much suffering?”

I look down at my plate, a mound 
of rice covered with gushy mapo. “Well, 
they’re not all about you. I wasn’t try-
ing to capture your experience.”

“You weren’t trying to capture my 
experience,” she repeats, as if to herself. 
“Then why did you write them?”

I’m surprised by this question. “Well, 
the nanny story was more based on 
you, compared with the others. It was 
about what happened to us when you 

worked as a nanny. I wanted to show 
how terrible—”

“But how would you even know what 
happened? It happened to me, not to 
us. You were too young to understand. 
And you weren’t in the room. I made 
sure of that.”

“I was in the hall, listening. And you 
told me when I was older. The details 
were very disturbing.”

My mother is smiling incongruously. 
“But, see, you’re not tough. You need to 
be tough. He was just a silly man. You 
made him seem almost dangerous.”

“He was dangerous, very unpredict-
able. He was nice one moment, then 
scary the next. The things he said to 
you, they were very hurtful.”

She sighs a little. “Look, we’re not 
like Americans. We don’t need to talk 
about everything that gives us a nega-
tive feeling. I wouldn’t move forward if 
I just kept thinking about it. But I do 
move forward. I set a good example for 
you. And you had a great childhood.”

I take a sip of water. We’ve been over 
this before. There’s no point in setting 
the record straight for the millionth 
time about my childhood, the school 
bullying. The worst part was how my 
mother used to encourage me to lie to 
her, to pretend how great things were. 
She would phrase her questions like 
“You’re popular at school, right?” or “You 
have a lot of friends, right?,” priming 
me to answer the way she wanted. She 
couldn’t not have known that I was lying, 
but she wanted to bathe in the lies. She 
needed to believe that I was thriving in 
the U.S., that my happiness came at the 
cost of hers, rather than acknowledge 
the fact that we were both miserable in 
this country together.

Instead of arguing this time, I sim-
ply say, “My therapist says that it is  
always better to acknowledge reality.”

She flinches at my mention of ther-
apy, which, predictably, closes the con-
versation. As we pick at our food in si-
lence, the TV in the background plays 
a compilation reel of food-show seg-
ments featuring the restaurant. In one 
clip, the host tells the audience that Pe-
king duck goes as far back as the four-
teenth century. He looks at the viewer, 
breaking the fourth wall. “So remem-
ber, when you take a bite of that mouth-
watering barbecue, you’re eating a piece 
of history.”

The waiter comes back. “How is  
everything?”

“Great. I think we’re actually going 
to get the rest of this boxed up,” I tell 
him.

My mother turns to him. In Man-
darin, she gives elaborate instructions 
on how she wants the leftovers wrapped 
so that I can take them home.

He waits for her to finish, then smiles 
in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I don’t 
speak Chinese.”

6.

I am making lunch for the children 
when the doorbell rings. Because the 

house is in a remote area outside Salt 
Lake, it’s unusual that we receive guests. 
Sometimes I ignore the doorbell, the 
same way I ignore phone calls to the 
house. Let people go to the answering 
machine or leave a note. They’re not 
here to talk to me.

But today I feel restless. I take the 
elevator down to the large foyer, where 
I open the door.

“Good afternoon!” It’s a man carry-
ing a clipboard and a caddy of cleaning 
products. “I just have one question. How 
clean would you say your home is?”  
He holds up the cleaning spray, and in-
forms me that I can take it today for a 
one-week trial, and if I like it there’s an 
installment plan for the entire set. . . . 
His enthusiasm makes him speak very 
quickly and I can’t catch everything. 
“Just try it for a week! And then I can 
come back in seven days to see what 
you think.”

In his jeans and plaid shirt, he doesn’t 
look like a salesman. His long, dirty-
blond hair and goatee aren’t well groomed, 
either. He’s looking at me, then past me, 
at the gleaming, tiled foyer, which am-
plifies our voices, the elevator leading 
up to the second floor, the upstairs rail-
ing. He’s taking everything in.

“No, thank you. I’m not the owner.” 
I smile politely. He hesitates. “So are 
you the cleaning lady?”

“I work here. I don’t clean.” I don’t 
feel the need to specify that I’m the 
nanny, looking after two children, my 
daughter and a boy named Brandon. 
“You come back later. The owners come 
home. Maybe they buy.”

“Oh, O.K.” After a pause, he resumes. 
“This product works for everyone, though. 
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It can go on all surfaces. Let me show 
you.” He walks past me, into the foyer, 
and begins cleaning the wooden bench 
next to the elevator.

I worked for a cleaning company 
when I first came to the States. During 
the training, the manager told us train-
ees to crouch down when we were wip-
ing floors with a rag. And then he looked 
at us, all these women cleaning on their 
hands and knees. Why would we not 
use mops and brooms? I’m not a dog, 
so I quit.

The man in front of me kneels to 
polish the legs of the bench, and soon 
he is on all fours. It’s strange that he 
doesn’t at least feel shame in this posi-
tion, a position he voluntarily assumes. 
Maybe he wants me to feel sorry for 
him. “Very nice. It’s very good,” I tell 
him. “Maybe we buy later.”

He looks up. “They don’t sell this in 
stores, Ma’am!” When the elevator 
comes—did he press the button?—and 
opens its doors, he walks inside, spray-
ing down the metal handrail, the two-
button panel. Unsure of what to do, I 
step inside with him. There is dirt under 
his nails, and his clothes carry the smell 
of gasoline, making me think of farm-
ing equipment. The elevator feels very 
small with two people. He asks, “What 
are you up to today?”

“It’s very busy day. I make lunch now.”
“Well, I could use some lunch, too.” 

He smiles at me. When the doors open, 
he steps out, marvelling at the rest of 
the home, its view of the valley and the 
mountains below. It’s good that my 
daughter is not within sight, is in an-
other room. And Brandon, whom the 
man does not notice, is still sleeping on 
the sofa.

I follow him, a bit helplessly.
“I haven’t eaten all day.” He seats 

himself at the kitchen table, sliding my 
coupons off so they fall to the floor. It’s 
when he looks at me, a kind of leer on 
his face, that I finally realize the situa-
tion has become unusual. “So, what kind 
of Chinese food can you cook me?”

“I don’t cook Chinese food,” I say, 
somewhat formally. 

“Come on, play along.” It is his first 
sign of impatience. “What about moo 
shu?”

“Mushrooms?” I know what he means.
“No, moo shu. It’s a dish. It’s listed 

on all those menus.” 

“Oh. I don’t know.” I shake my head.
He is annoyed. “Come on, now. I’m 

not asking for the real thing. I’m ask-
ing for you to play along.”

“I don’t eat moo shu where I am from 
in China,” I say calmly, and that seems 
to placate him. Of the two of us, only 
I can be the expert on this. Before he 
gets too angry, however, I tell him, “I 
can make egg and tomato.”

He hesitates. “Is that like egg foo 
young?”

“No, egg and tomatoes. I stir-fry with 
rice wine and sugar.” It is my favorite 
quick dinner.

“That doesn’t sound too good.” After 
a pause, he says, “What about Peking 
duck?”

“I don’t have duck. But how about 
kung-fu chicken?” I am just making up 
names.

He hesitates. “O.K.,” he finally says.
“This is real Chinese cooking,” I warn 

him. As for what kung-fu chicken is, I 
don’t know. I wanted to say wushu 
chicken.

In the fridge, there is a leftover roast 
chicken. I shred the white meat with 
my hands, afraid of using a knife and 

revealing where all the sharp objects 
might be. I make a soy-oil-sugar mar-
inade, then stir-fry the chicken with 
some green onions, which I also tear 
apart into jagged pieces. The result is 
maybe a terrible stir-fry version of three-
cup chicken. What matters is that it 
passes as Chinese to his taste.

There is a wall phone in the kitchen. 
I calculate the risk of calling 911, but 
decide against it. It’s too obvious. He’ll 
see me. According to the clock, it is 
two-forty-five in the afternoon. The 
parents, who own a Mormon jewelry 
company, usually get home early on Fri-
days, around three. All I need to do is 
distract him for the fifteen or twenty 
minutes until they return.

“This is good,” he says, after taking 
the first few bites, and I feel sorry for 
him, that he can’t tell that what I’ve 
cooked is actually a mess, sprinkled heav-
ily with five-spice from a dusty bottle, 
using old soy-sauce packets I found in 
a drawer of takeout menus. I wouldn’t 
serve it to anyone I cared about. And 
he thinks it’s good. I almost wish I had 
made it better.

Then he puts his arm around my 

“Based on the feedback from advisers whom I haven’t  
beheaded, all of my ideas are great.”
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waist, and I stiffen. “This is all I want, 
you know?”

“You want some tea?” I move beyond 
his reach.

“I want beer. You got any beer?” Feel-
ing bolder, he gets up and begins to root 
through the fridge himself. My daugh-
ter peeks into the doorway of the kitchen, 
a little confused. Irritably, I gesture for 
her to hide herself, and she does.

“I get it for you!” I half scold him, 
which he seems to like. “Finish the food.”

He sits back down. “Yes, Ma’am.” We 
are playing house, I realize, the same way 
my daughter plays it with the Taiwan-
ese boy next door. She brushes the door-
way with an imaginary broom and scolds 
him for tracking dirt into the house. He 
pretends to watch TV and acts grouchy.

When I place a cold can before the 
man, he tells me to pour it into a tall 
glass. As I do this, he tells me earnestly, 
“I can take you away from here.” He 
points out the window, to an indetermi-
nate spot in the distance. “I live in a cabin, 
out there in the woods.”

Where he’s pointing, all I see is a row 
of snowcapped mountains. I often sit 
here alone, while the kids are watching 
TV, and look out the triangular window, 
built to align with the roof. It is my fa-
vorite part of the house, with a view of 
the sunset in the late afternoons. I can 
estimate the time of day by the way the 
light looks. Sometimes I think the land-

scape of Utah is the most beautiful I have 
ever seen. This view may be the only 
thing that anchors me to this job, to this 
new life my husband insists on pursuing.

The man says, in a voice low and 
wistful, “Do you want to come with me?”

“I will think about it,” I say, as if  
deciding whether to buy his cleaning 
sprays. I feel more afraid than I sound. 
“I’m very busy. People rely on me.” It’s 
all so logical. I stop short of filling in 
the details. That my husband is a Ph.D. 
student in math, in his second year. That 
he is paid a small stipend. Until he grad-
uates, I work to help support the fam-
ily. I went through a string of jobs  
before landing at this one, the most lei-
surely one, the one that feels like pass-
ing time more than all the others. I am 
almost thirty-five years old.

“Oh. That’s a pity.” He looks down 
at his beer. His voice changes. “But 
I’m going to be honest. When people 
see you, they can tell you don’t belong 
here.” He rushes into his next sen-
tence. “Now, I’m not trying to offend 
you, and you know how you’re differ-
ent, the way you look and talk. You’re 
obviously not from here.”

“Hmm.” I pretend to consider this.
He taps on the window, indicating 

his home in the distance. “But where I 
live, it’s far away from anyone. And I’m 
completely self-sufficient, you’ll see. I 
have a water pump, I have my own elec-

tricity. There’s no one around to judge 
me.” He turns to me. “So, do you think 
you’ll reconsider?”

“I don’t think so.”
“Well, why the hell not?” His agita-

tion is a little splash of hot oil.
“Do you know what I used to do in 

China?” I say, looking out the window. 
Not at anything in particular, the trees 
and the mountains and the road wind-
ing through them, carrying, in the dis-
tance, the mother’s car, painted a shiny 
beige shade that I think of as cham-
pagne. She will be home soon.

Maybe it’s because of the sight of 
that car, knowing that someone is com-
ing, that I tell this man more than I 
would normally, more than I’ve ever told 
my employers. How, in another life, I 
worked at an accounting firm, where I 
managed the accounts of the mayor and 
other prominent local officials. There 
weren’t as many high-rise buildings in 
the city then, but our office was in one 
of them, and we worked on an upper 
level. I made more money than my hus-
band, whom I was only dating at the 
time. For two years, he wrote me long 
letters, revealing a passion I barely 
glimpsed from him in person. During 
reëducation, he, along with both my sis-
ters, was sent out into the countryside 
to work. Hard labor, manual labor. I saw 
their hands when they returned. But not 
me. I stayed in the city because of my 
job, which was deemed crucial to the 
Party. I stayed in the city and looked 
after my parents. Sometimes it felt as if 
I were the only young adult who lived 
there. I liked that time very much, when 
everything else—marriage, children—
was something that had been planned 
but nothing I had to think about in the 
day-to-day. I liked knowing that my life 
was following a track without having to 
accept responsibility for it.

