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Emily Nussbaum (“Castoffs,” p. 26), a
staff writer, won the Pulitzer Prize for
criticism in 2016. Her second book,
“Cue the Sun!: The Invention of Re-
ality TV,” comes out in June.

Thomas McGuane (Fiction, p. 48)
began contributing fiction to the mag-

azine in 1994. His most recent book is
“Cloudbursts.”

Margaret Talbot (Comment, p. 9) has
been a staff writer since 2004. Her lat-
est book, with David Talbot, is “By the
Light of Burning Dreams.”

Gideon Jacobs (The Talk of the Town,
p- 13) writes for the Times and Arz-
Jforum, among other publications.

Amanda Petrusich (Pop Music, p. 66)
is a staff writer and the author of “Do
Not Sell at Any Price.”

Vinson Cunningham (7he Theatre,
. 68),a theatre critic for the magazine,
was a finalist for the 2024 Pulitzer Prize
for criticism. His début novel, “Great
Expectations,”came out earlier this year.

— S S S

CONTRIBUTORS

Sharon Lerner (“You Make Me Sick,”
2. 38) is areporter for ProPublica cov-
ering the environment and corporate
responsibility. This article is a collab-
oration between 7he New Yorker and
ProPublica.

Anthony Lane (Abridged Too Far,”
p. 14), a staft writer, has contributed to
the magazine since 1993.

Lauren Michele Jackson (Books, p. 60),
a contributing writer at the magazine,
is an assistant professor of English at
Northwestern University.

Justin Chang (The Current Cinema,
p. 70) is a film critic at the magazine.
He won the 2024 Pulitzer Prize for
criticism.

Elise Paschen (Poem, p. 30) will pub-
lish her sixth book of poems, “Blood
Wolf Moon,” in 2025.

Thomas Mallon (Books, p. 63) began
writing for the magazine in 1997. His
eleventh novel, “Up with the Sun,”was

published last year.
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How to Live Forever

By David Owen

Read this digital-only story on the New Yorker app, the best place o find
the latest issue, plus more news, commentary, criticism, and humor.

VANESSA SABA; SOURCE PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY DAVID OWEN



THE MAIL

NOT FOR FREE

Louis Menand, in his essay about threats
to academic freedom, overlooks one key
factor (A Critic at Large, May 6th). The
books that he reviews focus on how,
during the past several decades, Congress
and the Supreme Court have shaped in-
stitutions of higher education into are-
nas of tolerance—changes that have in
turn inspired ire in our contemporary po-
litical climate. But there is a far more per-
nicious force working to erode universi-
ties’ academic freedom: the exorbitant
expense of college, which has changed
how students relate to their educations.
As an administrator who has worked
in universities in both the U.S. and the
UK., T have seen firsthand how, with spi-
ralling tuition fees, students have increas-
ingly come to view themselves as cus-
tomers. With average tuition in the U.S.
now ranging from more than ten thou-
sand dollars per year for in-state students
at public schools to nearly forty thousand
per year at private schools, and student-
loan debt averaging around thirty thou-
sand dollars per borrower, it is little won-
der that more students are insisting on a
college experience that they feel delivers
value for money, and, with that in mind,
often push schools to embody their be-
liefs. At the same time, universities have
grown more dependent on tuition and
donations, making their leaders wary of
doing anything that might antagonize
students and diminish tuition revenue.
Many schools, particularly those with-
out large endowments, must also be mind-
tul of how a controversy could affect do-
nations, or what impact a state legislature
could have on their budgets. As with so
many other issues, academic freedom’s
decline can't be fully understood without
an acknowledgment of the role of money.
Julia Williams
Mendota Heights, Minn.

HEAR, HEAR

The cornucopia of observations in Alex
Ross’s wonderful essay about noise
brought to mind some memories of my

late friend and colleague John Cage

(“What Is Noise?,” April 22nd & 29th).
One summer, during a visit to the beach,
Cage was annoyed to find many por-
table radios demanding his attention.
This experience inspired his composi-
tion for multiple radios. After that,
whenever he was subjected to a similar
cacophony, he could always just imag-
ine that he was hearing a performance
of his own composition.

Later, during a discussion about
what was the bare minimum required
for something to constitute music, he
startled me with a work composed only
of very loud white noise and silence, al-
ternating at chance-derived intervals.
With irrepressible joy, he pointed out
that the piece created an experience
analogous to the way we see green after
exposure to a bright-red light: when
the white noise stops, the frequencies
that have been heard less loudly than
others (or not at all) suddenly become
activated in the mind’s ear, like a kind
of sonic afterimage. This deeply indi-
viduated music distilled from noise oc-
casioned Cage’s usual laughing refrain:
“Isn’t that marvellous?!”

And, finally, at a recording session
that had been paused to accommodate
the passing of a garbage truck, he ob-
served, again with a laugh, “That would
have been a very expensive effect—if
we had wanted it!”

Raphael Mostel
New York City

Ross’s meticulous piece reminded me of
my old physics professor’s succinct yet
unforgettable summary of the difference
between music and noise: “Music,” he
said, “is the sound of your children’s feet
running up and down the stairs. Noise
is the sound of your neighbor’s children’s
feet running up and down the stairs.”
Mary Virginia Orna

Mount Vernon, N.Y.

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

MAY 22 - 28, 2024

What we're watching, listening to, and doing this week.

Kelela, starting with her 2013 mixtape “Cut 4 Me,” has been the monony-
mous force at the center of an R. & B. mutation, delivering a sleek, sharp-
edged upgrade with an embrace of electronic music. She has spent the past
decade building upon a reputation as a futurist—from the high-powered
début album “Take Me Apart”to last year’s “Raven.” The latter, which ended
a five-year hiatus, was inspired by the early-pandemic renewal of the Black
Lives Matter movement, which stoked in the artist a desire to, as she put
it to Billboard, “create a more liberatory model for myself.” That vision led
to a more ambient sound, in pursuit of egalitarian dance-music practices.
A remix album, “RAVE:N,” only furthers this fantasy of an all-inclusive
club.—S8heldon Pearce (Blue Note; May 28-29.)

ABOUT TOWN

TELEVISION | A strange early chapter of reality-
television history resurfaces in the Hulu docu-
mentary “The Contestant”: in the late nineties,
an aspiring young comedian, Tomoaki Hamatsu,
thinking he was auditioning for a chance to
hitchhike across Africa, was taken to a small
Tokyo apartment, instructed to strip, and told
that he couldn’t leave until he had garnered a
million yen’s worth of magazine prizes. Fifteen
months of solitary, naked travails were filmed for
a segment of a show, making Hamatsu—whose
strikingly long face earned him the nickname
Nasubi (Japanese for “eggplant”)—an unlikely
celebrity. A quarter century on, Nasubi is still
reckoning with the consequences of his confine-
ment, but it’s the story of Nasubi’s post-T'V life
that elevates “The Contestant” from a chron-
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icle of exploitation to a tale of resilience and
reinvention.—Inkoo Kang (Reviewed on 5/2/24.)

souL | The Queens-raised singer-songwriter
Yaya Bey's voice has a naked honesty that fits her
songs of self-guidance and candor perfectly. After
three albums of quieter, acoustic musings, she
finally broke through, in 2022, with “Remember
Your North Star,” a bluesy, grounded soul