When I’m done, I turn away from 
the window. Who knows how much he 
even understood of what I’ve said? I 
can’t communicate the complicated 
things in this language.

“So, are you a Communist?” he asks, 
looking at me curiously.

I know there’s no answer except no. 
“No.”

“Good, because we don’t like Com-
munists in this country. You know what 
we do with them?” I can’t tell if he’s jok-
ing. I’ve always thought those old Amer-
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ican movies about the Cold War were 
just movies. He stands up, his face a 
scowl. “Do you know what we do with 
Communists?”

I don’t say anything. It is the first 
time I feel afraid. I look past him, and 
I see my daughter standing in the door-
way again. I am filled, suddenly, irrevo-
cably, with anger. “Get out of here,” I 
tell her in Chinese. “Go, go into the 
other room.” When she doesn’t move, 
I raise my voice to a scream. “Get out!” 
I yell, and she rushes away.

The sound of the garage door open-
ing fills the room.

When my daughter first came to 
the States, she would insist that 

I tell her a bedtime story every night 
before sleep. This was a tradition her 
grandma established when she lived in 
China without me. So I tried to make 
up stories, simple fables with a moral 
lesson. Except when I got to the end, 
my mind would go blank. What’s the 
lesson here supposed to be? I would 
always lose track, thinking she’d be 
asleep long before the story finished. 
But she would wait for the conclusion, 
and if it didn’t satisfy her she would 
ask a lot of questions. She wanted the 
story to make sense, at a time when 
my own life didn’t make any sense. 
Shortly after, I began taking her to the 
library. I would read her picture books 
instead, and that solved my problem 
with thinking up endings.

The ending of what happened that 
day is that, as soon as the salesman hears 
the garage door opening, he panics. 
Cursing me, he stands up quickly, the 
fork and knife dashing off the table. 
Watching him rush out the door and 
then downstairs, I think, This is so easy. 
This problem of this stupid stranger is 
so easily solved despite all the fear I felt.

Then the wife comes through the 
garage door. She looks at the messy 
kitchen, the cutlery that scattered across 
the floor as he bolted up to leave. I ex-
plain everything, relieved. Then she asks 
me a lot of questions. Questions like: 
Did you invite him inside? Did he mis-
understand, maybe, your English? Why 
didn’t you ask him to leave? Did you 
offer him food? When he forced you 
to cook food for him, why didn’t you 
just say no? Why is there beer open in 
the kitchen? Did he also force you to 

give him a beer? What made you afraid 
of him? Did he have a weapon on him? 
How did the food get all over the place?

I’m answering her as well as I can, 
but in the middle of my answers she 
interrupts with another question. And 
so my English falters, becomes dis-
tracted and nervous. When she can’t 
fully understand my responses, she 
looks over at my daughter, who is  
only too eager to translate.

My husband, who has  
arrived to pick us up, watches 
intently from the kitchen 
doorway.

The mother says, more 
to herself, “I have to figure 
out what to do.”

“What about calling  
the police?” my husband  
suggests. 

“Well, it’s tricky, given 
the arrangement we have worked out...” 
She trails off.

“We’re legal U.S. residents,” he says, 
thinking that he’s clarifying.

But I know what she’s referring to. 
Even though we have our green cards, 
I’m not their legal employee, and they 
pay me under the table. “Let me talk it 
over with Dave when he gets home,” she 
finally says. “He should be getting back 
any minute.” She glances at the clock, 
then at me. Indicating the mess in the 
kitchen, she asks, “Well, can you clean 
this up now? Then you can go.”

“No.” It’s a reflex, how quickly I say 
this.

“What do you mean?” She’s looking 
at me. Does she really think I’m going to 
drop everything to clean her kitchen? 
While my husband and daughter look on?

“She wants you to clean up, Mom,” 
my daughter says in Chinese. She thinks 
I can’t understand.

I look at my husband. I want him to 
intervene, to defend me. He opens his 
mouth, then closes it, unsure. He is an 
agreeable person, but his problem is that 
he wants to please everyone. That’s how 
you survive here, he told me. But just 
because he wants to live in this coun-
try doesn’t mean I have to eat shit.

She purses her lips. “But that’s your 
job.”

“No. I take care of Brandon.” All the 
times that I’ve wiped down the counter-
tops, the stove, the inside of the micro-
wave at their request—I have tried to be 

a good employee, going above and be-
yond, but cleaning is not actually part of 
my job. They pay me less than what a 
trained nanny would cost, what a maid 
would cost.

She doesn’t say anything for a mo-
ment. “Someone has to clean up. And 
I didn’t make this mess,” she says.

I don’t say anything.
“I’ll do it,” my daughter announces, 

grabbing the paper towels. 
I yank her arm back, and 
she yells in pain.

“Maybe you can talk 
about it on Monday,” my 
husband proposes.

“Bye, Brandon,” I tell the 
boy as he squeezes his warm 
body against mine. I give 
him a little hug. I am not 
coming back on Monday, I 
decide. Maybe that will turn 

out to be a lie, but it’s a lie I need in 
this moment. Without looking at any-
one, I go out the front door and sit in 
the passenger seat of the car, waiting.

It is several minutes before my hus-
band and my daughter come to the 
driveway. “You shouldn’t have done that,” 
he says, grimacing as he gets into the 
driver’s seat and starts the engine. We 
drive downhill. My daughter chimes in 
from the back seat, “Brandon’s mom is 
very nice, Mom. She just wants to know 
what happened.”

In the rearview mirror, I study my 
daughter. When I first learned that I 
was having a daughter, everyone in the 
family was so disappointed. In China, 
a boy is always better, if you’re going  
to have one child. But me, I was secretly 
happy. A boy, at best, can adore his 
mother, but a girl can understand her. 
When the doctor told me it was a girl, 
I thought, Now I will be understood. 
That was my happiest moment. The 
idea of a daughter.

“Don’t talk to me about things you 
don’t understand,” I tell her now.

She blinks, doesn’t say anything. She 
makes herself very quiet, as she should, 
and gazes out the window. Good, I think. 
Don’t look at me.

As if by instinct, she looks up.  
Our eyes meet in the mirror. Then 
she looks away. 
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A Prison of One’s Own
The confrontations of Jean Rhys.

BY JAMES WOOD

N
ow here’s how to open a novel:

“Quite like old times,” the room says. 
“Yes? No?”

There are two beds, a big one for madame 
and a smaller one on the opposite side for mon-
sieur. The wash-basin is shut off by a curtain. 
It is a large room, the smell of cheap hotels 
faint, almost imperceptible. The street out-
side is narrow, cobble-stoned, going sharply 
uphill and ending in a flight of steps. What 
they call an impasse.

I have been here for five days. I have de-
cided on a place to eat in at midday, a place 
to eat in at night, a place to have my drink 
in after dinner. I have arranged my little life. 

Who wouldn’t want to keep read-
ing? The spiked enigma of the details 
is unsettling and enticing. Which old 
times? Why “madame” and “monsieur”? 
Why does madame get a bigger bed? 
The writing has a strictness—modern, 
minimalist—that feels at odds with  
its theatrical expressionism: a world in 
which rooms, gloomily alive, talk back 
to you, and where an impasse seems 
more than just topographical. There’s 
the fraught psychological intensity. The 
narrator, as yet ungendered, seems al-
most obsessive about fixing a routine, 
in order that this “little life” won’t burst 
into anarchy; fixing a drink—better still, 
having it fixed for you—is evidently 
central to this containment.

It’s the opening of “Good Morning, 
Midnight,” the fourth novel by the 
Dominica-born British writer Jean Rhys 
(1890-1979), the subject of Miranda 
Seymour’s enthralling new biography,  
“I Used to Live Here Once” (Norton). 
Rhys’s novel, published in 1939, when 
she was forty-eight, rounded out a burst 
of genius and industry that had pro-
duced the novels “Quartet” (1928), “After 

Leaving Mr. Mackenzie” (1931), and 
“Voyage in the Dark” (1934). These four 
books, similar in brevity, elegant attack, 
and bitter metaphysics, relate to one an-
other like polished stones hewed from 
a single quarry. The narrator of “Good 
Morning, Midnight” is Sasha Jansen, 
but she could just as easily be Marya 
Zelli, the protagonist of “Quartet,” or 
Julia Martin (from “After Leaving Mr. 
Mackenzie”) or Anna Morgan (the nar-
rator of “Voyage in the Dark”). The books 
overlap enough to disclose a composite 
type: an outsider, a youngish English-
woman of ambiguous ethnicity (“But 
you are English—or aren’t you?” Marya 
is asked), curiously unidentifiable by the 
traditional English markers of accent 
and education (“She was born in the 
West Indies or somewhere,” a character 
says of Anna). Barely afloat in London 
or Paris, recently separated from a hus-
band or otherwise single, the Rhys her-
oine is seductive, vulnerable, touchy, acute, 
reduced. Notably, she has no money. 
Moving between grim hotel rooms and 
the men who pay for their interest in 
her, she knows that, as one of these men 
says, women are much cheaper than the 
clothes they wear, since you “can get a 
very nice girl for five pounds.” The Rhys 
heroine constantly negotiates trauma 
and calculation. Sasha Jansen had a baby 
who died; a botched abortion brings 
Anna Morgan close to death. Despair 
is temporarily banished by alcohol and 
sleeping pills. A characteristic line, from 
“Quartet”: “Then the vermouth warmed 
her throat and chest and she felt less 
physically miserable.” 

Rhys’s heroines are imprisoned by pov-
erty, yet this brutal economy also releases 

them into a cynical liberty. They walk 
the city streets as fearlessly, if not quite 
as safely, as the flâneurs of Flaubert and 
Baudelaire. Why shouldn’t they pop into 
a cinema, or have a drink alone? There 
is a dark joy in Rhys’s details, in the re-
portorial news that her fictions bring. We 
learn from “Quartet,” for instance, that 
men ogle women like Marya Zelli in dif-
ferent ways, according to their national-
ity: “The Latins were gay and insolent, 
the Northerns lustful, shamefaced and 
condescending, the Easterns shy, curious 
and contemptuous.” In “Good Morning, 
Midnight,” we hear about a lodging in 
London where only one bedsheet is 
changed at a time, “so that the bed was 
never quite clean and never quite dirty.” 

Virginia Woolf dreamed, in “A Room 
of One’s Own,” of a new kind of fe-
male writing, in which one might read 
about, say, Chloe and Olivia, working 
together in a lab, and maybe eventually 
encounter the radical, Bechdelian sen-
tence “Chloe liked Olivia.” “A Room 
of One’s Own” was published in 1929, 
the same year as the American publi-
cation of “Quartet,” though as far as I 
know Woolf never read Jean Rhys. But 
I like to think that, had she done so, 
she might have been arrested by the 
new reality of, say, this: “Julia took a seat 
at her usual table, propped her news-
paper up in front of her and read it 
while she ate.” Or—a bitterer recogni-
tion—by Anna Morgan, eighteen years 
old, reflecting on her first sexual expe-
rience, with a man nearly twenty years 
her senior: “I thought that it had been 
just like the girls said, except that I hadn’t 
known it would hurt so much.” 

It’s natural to consider Virginia Woolf 

THE CRITICS
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The novelist’s heroines always insist on seeing and describing, without illusions, the walls of their confinement. 
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and Jean Rhys literary allies of a sort, 
near-contemporaries doing pioneering 
work at the same time, both adept at 
constructing productive lives in the 
shadow of trauma. But, though Woolf 
was always a prominent figure, Rhys dis-
appeared so thoroughly from literary ex-
istence that in 1949, when an actress, 
Selma Vaz Dias, tried to contact her about 
the possibility of developing a dramatic 
adaptation of “Good Morning, Mid-
night,” she had to resort to a personal ad 
appealing for information about the nov-
elist’s whereabouts. “Very tactless of me 
to be alive,” Rhys later commented. 

Vaz Dias eventually succeeded in cre-
ating a BBC radio play of the novel; she 
also befriended Rhys and encouraged 
her to start writing again. It was to Vaz 
Dias that Rhys first spoke of the proj-
ect that was to resurrect her reputation: 
a reframing of “Jane Eyre” from the point 
of view of Mr. Rochester’s mad Creole 
wife. It would draw on Rhys’s childhood 
in Dominica to imagine the woman’s 
early life in Jamaica, her arranged mar-
riage to the abusive Mr. Rochester, and 
the events that led to her confinement 
in his attic. Rhys worked on the book in 
her sixties and seventies, in precarious 
health and devotedly coaxed by two ed-
itors, Diana Athill and Francis Wynd-
ham. Eventually published in 1966 as 
“Wide Sargasso Sea,” her fifth and final 
novel became a key text in feminist and 
post-colonial literature.

In truth, Woolf and Rhys might as well 
have come from different planets. No 

one would have been in any doubt, hear-
ing the crystal ring of Woolf ’s accent, 
about where she was niched, socially; 
Rhys was much harder to place, and spoke 
with what Seymour calls “a seemingly 
ineradicable island lilt.” Woolf was born 
just around the corner from Kensington 
Palace and, despite her best Bloomsbury 
efforts, could never forget it; Rhys was 
born on a small Caribbean island, and 
seems to have spent her life trying to re-
call a place that never quite felt like hers. 

Dominica, once a colonial possession 
of France, was ceded to the British at the 
start of the nineteenth century. Rhys, who 
was born Ella Gwendoline Rees Wil-
liams, the fourth of five children, came 
from the equivalent of white aristocracy. 
Her father was a Welsh physician who 
had arrived in 1881; on her mother’s side, 

Rhys’s great-grandfather, a Scot named 
James Lockhart, had twice been gover-
nor of Dominica, enriched by his own-
ership of sugar mills and slaves. Lock-
hart had had two enslaved mistresses, and 
the young Rhys was “discouraged from 
making friends with any of the darker-
skinned Lockhart cousins,” Seymour 
writes. Rhys herself was a white Creole, 
a term that merely denotes someone of 
European descent born on the island. 
But, despite her family’s inherited priv-
ilege, its status was ambiguous and un-
certain. The ancestral money was mostly 
gone, and by the time of Rhys’s child-
hood fewer than a hundred Dominicans 
were white, out of a population of nearly 
twenty-nine thousand. 

To a sensitive child, the confusion of 
privilege and irrelevance, of innocence 
and historic misdeed, must have been 
atrocious, surely compounded by the vi-
olence of her upbringing. In an unfin-
ished memoir, “Smile Please,” published 
just after her death, in 1979, Rhys says 
that she appreciated the many ways her 
father supported and protected her. But 
the household was mostly run by Rhys’s 
cruel mother, Minna, and by a sadistic 
nursemaid, Meta. Minna whipped her 
daughter on the slightest pretext, or none 
at all, favored the girl’s two elder broth-
ers, and did not encourage her reading. 
Meta played demeaning practical jokes 
on her young charge. She was not al-
lowed to slap the child, but, Rhys wrote, 
“got her own back by taking me by the 
shoulders and shaking me violently.” 

Seymour powerfully evokes the world 
from which Rhys never really escaped, 
one of prejudice, abuse, and abuse’s 
shamefaced offspring, complicity. In the 
late thirties, while writing “Good Morn-
ing, Midnight,” Rhys filled the pages of 
an exercise book with memories of child-
hood traumas: not only her mother’s 
brutality but also abuse at the hands of 
a shadowy older man known in the text 
as Mr. Howard. She was fourteen when 
she encountered Mr. Howard; he and 
his wife were family friends. The abuse 
was physical (he groped her breasts)  
and psychological (he spoke of making 
her his sexual slave). She later empha-
sized the “mental seduction” of these 
events, and, with fatalistic irony, her own 
ashamed preparedness, the uncanny  
familiarity of the scene: “Pain humil-
iation submission that is for me. It fit-

ted in with all I knew of life with all I’d 
ever felt. It fitted like a hook fits an eye.” 

The scholar Patricia Moran, in her 
book “Virginia Woolf, Jean Rhys, and 
the Aesthetics of Trauma,” has written 
subtly about how this “seduction” seems 
to have functioned as a “form of recogni-
tion” for Rhys, a “confirmation of her own 
sense of self.” Certainly Rhys’s writing is 
relentlessly drawn to scenes of recogni-
tion and recoil, to enmeshed relations of 
identity and power. “Like a hook fits an 
eye”—the very borderlessness of her Do-
minican world, the erotic proximity of 
Black and white, paradoxically reinforces 
the electric distinction of borders.

In her work, Rhys desires Blackness 
and flinches from it. In “Smile Please,” 
she discloses a childish longing to be-
come Black, how she would run to the 
mirror in the morning to see if the mi-
raculous transformation had occurred. 
Yet she describes the loathed Meta, 
vengefully, as “very black,” and recalls 
retaliating during the nursemaid’s vio-
lent shakings by yelling, “Black Devil, 
Black Devil, Black Devil!” 

It is the same between the sexes. In 
Rhys’s fiction, men and women attract 
and repel each other like switched mag-
nets, and learn no lessons from this 
doomed push-pull. The tough-minded 
Laurie tells Anna, in “Voyage in the 
Dark,” “If you give people a handle 
they’ll always take it.” Rhys heroines 
know this truth full well but still end 
up providing people, usually men, with 
an easy handle. 

In 1907, on the cusp of turning seven-
teen, Rhys left Dominica for England, 

where she was sent to a distinguished 
girls’ school in Cambridge. She had 
merely exchanged one insular world for 
another, bigger, one, and would belong 
in neither. She found England cold, gray, 
benighted; her classmates mocked her 
Caribbean accent and called her West 
Indies. She did well academically, but 
her ambitions were theatrical, and soon, 
supported by her father, she enrolled 
at Sir Herbert Tree’s acting school in 
Bloomsbury, the institution now known 
as RADA. But when her father, struggling 
with the fees, inquired about his daugh-
ter’s prospects and was told by the school’s 
principal that she would never be a se-
rious actress (the “ineradicable” Carib-
bean accent apparently again the culprit 
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and stain), he withdrew his support. A 
more timid daughter would have gone 
home. Rhys, now eighteen, marched 
round to a London theatrical agency and 
emerged with a job as a chorus girl in 
the summer tour of a two-act musical 
called “Our Miss Gibbs.” 

So began her hazing at the hands of 
the demimonde. She had a new name 
(Ella Gray) and a new identity, but the 
chorus girl was an inevitably vulnerable 
figure—young, attractive, poorly paid. A 
lucky few, Seymour tells us, were plucked 
by roaming aristocrats (one became the 
Countess of Dudley), but the fate for 
most of them must have been closer to 
Rhys’s own experience, the one she more 
or less gave to her protagonist Anna Mor-
gan: to be picked up—and eventually let 
down, of course—by a wealthy older man 
who was essentially paying for a mis-
tress. Rhys’s first lover was the forty-year-
old son of the governor of the Bank of 
England. He set her up in nice lodgings, 
gave her a large dress allowance, took her 
to expensive dinners, and, when she be-
came pregnant, paid for an abortion. In 
her memoir, Rhys treats this last event 
with cutting equanimity: “After what 
was then called an illegal operation, I 
stayed in a f lat in Langham Street. I 
didn’t suffer from remorse or guilt.” 

Money—getting it, losing it, never 
having enough of it—runs through Rhys’s 
life like a watermark through a pound 
note. She married three times, but her 
husbands were relatively impoverished, 
or else criminal, or both; the first and 
the third served time in prison for finan-
cial misdeeds. To read her fiction and 
her biography is to realize that the mar-
riage market for women was hardly less 
desperate in Rhys’s time than it was in 
Jane Austen’s. A woman with no money 
could become a chorus girl or a govern-
ess. (Rhys tried her hand at the latter, 
too.) But how could she become a writer, 
if what was needed was the room of one’s 
own and five hundred pounds a year pre-
scribed by Virginia Woolf? The hero-
ines of Rhys’s first four novels all live 
about five pounds away from the gutter. 
Badly in need of money, they keep of-
fering “handles” to men who greedily 
take hold of them. One of these patrons, 
the repellent Mr. Horsfield, in “After 
Leaving Mr. Mackenzie,” assumes, rightly 
enough, that Julia Martin comes from 
“the vast crowd that bears on its back 

BRIEFLY NOTED
Lapvona, by Ottessa Moshfegh (Penguin Press). In this novel 
of medieval grotesquerie, Lapvona is a realm where cruelty 
reigns. Marek, a disfigured boy, and his father, Jude, a shep-
herd, live a life of squalor until an accident results in Marek’s 
being adopted by Lapvona’s slovenly lord, Villiam. While 
Marek grows fat on the castle’s delicacies, Jude and the other 
villagers go hungry during a drought. Alternating between 
scenes of idle decadence and of desperate struggle for sur-
vival, the novel abounds with violence, cannibalism, and magic, 
while human compassion flickers only occasionally. Mosh-
fegh’s brutal vision can make for grim reading, but it has a 
coherence that is rare in contemporary fiction.

Horse, by Geraldine Brooks (Viking). One of America’s first 
champion thoroughbreds, Lexington (1850-75), stands at the 
center of this deft novel, which moves between the present 
day and the Civil War era in a polyphonic examination of 
the fraught racial aspects of horse racing in U.S. history. Theo, 
a Nigerian American art historian, finds a portrait of a horse 
in his neighbor’s trash, and meets Jess, an Australian scien-
tist who is involved in analyzing the recently discovered skel-
eton of a powerful stallion. Back in Lexington’s lifetime, we 
meet his young groom, Jarret, living in slavery and torn be-
tween his desire for freedom and his devotion to the animal. 
These narratives and others gradually fit together to create 
a picture of the artistic, athletic, and scientific passions that 
horses can inspire in humans.

The Pope at War, by David I. Kertzer (Random House). Afraid 
of jeopardizing the Vatican’s precarious neutrality during the 
Second World War, Pius XII was so reluctant to upset Mus-
solini and Hitler that he refused to publicly condemn the 
slaughter of Europe’s Jews. Yet he has retained many defend-
ers, and his legacy has been much debated, in part because 
his papers were sealed until 2020. Drawing on these newly 
available documents, this history offers both a masterly char-
acter study of a flawed, tormented leader and a cautionary 
tale about the perils of both-sides-ism. Although the Pope 
managed to protect the papacy during a tumultuous period, 
Kertzer definitively concludes that “as a moral leader, Pius XII 
must be judged a failure.”

Geography Is Destiny, by Ian Morris (Farrar, Straus & Gi-
roux). Ten thousand years of British history are condensed 
in a book that seeks to explain what led to Brexit. A pat-
tern emerges in which Continental innovations (in agricul-
ture, technology, religion, and governance) have invariably 
pushed northwestward, with the Isles repeatedly facing en-
croachment and population replacement. The pattern was 
disrupted in the imperial age, but this, Morris contends, 
was a blip, whereas the anxieties that produced Brexit—im-
migration, identity, ownership—represent the norm. Look-
ing to the future, Morris predicts that, as the globe contin-
ues to shrink, “Beijing, not Brussels,” will become the focus 
of Britain’s encroachment angst.
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the label, ‘No money’ from the cradle to 
the grave,” and then concludes that “this 
one had rebelled.” But Julia isn’t really 
rebelling—she wants money from Mr. 
Horsfield and is merely giving him a 
hard time over it. Rhys’s heroines rebel 
only insofar as they insist on seeing and 
describing, without illusions, the walls 
of their prison; in this important sense, 
Rhys’s works are significant acts of pro-
test. Though her women don’t break out 
of the sexual-patronage economy, the 
novels do. To be allowed to read of the 
way in which Mr. Horsfield takes Julia 
back to his hotel room and, in a gesture 
of queasy erotic largesse, slips her two 
banknotes—“He put them into her hand 
and shut her fingers on them gently”—
adds importantly to the stock of avail-
able reality. As does the next, killing sen-
tence: “When he had done this he felt 
powerful and dominant.” One of the 
most poignant scenes in Rhys’s fiction 
occurs in “Voyage in the Dark,” when 
Anna’s friend Maudie, a fellow chorus 
girl, tells her about the man she wants 
to marry, an electrical engineer from the 
suburbs whom she fears she will lose:

“Isn’t it awful losing a chance like that be-
cause you haven’t got a little money? . . . But 
I’m so damned shabby and, you know, when 
you’re shabby you can’t do anything, you don’t 
believe in yourself. And he notices clothes—
he notices things like that. Fred, his name is. 
He said to me the other day, ‘If there’s any-
thing I notice about a girl it’s her legs and her 
shoes.’ Well, my legs are all right, but look at 
my shoes. . . . Isn’t it rotten when a thing like 
that falls through just because you haven’t got 
a little cash? Oh God, I wish it could happen. 
I want it so to happen.” 

Rhys’s most important patron was 
the novelist and editor Ford Madox Ford, 
the model for the sexually and emotion-
ally appetitive Hugh Heidler, in “Quar-
tet.” The two became acquainted in 1924, 
in Paris, at a low moment—there would 
be plenty more—in Rhys’s life. She and 
her first husband, Jean Lenglet, a Dutch 
journalist and a sometime spy, had been 
wandering around Europe and had had 
to flee Budapest after an embezzlement 
went awry. Within a few years, Lenglet 
was in a French prison, on further charges 
of embezzlement. Rhys and Ford each 
wanted something from the other. He 
admired her short story “Vienne,” and 
wanted to publish it in the influential 
literary journal he edited; she stood to 
gain everything from his literary sup-

port. Ford helped to publish her first 
book, a collection of stories titled “The 
Left Bank” (1927), and expanded her 
knowledge of French and Russian liter-
ature. Under his encouragement, she first 
became the writer Jean Rhys. She also 
seems to have fallen in love. Large, florid, 
and fifty—Heidler is cruelly described 
as “puffing” his way about Paris—Ford 
was an unlikely paramour. If “Quartet” 
is a reliable guide, as Seymour assumes, 
the two writers had an emotionally vi-
olent affair, which Ford’s partner, the 
artist Stella Bowen, tolerated or perhaps 
even encouraged—until she didn’t. In 
the novel, Hugh and his wife, Lois, treat 
Marya Zelli with acquisitive and ma-
nipulative arrogance; Marya, like the 
other Rhys heroines, “rebels,” refusing 
to go quietly when Heidler has had 
enough of her, declining to abide by the 
rules of what Heidler calls “playing the 
game”—which stipulate that it’s better 
not to articulate the rules of the game. 
Seymour’s lively account of this tortured 
love affair offers our first clear glimpse 
of Rhys’s heavy drinking, and of how it 
inf lamed her behavior: “Sometimes, 
when Rhys drank too much and felt that 
the couple were playing a cruel game of 
their own with her emotions, she lost 
control and screamed or even spat.” She 
was just warming up.

In 1990, Jean Rhys became the subject 
of a huge and ardently engaged biog-

raphy by Carole Angier. Seymour is re-
spectful of Angier’s achievement, but dis-
creetly takes a different approach. Angier 
deals with Rhys possessively and peda-
gogically, as if psychoanalyzing a brilliant 
and difficult family relation. Rhys is called 
Jean throughout, and Angier concludes 
that “Jean” probably suffered from a bor-
derline personality disorder that blocked 
her from developing “a complete, auton-
omous self.” The novels are read intelli-
gently but romantically, as episodes in 
self-analysis; “Wide Sargasso Sea” is 
judged Rhys’s masterpiece, because it al-
lowed her to achieve “complete artistic 
control over her demon of self-pity.” 

Seymour prefers to trust the tale,  
not the teller. Angier was inclined to 
examine every motivation; Seymour is 
content, at times, to leave her subject 
magnificently unexplained, excused by 
the absolution of narrative. A sentence 
such as “the seventy-five-year-old au-

thor struggled to pull herself together 
with a new regime of early nights and 
a pre-dawn start, fuelled by strong tea 
and a nourishing pack of cigarettes” sug-
gests a biographer equipped with re-
serves of ironic generosity and a tone 
well aligned with Rhys’s disinclination 
to examine herself. 

Above all, Seymour breaks with An-
gier by stressing the ways in which Rhys’s 
heroines are not mere alter egos; if Rhys 
did not quite develop an autonomous 
self, she certainly developed autonomous 
works of art. In “Quartet,” Hugh and 
Lois Heidler are far more brutal and cal-
culating than Ford and Bowen were; 
Rhys “hated the sense of being indebted,” 
but makes Julia Martin in “After Leav-
ing Mr. Mackenzie” a “habitual parasite.” 
In all her novels, Seymour remarks, Rhys 
excises from the lives of her heroines the 
writing that was central to her own, ren-
dering them less cultured and more help-
less than she was herself. This brings into 
sharper focus the harsh dynamics of their 
survival and allows the reader to see 
around their illusions. 

Such novelistic comprehension is best 
achieved, I think, in “Voyage in the Dark,” 
my favorite of her books. Of all Rhys’s 
novels, it’s the one most open to the voices 
of others. How brilliantly she captures 
the Cockney rhythms of Maudie (the 
one who so wants to marry the electri-
cal engineer), or the aspiring manicurist 
Ethel, or the high-class tart Laurie, who 
delivers this great absurdist take on the 
meaning of life: “Search me what the 
whole thing’s about. When you start 
thinking about things the answer’s a 
lemon. A lemon, that’s what the answer 
is. . . . Never mind, you’re a good little 
cow; you’ll be all right.” Rhys lends to 
Anna, her first-person narrator, many of 
her own defining wounds and travails—
Anna is an impoverished and attractive 
chorus girl, born “somewhere” in the 
West Indies. The other girls call her the 
Hottentot, and she finds England cold 
and gray, the streets greasy. She’s always 
shivering. Indeed, you can make a case 
that “Voyage in the Dark” is Rhys’s great 
post-colonial novel, rather than the stag-
ier “Wide Sargasso Sea,” with its gothicky 
dramatic monologues. Anna is a kind of 
ghost to her English life; her memory is 
always sliding back to the colors and the 
warmth of the Caribbean. Rhys’s use of 
stream of consciousness is as delicately 
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Bodies Politic
How Cristina Rivera Garza’s fiction reconceives desire.

BY MERVE EMRE

ILLUSTRATION BY RACHEL LEVIT

The “Torso of Adèle” is among the 
smallest and most sensual of Au-

guste Rodin’s partial figures. She has nei-
ther head nor legs; her body reclines with 
its elbows raised and one arm flung across 
her neck, her back arching into the air. 
The eye seeks the point that balances 
her movement. Skimming her breasts, 
her ribs, her navel, it comes to rest on 
her iliac crest, the bone that wings its 
way across the hip. “From there, from 
Ilion, from her crest, Odysseus departed 
on his return to Ithaca after the war,” 
thinks the narrator of “The Iliac Crest” 
(2002), the second novel by the Mexi-
can-born writer Cristina Rivera Garza. 
To his wandering mind, “Iliac” summons 
Ilion, Homer’s Troy—a city destroyed 

because one selfish man desired one beau-
tiful woman. In Rivera Garza’s fiction, 
quests for desirable bodies do not de-
stroy cities. They destroy the identities—
man, woman—worshipped by rulers.

No one clings to his manhood more 
ardently than the narrator of “The Iliac 
Crest,” a physician at a state-run sana-
torium. He lives alone in a forbidding 
house, on a wild spit of land somewhere 
near the ocean, on the border of two 
nations. One storm-thrashed night, a 
woman arrives at his door, trembling and 
disconcertingly lovely. “What really cap-
tured my attention was her right hip 
bone, which, because of the way she was 
leaning against the doorframe and the 
weight of the water over her skirt’s faded 

flowers, could be glimpsed just below 
the unfinished hem of her T-shirt and 
just above the elastic of her waistband,” 
he observes. His clinical gaze is clouded 
by the allure of his visitor’s body. The 
learned language of anatomy eludes him: 
“It took me a long time to remember the 
specific name for that bone, but, with-
out a doubt, the search began at that mo-
ment. I wanted her.” 

This woman, whom he takes as the 
object of his quest, tells him that her 
name is Amparo Dávila. The name is 
the first obstacle he must confront. It is 
the name of an actual Mexican writer of 
fantastical short stories in the nineteen-
seventies. Characters—sadistic house 
guests, elusive demons—and passages 
from Dávila’s fiction creep into “The Iliac 
Crest” as the Amparo Dávila of the novel 
usurps the narrator’s home, laying more 
obstacles in his path. She invites his ail-
ing ex-lover to live with them, and the 
women begin to whisper conspiratori-
ally in a private language. “Glu-glu,” they 
repeat, like rainfall. Engulfed by their di-
alect, the narrator starts to lose his grasp 
on his masculinity, the source of his power. 
“I know your secret. You are a woman,” 
Amparo Dávila tells him. Unsure of his 
identity, unable to differentiate between 
reality and fiction (or insanity), he—and 
we—start to lose the thread of the plot. 

Desperate, the narrator embarks on a 
journey, crossing the border to track down 
the real Amparo Dávila. He finds an old 
woman who bears her name and claims 
to have disappeared into her writing. Ad-
dressing him with feminine parts of 
speech, she tells him he has been not only 
a woman but also a tree. “My half-bur-
ied, half-liberated body,” he thinks, see-
ing flashes from his vegetal past. “My 
own ruins.” The journey ends with no 
consummation of his desire, no reclaim-
ing of his home. Instead, he must sur-
render to his undone, unsexed, antiheroic 
nature; he must plunge into “an infernal 
abyss” of desire that shatters his precon-
ceptions about the body, identity, and lan-
guage. “I felt as if I were inside a paren-
thesis in a sentence written in an unknown 
language,” the narrator thinks.

The mystery and obscurity that en-
velop Rivera Garza’s fiction caress both 
gender and genre, words with a shared 
etymology. In “The Iliac Crest,” gothic 
shades into noir, noir into fable, with 
fable climaxing in the metafiction cher-The blurring of gender—and other—binaries is central to Rivera Garza’s work.
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ished by Nabokov, Calvino, and Borges. 
Trapped in the undertow of this proces-
sion, it is easy to forget what prompted 
the narrator’s quest in the first place: the 
name of the hip bone. It appears only on 
the novel’s final page, when such cruel, 
inexplicable things have passed between 
him and his various Amparo Dávilas that 
the word “iliac” clarifies nothing. It hangs 
before us, flush with the deferred prom-
ise of some ruinous or transcendent rev-
elation. “I smiled upon remembering, too, 
that the pelvis is the most definitive area 
to determine the sex of an individual,” 
the narrator thinks, with irony. Nothing 
is definitive anymore, least of all the re-
lationship between anatomy and gender.

This unsettling of boundaries con-
jures up various terms to describe Rivera 
Garza’s body of work as a writer and as 
a professor of Hispanic Studies at the 
University of Houston: feminist, queer, 
trans, posthuman, and—the term stressed 
by the MacArthur Foundation, which 
awarded her its “genius” grant in 2020—
transnational. At times, the will to place 
her fiction seems to betray the very eva-
sions on which it depends. But these 
terms help to excavate the political imag-
ination of her sensuous border crossings, 
and the national history behind her aes-
thetic of disappearance. “Only a disap-
peared person could have materialized 
on the coast as she had,” the narrator 
thinks of Amparo Dávila, wondering if 
she has been a victim of the government, 
organized crime, or a medical institution 
like the one where he works. “Disappear-
ance is contagious,” he thinks. “With sci-
entific and technological advances, we 
now know that to become a disappeared 
person, previous contact with another 
such person is necessary.”

The disappearance of women here 
holds a cracked mirror up to the disap-
pearance of women in the world beyond 
the novel. In Mexico, women do not fade 
into texts with mysterious grace. They 
are snatched from the streets and thrown 
into unmarked cars. Their bodies—raped, 
tortured, decapitated—are found days or 
months later, or never found at all. The 
rate of femicide has doubled in the past 
five years; ten women and girls are killed 
every day on average, and Mexico is the 
second most dangerous country for trans-
gender people. The increase has been 
spurred by the rise in cartel violence since 
President Felipe Calderón launched his 

war on drugs, in 2006. “But we know 
other, more truthful names: the war 
against the Mexican people, the war 
against women,” Rivera Garza writes in 
her essay collection “Grieving: Dispatches 
from a Wounded Country.” The word 
“femicide” never surfaces in Sarah Book-
er’s exquisite translation of “The Iliac 
Crest.” But it is the missing word that 
hurls the reader down to earth.

The primary tension in Rivera Gar-
za’s fiction—between the unruly in-

tensities of sexual desire and the politi-
cal disciplining of the body—is at its 
most concentrated in the latest transla-
tion of her work, “New and Selected Sto-
ries” (Dorothy). The book assembles 
pieces from three collections first pub-
lished in Spanish—“La Guerra No Im-
porta” (1991), “Ningún Reloj Cuenta Esto” 
(2002), and “La Frontera Más Distante” 
(2008)—variously translated by Booker, 
Francisca González Arias, Lisa Dillman, 
and Alex Ross. And it adds a new col-
lection of flash fiction, “Diminitus,” parts 
of which Rivera Garza translated her-
self, while founding the first Spanish-
language creative-writing doctoral pro-
gram in the United States.

In Rivera Garza’s refusal to elevate 
one language above the other, we glimpse 
her family’s bilingual history. In her essay 
“Writing in Migration,” she traces it to 
the turn of the past century, when the re-
gime of Porfirio Díaz pursued a program 
of economic growth at the expense of the 
country’s peasantry and its Indigenous 
peoples. All four of her grandparents were 
exiled from their lands. Her father’s par-
ents fled to ranches and mines on the 
Texas-Coahuila border; her mother’s par-
ents, to the burgeoning cities of southern 
Texas, where they picked cotton, worked 
construction, and learned English, until 
one day, some thirty years after their ar-
rival, they were deported to Mexico, ca-
sualties of Herbert Hoover’s Depression-
era crackdown on immigration. Exiles 
again, they found themselves in the port 
city of Matamoros, whose northern lim-
its follow the Rio Grande. On the other 
side of the river lies Brownsville, Texas. 

Rivera Garza was born in Matamoros 
in 1964. She knew nothing of her fami-
ly’s American past—only the fears and 
anxieties of her home town, the base of 
the Gulf Cartel, one of the oldest crim-
inal syndicates in the country. Her child-

hood coincided with its expansion into 
the U.S. and across Latin America. Her 
adolescence saw the successful intro-
duction of cocaine trafficking to the car-
tel’s operations, aided by the political ties 
of the narcos, “the fierce businessmen” 
of globalization. By the time she enrolled 
at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma 
de México, the state, like many others in 
the eighties, had ratcheted up its economic 
liberalization, seizing lands, privatizing 
social services, and watching as violence, 
especially violence against women, ex-
ploded. “For a unam graduate with a 
degree in sociology, the prospects for life 
in a country clearly turning toward neo-
liberalism were few,” she recalled.

In 1990, she arrived at the University 
of Houston to start a doctorate. Her dis-
sertation examined the criminalization 
of prostitutes and insane people during 
the Díaz era and the “mad narratives” 
produced by doctors and inmates at La 
Castañeda General Insane Asylum. In-
mates were often poor mestizo women, 
whose allegedly aberrant sexual desires 
informed much of the state’s discourse 
on mental illness. In the asylum’s archives, 
Rivera Garza found traces of their voices, 
raised in opposition and sometimes in 
supplication, when they confessed their 
sexual suffering and pleasure. “Asylum 
inmates pressed doctors, often success-
fully, to listen to their stories closely,” she 
wrote. “Suspicion and seduction must 
have played equal roles as their multiple 
encounters unfolded.” Reading the case 
files of inmates, she discovered acts of 
expressive freedom smuggled in through 
the diagnostic protocols of psychiatry 
and its production of knowledge de-
signed to control women. 

Mad narratives are central to Rivera 
Garza’s earliest fiction. Her first collec-
tion of stories introduces a recurrent nar-
rator named Xian, “a slacker and occa-
sional thief and queer liar,” who slinks 
through the world with an attractive in-
souciance. In the opening story, “Un-
knowing,” we find her in a bar, asking a 
gorgeous woman for a light and listen-
ing to her tell “the same old love story,” 
about an affair that has ended in agony 
and ruin. “I’ve always been skeptical of 
those sickly emotions that plague women,” 
Xian thinks. But the woman prides her-
self on her sickliness. “Love is this, Xian, 
contriving lies and deeply believing in 
them,” she insists, and Xian, overcome by 
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beauty, fear, and the fog of drink, cannot 
determine whether the woman is truth-
ful or deluded. When they end up in bed, 
Xian’s desire to know—to diagnose and 
to dismiss the woman as insane—is short-
circuited by the desire to touch. 

Knowing and touching: these are the 
axes on which Rivera Garza’s fiction turns, 
with a certain predictable steadiness. Yet 
her single-mindedness is offset by the 
lure of her fractured forms, her gnomic 
sentences, and her fairy-tale settings. In 
her second collection, men seeking 
women from their pasts trip from one 
metaphysical plane to another—from 
dream world to waking life, from the 
harsh present to the glow of memory. 
The stories in her third collection are 
crafted as elliptical variations on detec-
tive fiction, edging her readers toward, 
as she puts it, “a suspension of belief, a 
sudden break with the rules of the real.” 
Detectives, journalists, and anthropolo-
gists journey in bewilderment from a city 
to its outskirts. Arriving in the desert, or 
the mountains, or the taiga, they discover 
that men are women, women are trees, 
and trees are part beast, part shadow, 
creeping across the forest floor, indiffer-
ent to human intrusions.

What do her characters come to know? 
At first, nothing other than their frustrated 
desire to know. Then the pleasure of aban-
doning their quest and submitting to the 
ecstasy of not knowing, of pure physical 
sensation. In “Autoethnography with the 
Other,” the narrator, an anthropologist, 
observes a man lying on her lawn. “I called 
him the Stranger because even though 
he did recognizable things, his actions 
seemed alien,” she explains. The story she 
tells of their relationship is cut into num-
bered slices of text, part field report, part 
Wittgenstein’s “Tractatus.” Some sections 
chronicle the history of anthropology, a 
discipline that has grown wary of its com-
plicity with Western exploitation. Oth-
ers trace the anthropologist’s growing in-
timacy with the Stranger—an intimacy 
that breaks the rules her training has in-
stilled about how knowledge of others 
should be produced. “I had forgotten 
what pleasure was,” she thinks. “What 
happens when the fingers of an other’s 
hands—I don’t know what these fingers 
are feeling—rest, with their own tem-
perature, their own exile, their own nerve 
endings, on your skin. Inside.”

The irrepressible energy of sexual de-

sire grafts flesh onto the bones of Rivera 
Garza’s characters.  Indeed, they are not 
so much people as exposed nerve end-
ings, preternaturally responsive to the 
presence of others. In most other ways, 
they remain willfully undifferentiated. 
Search the “Selected Stories” for a char-
acter with a proper name and you will 
find only a handful. When they are not 
simply anonymous, they are given names 
like the Stranger, the Elderly Man, the 
Woman Who Disappeared Behind a 
Whirlwind. The substitution of a de-
scriptive epithet for a proper name is Ri-
vera Garza’s signature technique for cre-
ating character. It is a baptismal act that 
reveals the lie behind all description. 
There is nothing natural or essential 
about the words—“man,” “woman”—
that categorize people. 

The conceptual cunning of Rivera 
Garza’s stories cannot account for 

the passion that warms them. This pas-
sion is distinct from the melodrama of 
the Mexican boom femenino of the eight-
ies and nineties, the golden age of such 
best-selling historical novels as Laura 
Esquivel’s “Like Water for Chocolate” 
and Ángeles Mastretta’s “Tear This Heart 
Out.” According to the critic Ignacio 
Sánchez Prado, Rivera Garza writes in 
reaction to sentimental fiction that as-
sumes literature can redeem the past by 
narrating it from a woman’s point of view. 
In her essay “Under the Narco Sky,” Ri-
vera Garza recalls how she and her friends, 
in their twenties, amid disappearances 
and kidnappings, drafted a “long, furious 
manifesto” against the love they read about 
in these novels. Yet the sight of two lov-
ers, holding hands and murmuring, makes 
her think twice: 

What is strange, I thought at that moment, 
is not that rage and death, corruption and cru-
elty, multiply and grow under the narco sky, but 
that these two lovers exist, here, recently show-
ered, lavishing on each other with the always un-
precedented, always unrepeatable, always trans-
parent gestures of something that, if I were a 
little braver, I would not hesitate to call, fair and 
square, love.

Here, as in her fiction, the nimbus of 
love, a word she dares not speak, creates 
a little pocket of freedom around her 
characters. Their touch shelters them 
from the idea that the knowledge of an-
thropologists, doctors, or governments 
can control why we want whom we want. 

It spurs the mind beyond what seems 
most real, because it is most painful—
death, cruelty—to find pleasure in imag-
ining the relations between bodies. “I 
imagined her eating blackberries—her 
lips full and her fingertips stained crim-
son,” the narrator of “The Iliac Crest” 
thinks of Amparo Dávila. “I imagined 
her words, her silences, her way of purs-
ing her lips, her smiles, her laughter.”

How to write about sexual experience 
in a way that is at once desiring and lov-
ing—unprecedented, unrepeatable, and 
always transparent? A clue may be found 
in the blackberries the narrator imagines 
the woman eating, which are, I like to 
think, a wink at the late critic and nov-
elist John Berger, whom Rivera Garza 
admires. In his novel “G,” Berger writes 
with breathtaking lucidity of the gap be-
tween experiencing sex, with its “quality 
of firstness,” and writing about it:

Take the example of a seasonal fruit: black-
berries. The advantage of this example is that 
one’s first experience each year of eating black-
berries has in it an element of artificial firstness 
which may prompt one’s memory of the origi-
nal, first occasion. The first time, a handful of 
blackberries represented all blackberries. Later, 
a handful of blackberries is a handful of ripe/
unripe/over-ripe/sweet/acid, etc., etc., blackber-
ries. Discrimination develops with experience.

For Berger, as for Rivera Garza, sim-
ply naming body parts is the wrong move. 
Trafficking in the language of the phy-
sician or the pornographer makes it im-
possible to simulate either the firstness 
of experience or the discrimination that 
makes the second, third, and subsequent 
experiences seem palpable and unique. 
“Words like cunt, quim, motte, trou, bil-
derbuch, vagina, prick, cock, rod, pego, 
spatz, penis, bique—and so on, for all 
the other parts and places of sexual plea-
sure—remain intractably foreign in all 
languages, when applied directly to sex-
ual action,” Berger writes. To approach 
the quality of firstness, the writer must 
be precise, but grammatically indirect, 
veiling nouns in adjectives and adverbs 
of taste—ripe, sweet, acid—touch, sight, 
smell, and sound that bear no essential 
relation to the parts of the body they 
graze. This is not for modesty’s sake but 
to heighten the singular intensity of what 
Rivera Garza calls “the desire of bodies, 
and the desire to narrate bodies.” 

Take the story “Simple Pleasure. Pure 
Pleasure.” It opens with a woman, called 
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the Detective, who discovers a man’s 
headless body on the side of the high-
way and, by a pool of blood near it, a 
jade ring. Later, she encounters a woman 
wearing an identical ring. The Woman 
with the Jade Ring asks the Detective 
to investigate, intimating that the dead 
man was an old lover who betrayed the 
cartels. As the Detective retraces the 
man’s steps, Rivera Garza deploys famil-
iar scenes from film noir—an interroga-
tion brimming with erotic tension, an 
order from a superior to stop the inves-
tigation—but punctuates the slick nar-
rative with a surreal refrain. It first oc-
curs when the Detective returns to the 
city from the crime scene: “There is a 
city within a head.” Then again as the 
investigation unfolds with cinematic styl-
ishness: “There is a movie within a head.” 
And again after the Detective boards a 
plane in pursuit of the narcos: “There is 
an airplane flying within a head.” 

Like the head severed from the body, 
these sentences are detached from the 
body of the story, prompting the ques-
tion: Whose head are we in—the Detec-
tive’s or the dead man’s? There is, in the 
head, also a dream or hallucination of sex 
with the Woman with the Jade Ring: 

There were the interwoven bodies again. 
The slowness with which the tip of the index 
finger glides over the skin of the belly, the em-
bowed branches covering the pubis, the lips’ 
edge. The subsequent spasm. There was the 
hand that decisively grabs the long, feminine 
hair. A bridle. The moans of pain. The moans 
of pleasure. Pure pleasure. Simple pleasure.

“There is pleasure—pure pleasure, 
simple pleasure—within a head,” the 
final mutation of the refrain reads, and 
the hallucination unfolds with slow con-
centration, revealing sounds and move-
ments in little gasps of metaphor: “em-
bowed branches,” “bridle.” Yet the “head” 
refrain makes it impossible to forget that 
the head within which the dream is re-
lived is missing; that it has been severed; 
and that the spasms and moans projected 
within it cannot be free of the corpse. 
Pleasure, like love, is never pure or sim-
ple when it gains its force from the threat 
of annihilation.

In her most recent essay collection, 
“Autobiografía del Algodón,” not yet 

translated into English, Rivera Garza in-
vokes Berger explicitly to propose a 
rationale for writing fiction. “If, as John 

Berger reminded us, what distinguishes 
us here on earth is not our laughter, nor 
our ability to shape our own reality, nor 
our intellect, but rather our capacity to 
live with the dead,” she writes, “perhaps 
what brings us here, to these lonely places, 
to these strange shores, is a basic need 
to recognize ourselves as part of a species.” 
Acknowledging the universally disorder-
ing pleasure of sex is a rejoinder to the 
painfully specific withdrawal of public 
care. When Rivera Garza’s characters 
moan, they cry out on behalf of their 
flesh, against a state that refuses to protect 
this flesh because it belongs to a woman. 

Rivera Garza calls the contemporary 
Mexican state “the Visceraless State.” It 
is not difficult to imagine it as the real 
home of the Detective and the Woman 
with the Jade Ring. “The neoliberal state 
has established visceraless relationships 
with its citizens,” she writes. “Relationships 
without hearts or bones or innards. Dis-
emboweled relationships.” It is the state 
that is responsible for the mutilated bodies 
that lie by the roadside, even if its smil-
ing politicians and bland technocrats do 
not wield the blades themselves. And the 
responsibility of the writer? Confronted 
with these bodies, she must express, “in 
the most basic and also the most dis-
jointed language possible, This hurts me.”

“This hurts me” is not a claim that de-
mands verification or action from others. 
It asks only to be heard. Which is not to 
say that writing makes nothing happen. 
In 2021, Rivera Garza published a book 
about the murder, in 1990, of her younger 
sister Liliana by an ex-boyfriend, whom 
the police never managed to capture. It 

opens with Rivera Garza’s return to Mex-
ico City to retrieve her sister’s case file 
from the state. It is summertime. There 
is something obscene about the beauty 
of the city—its boutiques, gazebos, pop-
lars—and something frightening in Ri-
vera Garza’s ability to narrate this beauty 
in light of her terrible quest. “It is capa-
ble of welcoming anyone, this city,” she 
thinks, words one can imagine slipping 
from the lips of the Detective. As she 
draws closer to the file, she imagines her 
sister cumbia dancing, standing under 
trees, raising her arms, and smiling. When 
she finally finds the file and opens it, 
voices rise from its pages—the voices of 
Liliana, her parents, her friends, and the 
friends of her murderer. They are testi-
monies not to Liliana’s death but to her 
life. “She was in charge of creating an ar-
chive of herself,” Rivera Garza explained 
in an interview. “I listen lovingly and cre-
ate a context where her voice is heard.” 

One of the photographs that Rivera 
Garza found in the file was of the killer, 
his unremarkably handsome face etched 
in black-and-white. She included it in the 
book. Several months ago, the Times re-
ported that, after the book had been pub-
lished in Mexico, Rivera Garza received 
a tip concerning the possible whereabouts 
of the killer. He had been living in Cal-
ifornia for thirty years, under an assumed 
name. Then she was sent a link with in-
formation about the man’s funeral. He 
had died in 2020. If there is no poetic jus-
tice, there is a terrible poetic aptness. Ap-
parently, the person she had sought—the 
resolution she had imagined—had baited 
and eluded her, in life as in fiction. 

• •
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A Rower on the Open Sea
The rediscovery of Halldór Laxness.

BY SALVATORE SCIBONA

ILLUSTRATION BY SIGGI ODDS

During the final months of the Sec­
ond World War, the publisher Al­

fred A. Knopf commissioned a reader’s 
report, consisting of a form on blue paper 
with a few queries, regarding a trans­
lated novel it was considering by an Ice­
lander named Halldór Laxness. Sec­
tion B of the form instructed the reader, 
“If you recommend us to publish the 
book give your chief reason in a single 
sentence.” The reader replied, “Those 
who read this book will never forget it.”

The novel, “Independent People,” tells 
the story of an Icelandic farmer who re­
names himself Bjartur of Summerhouses, 
after the wretched farm that he has man­
aged to buy for himself following eigh­

teen years of servitude. No obstacle of 
God or man will separate him from his 
independence, even if he pulverizes him­
self and his family in the process. Against 
this grim backdrop, the reader observed, 
“Certain passages are of such beauty, so 
filled with an understanding of human 
dignity and pathos, so richly imaginative, 
that I want them permanently available 
for myself, my family, and my friends.” 
Yet the report projected meagre sales. 
The style, the characters, and the atmo­
sphere were surely too unfamiliar to the 
American reader. Knopf published the 
novel anyway.

In its first year, “Independent People” 
sold more than four hundred thousand 

copies in the United States. Nine years 
later, Laxness won the Nobel Prize in 
Literature for “his vivid epic power which 
has renewed the great narrative art of 
Iceland.” Yet, even after the Nobel, the 
novel no one would forget was not re­
issued in the U.S. Of Laxness’s sixty other 
books, many of them fiercely admired 
around the world, nearly all remained 
unavailable in the United States for the 
rest of the twentieth century. 

How to explain this long eclipse? 
Some scholars argue that Laxness was, 
however informally, blacklisted. An out­
spoken socialist and a defender of Ice­
land’s independence (achieved in 1944, 
when, after centuries under the Danish 
monarchy, it declared itself a republic), 
Laxness condemned the country’s join­
ing NATO, in 1949. A documentary film 
that examined his U.S. reputation, “Anti­ 
American Wins Nobel Prize,” was pro­
duced in 2011, taking its title from a 
contemporaneous American newspaper 
headline. The scholar Chay Lemoine 
has demonstrated that J. Edgar Hoover 
authorized an investigation into Lax­
ness’s royalties from Knopf, on the sus­
picion that he was using them to un­
derwrite Icelandic Communists.

Others suggest more prosaic expla­
nations. The overwhelming majority of 
the sales of “Independent People” re­
sulted from its selection by the Book­
of­the­Month Club, not a prairie fire of 
spontaneous enthusiasm in bookstores. 

All this turned around in 1995, when 
the writer Brad Leithauser published 
an essay on “Independent People” in 
The New York Review of Books that began 
a renaissance of Laxness’s work in En­
glish that is still ongoing. “There are 
good books and there are great books,” 
Leithauser began, “and there may be a 
book that is something still more: it is 
the book of your life.” 

Two years later, Vintage International 
published a new edition of “Indepen­
dent People” that’s now in its thirty­sixth 
printing. A new hardcover edition came 
out in 2020. In the years since 1998, when 
Laxness died, in an Icelandic nursing 
home, at the age of ninety­five, Vintage 
has published his novels “World Light,” 
“Paradise Reclaimed,” “Iceland’s Bell,” 
“Under the Glacier,” and “The Fish Can 
Sing” in matching volumes, each with 
its own bright color, like the painted 
iron roofs of Icelandic coastal villages. It is impossible to separate Laxness’s work from the legacy of the Icelandic sagas. 
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More recently, Archipelago has pub­
lished Philip Roughton’s translations of 
the novels “The Great Weaver from 
Kashmir” and “Wayward Heroes.” When 
Leithauser wrote his essay, nearly all of 
Laxness’s work was either unpublished 
in America or had been out of print for 
decades. But as of last month, when Ar­
chipelago published Roughton’s new 
translation of “Salka Valka”—a gripping 
wonder, and Laxness’s most sustained 
piece of narrative drama—all the major 
novels became available to English read­
ers for the first time. 

H is father was raised on the parish: 
if you were the child of destitute 

parents, the local authorities placed you 
with a better­off family, who put you to 
work on their farm. Like a lot of things 
in nineteenth­century Iceland, where 
glass was just beginning to displace the 
afterbirth of cows as the material for 
windowpanes, such arrangements had 
remained mostly unchanged since the 
Middle Ages.

By his twenties, the pauper boy had 
become a “vacant man,” a day laborer 
free to work for a wage. His industri­
ousness on a road­building crew got 
him promoted to foreman. He met a 
young woman employed as a farmhand 
whose father had died when she was 
ten. Of her mother’s six children, only 
this girl had survived to adulthood. 

The vacant man and the woman mar­
ried and settled in Reykjavík. In 1902, 
she gave birth to a boy on whom a cat 
leaped in his crib to scratch at his face. 
For its offense, the cat was hanged. 
When the boy, called Dóri, was three, 
the family moved on horseback about 
ten miles east, to a farm called Laxnes. 
The boy contracted polio but recovered, 
though it left him with a permanent 
stammer. When his father came in from 
work, he sat in the twilight by the win­
dow and played the violin. 

The boy had a different passion: he 
wrote incessantly. For ten hours a day. 
He showed no interest in farm labor 
and, for reasons no one can explain, his 
parents let him stay inside at his desk.

One day at Laxnes, a man knocked 
on the door, looking for directions to a 
nearby waterfall. No one answered. He 
continued knocking until a twelve­year­
old boy came to the door. “Unfortunately, 
no one is at home,” the boy said, to the 

man’s surprise. After all, the boy himself 
was home. Everyone was out making hay. 
The man asked why the boy himself was 
not working with the others. “Me?” the 
boy asked, perplexed. “I’m writing!”

The boy’s name was Halldór Guð­
jónsson. At thirteen, he finished writ­
ing a six­hundred­page novel. He put it 
aside. At seventeen, he finished another 
novel and found someone to print it. 
The day before reviewing the proofs, he 
returned home from Reykjavík, where 
he was studying, for a Communion ser­
vice at the local church and met up there 
with his father. When they parted, his 
father extended his hand. “Bless you now, 
dear Dóri,” he said. Within two weeks, 
his father had died of pneumonia. 

A month later, the boy boarded a 
steamship heading to Copenhagen. 
When he arrived, he had business cards 
printed. He taped one to his door. It 
read “HALLDÓR FROM LAXNES, POET.”

Only one major biography of the 
writer who would call himself  

Halldór Laxness exists in English: “The 
Islander,” by Halldór Guðmundsson, 
which was published in 2008 in the 
United Kingdom but never in the U.S. 
Abridged from the Icelandic original 
though it is, the biography still provides 
a lively soup­to­nuts account, includ­
ing the dizzying sequence of travels Lax­
ness began after he left home.

In Denmark, he covered his expenses 
with stories he wrote for newspapers and 
with remittances from his mother, who 
earned the money by knitting. He went 
to Sweden to read Strindberg, passed 
himself off as a baron in Germany and 
Austria, and sailed to New York, where 
he was refused entry for lack of papers. 
He fathered an illegitimate child in Den­
mark, although he didn’t know it until 
he had already gone to Luxembourg, 
where he converted to Catholicism, en­
tered a Benedictine monastery, and 
stopped just short of taking Holy Or­
ders. He lived briefly in France, England, 
Norway, Rome, Sicily, Canada. By the 
time he was twenty­five, he had already 
published four books. He knew Danish, 
English, and German, and was teaching 
himself Russian, French, and Latin. His 
private writing from that time reveals 
two modes: narcissistic grandeur and an­
nihilating self­doubt. In a letter, he de­
clared, “I shall become a great writer in 

the eyes of the world or die!” In his diary, 
he wrote, “With the exception of being 
prideful and having empty dreams of 
being a superman, I am nothing.” 

Determined to break into the mov­
ies, he went to Hollywood, where he 
wrote a screenplay called “Salka Valka,” 
or “A Woman in Pants,” with Greta 
Garbo in mind for the title role. The 
movie had good prospects of being  
produced by M­G­M, until Laxness fell 
out with the studio over its idea to set 
the film not in Iceland but in Kentucky.

The crash of the American econ­
omy in 1929 convinced Laxness of the 
truth of socialism. He gave up on Hol­
lywood and returned to Iceland. Some­
thing seemed to have matured in him. 
Having travelled and studied the lan­
guages of the great powers, he began 
writing with expansiveness and confi­
dence, in the language of his tiny na­
tion, the epic, multivolume, tragicomic 
novels of struggling Icelanders that 
would make his name. 

Chief among the works of this pe­
riod was “Independent People,” set amid 
shocking poverty that engenders in the 
characters a steeliness verging on cru­
elty. When by some miracle the lonely 
old cow at Summerhouses gives birth 
to a calf, Bjartur’s family falls in love 
with it and seems to know hope for  
the first time, until the morning Bjar­
tur matter­of­factly slaughters it and 
wakes up the children with an order to 
clean its tripe off the paving as he heads 
to town to sell its carcass. 

Laxness’s severe depictions of rural 
life did not flatter Iceland’s moderniz­
ing self­image. When the novel first 
came out, one of the most prominent 
politicians in the country accused Lax­
ness of “raising old and lost banners of 
oppression” and “working against his 
own people.” For his unorthodox spell­
ing and use of neologisms, others ac­
cused Laxness of being a “language 
abuser.” This was no trifling matter in 
a country whose case for independence 
from Denmark rested in part on its 
mostly unaltered use of the ancient lan­
guage of the Vikings.

By 1954, he had married twice, fa­
thered four children, built his family a 
house on his father’s old land at Laxnes, 
and become famous abroad. The next 
year, when he won the Nobel, he was 
still just fifty­three. A remarkably various 
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body of work was still to come. Both his 
ideological commitments and the genres 
in which he worked continued to evolve. 
By the nineteen-sixties, he had renounced 
Stalinism and identified more closely 
with Taoism. He turned to playwriting, 
then to memoirs. To any writer prone 
to blocks, he makes a daunting exam-
ple. Throughout his life, he wrote with 
the tirelessness of a swimming shark.

I f many readers come to Laxness for 
the scenery of an exotic land, they 

often stay for the characters, more spe-
cifically for the quality of his attention 
to them—close enough to sympathize 
with their inmost longings yet somehow 
far away enough to chuckle. Everybody 
does foolish things, and everybody has 
a soul. One of his most often quoted 
lines comes after a despairing girl in “In-
dependent People” gives way to sobs, 
and her little brother, in comforting her, 
sees for the first time into the labyrinth 
of another soul: “The source of the great-
est song is sympathy.” 

But when a reader who knows Lax-
ness only from “Independent People” 
encounters his contemporaneous polit-
ical writing, in which mere human be-
ings seem to count for nothing com-
pared with the success of the socialist 
project, the cognitive dissonance is 
enough to crash the operating system 
of the brain.

Countless Western intellectuals 
shared his ardor for the Soviet Union, 
but few of them had witnessed the 
purges firsthand, as he did. Laxness at-
tended the infamous Moscow show tri-
als of 1938, where all but three of the 
twenty-one defendants, including Ni-
kolai Bukharin, were found guilty and 
sentenced to death. 

Within a day of the verdicts, Lax-
ness was invited to dinner at the apart-
ment of his friend Vera Hertzsch, a de-
vout Communist. Around midnight, a 
knock came at her door. While Laxness 
watched, Hertzsch’s baby daughter was 
taken from her with a promise that she 
would be sent to an orphanage. Hertzsch 
herself was taken to the Gulag. The 
daughter vanished from public records 
and is presumed to have died shortly 
afterward. Hertzsch died in a Kazakh 
labor camp in 1943.

Yet, in the face of what he’d seen, 
Laxness still went home to Iceland and 

finished writing “The Russian Adven-
ture,” a travelogue of Stalinist propa-
ganda that included his wonder-struck 
account of the trials. So in awe is he of 
the political struggle the trials represent 
that, he wrote, “issues such as the legal 
or moral ‘guilt’ of the conspirators or 
the punishment that awaited each of 
them personally becomes a minor issue, 
of no interest for further debate.” Is this 
a man ironically sneering at a murder-
ous spectacle or applauding one? Or did 
he stand by the sentiments he had writ-
ten in a letter some years before: “What 
are the masses but clay in the hands of 
superior minds? They are nothing but 
raw material, at the most the tools to 
initiate events of world importance.”

His politics impeded his career and 
led to errors in his reputation that per-
sist today. Ernest Hemingway won the 
Nobel Prize the year before Laxness did. 
The Times wrote of the two favorites, 
“The fact that Mr. Laxness had received 
the Stalin Prize for Literature might 
have swung the vote for Mr. Heming-
way.” The claim that Laxness had won 
the Stalin Prize gained currency. The 
Times repeated it in his obituary, in 1998. 
Susan Sontag included it in her intro-
duction to the Vintage edition of his 
late novel “Under the Glacier.”

Laxness won no such prize. He didn’t 
win the Stalin Peace Prize, either, as 
others have erroneously claimed. No 
available Russian source, including 
Pravda, which seemed to report his every 

move at that time, links him with any 
of these laurels. Guðmundsson insists 
that the awards are a fiction and points 
to a medal that Laxness accepted in Vi-
enna from a Communist-affiliated peace 
council as a possible source of the rumor. 

Nowhere in Laxness’s novels is the 
conflict between the shining ideal 

of socialism and the dignity of indi-
vidual people on plainer display than 
in “Salka Valka,” written after the movie 

of the same name fell through. Roil-
ing with “unruly vitality,” young Salka 
arrives with her mother one night in a 
coastal village. Salka has a “deep, al-
most masculine voice.” Tall and strong, 
she’s determined to buy herself a pair 
of trousers soon “and stop being a girl.” 
When the schoolmaster asks her who 
the minister is who rules over them all 
in Iceland, she replies, “No one’s going 
to rule over me!”

To readers whose attachment to Of-
fred, in “The Handmaid’s Tale,” has led 
you to get “NOLITE TE BASTARDES 
CARBORUNDORUM” tattooed on your 
arms, “Salka Valka” is for you. It never 
even occurs to Salka that the bastards 
might grind her down. 

Everyone fails this girl, especially 
her mother, Sigurlína, who neglects to 
protect her from the predations of a 
vainglorious drunk, Steinþór Steins-
son, whom Sigurlína is desperate to 
marry. After Sigurlína has become preg-
nant by him, Steinþór tries to assault 
Salka and is discovered. He escapes 
the village, only to return a few years 
later. Sigurlína wants him back and 
plans a big wedding, but Steinþór is 
there only to get at Salka, now four-
teen. After Salka fights him off an-
other time, he leaves her mother for 
good. In despair, Sigurlína drowns her-
self, and Salka is alone.

The only other English version of 
“Salka Valka,” which came out in 1936, 
had to be prepared in a ricochet off the 
Danish translation. Laxness didn’t like 
it. “Fifty per cent of my style has dis-
appeared,” he complained. Neverthe-
less, “Salka Valka” was a hit in the U.K., 
where the Evening Standard wrote that 
it was “replete from cover to cover with 
the beauty of perfection”; however, no 
edition of it has been available in the 
U.S. since the Great Depression. 

Roughton has made his version 
from the Icelandic. Even in moments 
of high drama, he moves along with 
calm assurance, tossing off Laxness’s 
inventive and always spot-on descrip-
tions as though they were common-
place, as when, on a cliff, the puffins 
“squatted with the dignity of church 
officials in front of their burrows.” He 
captures Laxness’s singular dour-droll 
tone with uncanny grace. After her 
mother has died, Salka walks alone 
under the mountains and sticks a pep-
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permint in her mouth to comfort her-
self in “this gray, unfantastic, mean-
ingless Easter weather.” 

“Salka Valka” was published in Ice-
land in two volumes, in 1931 and 1932. 
When the second part came out, it bore 
the subtitle “A Political Romance.” A 
young local intellectual, Arnaldur, has 
gone away to school in the south and 
come home to incite a Communist rev-
olution in the tiny village. Salka, her 
self-sufficiency notwithstanding, goes 
weak for this man who promises to lead 
a dictatorship of the proletariat. Here 
the reader braces for agitprop.

Evidently, so did the Nazis, who, 
after Laxness signed a contract to pub-
lish “Salka Valka” in German, found it 
“sinister” and banned it. The Soviets, 
too, at first refused to publish it, on 
the ground that Arnaldur was a cow-
ard to the cause. After the war, the 
novel’s would-be publishers in Com-
munist East Germany asked Laxness 
to change the ending for the sake of 
ideological conformity. He refused, 
saying that the editors in Moscow had 
told him, “ ‘Our people have never seen 
Communists such as Arnald.’ I replied: 
‘Of course they have, but you hang 
them.’ ” (The novel eventually came 
out in German, Russian, and at least 
twenty other languages.)

A heavy ideological hand does hover 
over the second part of the book. But, 
if the problem with ideology in a novel 
is its tendency to drag the characters 
down the routes it prescribes, Laxness 
allows his heroine better than a fight-
ing chance to choose her own way. The 
revolutionary arguments that galvanize 
her village are as violent as the snow 
that inundates the ramshackle houses; 
Salka takes these ideas seriously, but, 
despite what may feel like Laxness’s 
own wish that she get with the pro-
gram, she never quite acts as any ide-
ology demands. She rises to own a share 
in a fishing boat, and her interests com-
pete with those of the workers on shore. 
The stakes now are more than her own 
gain. She has to support a bunch of 
malnourished children she’s taken in. 
The Communist standard-bearer Ar-
naldur would have let the children die, 
and says so. “It’s nothing but bourgeois 
sentimentality and hypocrisy to help 
individuals,” he pronounces. Salka ac-
cuses him of being nothing but a doc-

trine, “and a false doctrine at that. When 
did you ever harbor human feelings for 
a single soul?”

I t’s impossible to separate any Laxness 
novel from the legacy of the Icelan-

dic sagas, the great savage stories writ-
ten in prose on calfskin during the early 
twelve-hundreds, before many modern 
languages had any literature at all. We 
know the authors of almost none of the 
sagas. Among the devices that distin-
guish them is a point of view that seems 
to come from the shared knowledge of 
humanity as applied to particular farm-
ers on particular fjords. Laxness is an 
heir to the form and its tropes, which he 
can deploy for laughs or for pity. Of Salka 
and Sigurlína’s first arrival in the village, 
he writes, “The snow blew straight into 
their faces, as it always does with such 
people.” Of the moment Salka discov-
ers that her mother has spent all of Sal-
ka’s money, he writes, “Few sights are as 
peculiar as that of a little girl in a rag-
ged man’s jacket, with a string around 
her waist, crying on a set of steps in a 
little village by the sea as dusk is begin-
ning to fall.” Who’s saying this? None of 
the characters. But it isn’t Laxness him-
self, either. Reading him reminds you 
that the narrator of any novel is as much 
an invention as the characters are. But a 
funny kind of invention. Far from being 
a part of the writer’s mind, it partakes of 
a genius, when things are going right, 
that the writer himself doesn’t possess. 

Once that invented narrator starts 
to speak on the page, whatever point a 
writer may have hoped to dramatize 
can feel hopelessly sophomoric. Lax-
ness seems to have made this same dis-
covery multiple times. His opinions 
were less interesting, and paradoxically 
less true, than the fictitious products of 
his imagination. 

Laxness once wrote in a letter that 
he felt “like a man who is rowing for his 
life on a little boat out on the open sea.” 
If that image conveys the novelist’s fun-
damental loneliness as well as her strange 
belief that, seated in a quiet room while 
the hot radiator ticks and the snow falls 
outside, she is engaged in a matter of 
life and death, it also conveys the feel-
ing you get from reading Laxness: that, 
despite his mischievous show of ease, he 
is giving his book everything he has in 
the hope that it will exceed him. 
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Modern Lore
Oscar Howe at the National Museum of the American Indian.

BY PETER SCHJELDAHL

In town with some summer hours to 
spare? Visit “Dakota Modern: The 

Art of Oscar Howe,” the overdue ret-
rospective of a remarkable Yanktonai 
Dakota painter, who died in 1983, at the 
age of sixty-eight. The show graces the 
always enthralling New York branch 
of the Smithsonian’s National Mu-
seum of the American Indian, housed  
in the Alexander Hamilton U.S. Custom 
House—a prodigy of Beaux-Arts archi-
tecture by Cass Gilbert, from 1907—
hard by Battery Park. It’s admission-
free. Too few attend. (Some days, you 
may have the place and its spectacular 
collection of Native American art and 
artifacts almost to yourself, except for 
the occasional school group.) Howe is 
a frequently misunderstood American 
master. He bridged ethnic authenticity 
and internationalist derring-do, though 
condescension from establishment in-
stitutions and proprietary tribute from 
some sectarian advocates have hin-
dered his recognition as a straight-up 

canonical modernist. Really, go see.
In Howe’s “Sacro-Wi-Dance (Sun 

Dance),” from 1965, sacrificially self-
wounded male celebrants are seen from 
an improbable viewing point, below 
and looking up, as they tumble from a 
foreshortened, serpentine rendering of 
the rite’s lofty, horizontally striped cen-
tral pole. The vertiginous composition 
incorporates tropes of Surrealism and 
Abstract Expressionism, which, hav-
ing become second nature to Howe, 
hardly vitiate the intensity of this par-
ticular religious rapture. A palette of 
russet, yellow, and black has precedents 
in the Lakota and Dakota crafts of hide 
painting and beadwork. But racial iden-
tity wasn’t so much asserted as baked 
into Howe’s pragmatic appropriation, 
and advancement, of sophisticated aes-
thetics. In “Bear Dancer” (1962), illus-
trative details—a bear’s head, a wielded 
spear—lurk unobtrusively amid cubis-
tically distributed abstract forms. Yet 
more peekaboo are bits of figures in 

the plangent gallimaufry of “Dance of 
the Heyoka” (1954). Such paintings em-
body no rationale except their own.

Howe owed the flowering of his ge-
nius to silver-lined childhood bad luck. 
Born in 1915, with the tribal name Ma-
zuha Hokshina, on an impoverished res-
ervation in South Dakota, he was shipped 
off, seven years later, to one of the United 
States’ federally run boarding schools. 
At the time, these schools harshly en-
deavored to suppress Native youths’ an-
cestral ways. He spoke no English when 
he arrived. Beset by eye and skin dis-
eases and, in 1924, traumatized by news 
of the death, from an illness, of his 
mother, he contemplated suicide. The 
school let him leave to convalesce. He 
spent roughly a year back on his home 
reservation with a sage grandmother, 
Shell Face, whose exciting stories im-
bued him with a profound knowledge 
of tribal history and myth. Such mat-
ters were alien to his father, who scorned 
his artistic aspirations. (Manual labor 
was then the all but obligatory horizon 
of ambition for most reservation-raised 
boys.) Howe subsequently returned to 
the school, which, in the interim, had 
undergone humane reforms. After grad-
uating, in 1933, he enrolled in a trailblaz-
ing art program at the Santa Fe Indian 
School, in New Mexico.

Howe quickly became a leading light 
in what was dubbed the Studio Style, 
which originated at the school, elegantly 
arraying linear tribal motifs in negative 
space with sparing touches of color. One 
example in the show, “Blue Antelope” 
(circa 1934-38), delicately represents the 
eponymous animal beneath a floating, 
austerely geometric arch. By the early 
fifties, after the Studio movement had 
begun to devolve into gift-shop fare, 
Howe was onto something rangier, in-
formed by an avid appreciation of West-
ern modern art, if at first only by way 
of reproduction, while being sustained, 
in South Dakota, by teaching jobs and, 
eventually, by commissioned work on 
public murals.

Howe served in Europe as an Army 
artillery soldier during the Second World 
War, almost never speaking of the expe-
rience except sardonically. (His unflag-
ging goal, he remarked, was to avoid 
earning a Purple Heart.) Returning to 
the U.S. in 1945, he was joined two years 
later by his fiancée, a German woman C
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“Dance of the Heyoka” (1954) is one of Howe’s power-packed compositions.



THE NEW YORKER, JULY 11 & 18, 2022	 85

THE NEW YORKER IS A REGISTERED TRADEMARK OF ADVANCE MAGAZINE PUBLISHERS INC. COPYRIGHT ©2022 CONDÉ NAST. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. PRINTED IN THE U.S.A. 

VOLUME XCVIII, NO. 20, July 11 & 18, 2022. THE NEW YORKER (ISSN 0028792X) is published weekly (except for four planned combined issues, as indicated on the issue’s cover, and other 
combined or extra issues) by Condé Nast, a division of Advance Magazine Publishers Inc. PRINCIPAL OFFICE: Condé Nast, 1 World Trade Center, New York, NY 10007. Eric Gillin, chief business 
officer; Lauren Kamen Macri, vice-president of sales; Rob Novick, vice-president of finance; Fabio B. Bertoni, general counsel. Condé Nast Global: Roger Lynch, chief executive officer;  
Pamela Drucker Mann, global chief revenue officer and president, U.S. revenue; Anna Wintour, chief content officer; Jackie Marks, chief financial officer; Elizabeth Minshaw, chief of staff;  
Sanjay Bhakta, chief product and technology officer. Periodicals postage paid at New York, NY, and at additional mailing offices. Canadian Goods and Services Tax Registration No. 123242885-RT0001. 

POSTMASTER: SEND ADDRESS CHANGES TO THE NEW YORKER, P.O. Box 37617, Boone, IA 50037. FOR SUBSCRIPTIONS, ADDRESS CHANGES, ADJUSTMENTS, OR BACK ISSUE 
INQUIRIES: Write to The New Yorker, P.O. Box 37617, Boone, IA 50037, call (800) 825-2510, or e-mail help@newyorker.com. Give both new and old addresses as printed on most recent 
label. Subscribers: If the Post Office alerts us that your magazine is undeliverable, we have no further obligation unless we receive a corrected address within one year. If during your 
subscription term or up to one year after the magazine becomes undeliverable you are dissatisfied with your subscription, you may receive a full refund on all unmailed issues. First copy 
of new subscription will be mailed within four weeks after receipt of order. Address all editorial, business, and production correspondence to The New Yorker, 1 World Trade Center, New 
York, NY 10007. For advertising inquiries, e-mail adinquiries@condenast.com. For submission guidelines, visit www.newyorker.com. For cover reprints, call (800) 897-8666, or e-mail 
covers@cartoonbank.com. For permissions and reprint requests, call (212) 630-5656, or e-mail image_licensing@condenast.com. No part of this periodical may be reproduced without 
the consent of The New Yorker. The New Yorker’s name and logo, and the various titles and headings herein, are trademarks of Advance Magazine Publishers Inc. To subscribe to other 
Condé Nast magazines, visit www.condenast.com. Occasionally, we make our subscriber list available to carefully screened companies that offer products and services that we believe would 
interest our readers. If you do not want to receive these offers and/or information, advise us at P.O. Box 37617, Boone, IA 50037, or call (800) 825-2510.

THE NEW YORKER IS NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR THE RETURN OR LOSS OF, OR FOR DAMAGE OR ANY OTHER INJURY TO, UNSOLICITED MANUSCRIPTS, 
UNSOLICITED ART WORK (INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO, DRAWINGS, PHOTOGRAPHS, AND TRANSPARENCIES), OR ANY OTHER UNSOLICITED 
MATERIALS. THOSE SUBMITTING MANUSCRIPTS, ART WORK, OR OTHER MATERIALS FOR CONSIDERATION SHOULD NOT SEND ORIGINALS, UNLESS 
SPECIFICALLY REQUESTED TO DO SO BY THE NEW YORKER IN WRITING.

named Heidi Hampel, whom he had 
met and courted during the war. She was 
to be an astute and redoubtable partner 
for the rest of his life. The couple re-
united in New York and, travelling west 
by train, married during a stopover in 
Chicago, to elude a law against misce-
genation in South Dakota, where they 
settled. Howe resumed teaching and 
achieved B.A. and M.F.A. degrees at 
universities there and in Oklahoma. Their 
daughter, Inge Dawn, who was born in 
1948, still administers her father’s legacy.

“Dakota Modern,” crisply curated 
by Kathleen Ash-Milby, consists 

almost exclusively of works in tempera, 
watercolor, gouache, or casein on paper. 
The execution is phlegmatically delib-
erate. Photographs of Howe, always 
neatly dressed and placidly industrious, 
usually seated at a table, consort oddly 
with the power-packed compositions 
and aggressive hues of his pictures. The 
upshot is a channelling of sheer, vision-
ary imagination, as if the artist were tak-
ing dictation from an unseen demiurge. 
Do some of the effects seem cartoonish, 
with figuration that anticipated popu-
lar styles of graphic fiction which took 
hold in the nineteen-seventies? Perhaps. 
Still, generic characters in melodramatic 
poses strategically depersonalize subjects 
to the benefit of thematic punch and 
decorative finesse. The results exalt au-
dacity and breathe beauty. Howe seldom 
repeated himself. Each work can feel 
one-off, fulfilling a special mission to a 
fare-thee-well. If any quality is consis-
tent, it’s suddenness.

Howe’s topics are rarely historical 
or patently political, with the main, 
sensational exception of the gouache 

“Wounded Knee Massacre” (1959-60), 
which, at twenty-two inches high and 
twenty-eight inches wide, is smallish 
but feels monumental. It depicts a fir-
ing line of soldiers along the edge of a 
ditch, who are riddling defenseless La-
kota men below while, in the distance, 
bluecoats decimate other groups with 
weaponry that includes a sinister rapid-
fire Hotchkiss gun. (One rifleman, ne-
glecting to shoot, gazes askance with 
an enigmatically goofy grin. He haunts 
me.) Howe said that his intention here 
was strictly reportorial, born of an urge 
to acknowledge the atrocity that, in 1890, 
effectively ended Native military resis-
tance to white conquest.

One other picture in the show, “Flee-
ing a Massacre” (1969), may also allude 
to that event, if not to some other in the 
United States’ annals of exterminatory 
violence. A panicked young woman is 
seen on a galloping but bloodied and 
overstrained horse, the image framed in 
lyrical arabesques. Collective tragedy is 
a given, not an issue, for Howe, who 
strove neither to outrage nor to com-
fort anyone.

His was a lonely course, incurring 
resistance even from compatriots who 
routinely hailed him. As late as 1958, he 
was denied consideration for a prize in 
an annual show of Native artists be-
cause the new painting that he submit-
ted, “Umini Wacipi (War and Peace 
Dance),” was declared “not Indian,” de-
spite its indubitable subject matter. (It 
is reproduced in the fine catalogue of 
“Dakota Modern,” but its present where-
abouts are uncertain.) He responded 
with the sole publicized polemic of his 
career, a letter to an organizer of the 
show which mocked the tourist-bait 

“pretty, stylized pictures” favored by the 
officially sanctioned authorities. “Are 
we to be held back forever with one 
phase of Indian painting, that is the 
most common way?” he wrote. “We are 
to be herded like a bunch of sheep, with 
no right for individualism, dictated as 
the Indian has always been, put on res-
ervations and treated like a child . . .”

Another setback to Howe’s auton-
omy, though it increased his fame, oc-
curred in 1960. He travelled to Cali-
fornia with “Wounded Knee Massacre,” 
at the urging of the actor Vincent Price, 
who had collected work by him, for a 
show of Native art in Hollywood. The 
exhibition took place, but the personal 
invitation proved to be a ruse, to trick 
the artist into appearing on the televi-
sion show “This Is Your Life,” which 
made a shtick of surprising featured 
guests with sentimental exposures of 
their life stories. Having thus been os-
tracized on the one hand and then ex-
oticized on the other, Howe stood alone.

Howe took as little interest in polit-
ical contestation as he did in commer-
cial pastiche. But he had to be conscious 
of the drama that he enacted through 
his forthright embrace of his Dakota 
heritage without either parochial con-
striction or outward rancor, however jus-
tifiable that rancor might have been. He 
proposed, and exemplified, a tough but 
open-ended imperative for Native Amer-
ican artists of all stylistic stripes—look-
ing back with fealty and sideways with 
candor while forging ahead—in a state-
ment that he published in 1959: “This is 
our art . . . and here is where we are mak-
ing our last stand. . . . The least we can 
do is to fight this last battle, that Indian 
Culture may live forever.” 
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“We thought we’d try a flying object they could identify.”
Robert A. O’Connell, Lopez Island, Wash.

“You miss so much at light speed.”
Ron Weil, Miami, Fla.

“We can comfortably abduct a family of four.”
James H. Hay, Issaquah, Wash.

“Don’t you hate it when sand gets in your suit?”
Robert Welch, Atlanta, Ga.
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Solution to the previous puzzle:

ACROSS

1 Brilliant conductor?

5 Grp. whose alphabet goes from Alfa  
to Zulu

9 Biblical queendom

14 Airport-departure option

15 Like the first letter of this clue’s answer

16 Spindletop’s state

17 “Life of Pi,” by Yann Martel?

19 Blue Cross competitor

20 Potbelly, e.g.

21 Snug as a bug in a rug

23 Skedaddled

24 Like some cakes and coffees

27 Milanese monument to music

29 The books in the “Broken Earth” series, 
by N. K. Jemisin?

33 Rev (up)

34 Inverse of giga-

35 Birthplace of Siddhartha Gautama, in 
Buddhist tradition

38 Way over the ocean?

40 Exorcist’s concern

43 Raptor or T. rex

44 Minute Maid Park squad, for short

46 Monopoly token replaced by the cat

48 Bit of energy, briefly

49 “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy 
Evening,” by Robert Frost?

53 What angel-food cake is baked in

55 Ness, for one

56 N.Y.S.E. rollout

57 ___ rehearsal (opportunity to focus on a 
show’s lights, sound, and props)

59 Start to gasp?

63 Nerve

65 “Lady Pokingham; or, They All Do It,” 
published anonymously in Victorian 
England’s The Pearl?

68 Lying about

69 Pointy bit of sporting equipment

70 ___ mortal

71 Standing expenses at some offices?

72 Target of some body work

73 Put down stakes?

DOWN

1 Innards

2 Afterwords?

3 Company that makes the most rubber 
tires each year, per Guinness

4 Austin Powers’s nemesis . . . and his 
brother

5 “Just kidding!”

6 “Sweet but Psycho” singer ___ Max

7 Powder-puff stuff

8 World Cup chant

9 Hunkers down during a storm, say

10 Giggle syllable

11 What two chili peppers might mean  
on a menu

12 Tired

13 Yogi’s pose

18 Intel-gathering mission

22 Shocking sound

25 “Good gravy!”

26 Enjoy a nice meal

28 Looped in, in a way

29 Hiatuses

30 Give off

31 Elevated seating sections at 27-Across

32 ___ relief

36 ___ stage (Freud’s second phase of 
development)

37 Lie about

39 Twins’ city?

41 ___ stage (Freud’s first phase of 
development)

42 Taboo, to a toddler

45 Some jazz combos

47 Highly specific, as a market

50 “The Color Purple” actress ___ Dawn 
Chong

51 Moved at a crawl

52 Hindu principle of cosmic order

53 Mousy

54 Having a little lead

58 Esperanza, in English

60 “Non, Je Ne Regrette ___” (Edith Piaf 
classic)

61 Pub projectile

62 Unbounded joy

64 Get to

66 Mark of a perfect dive

67 Go below the horizon
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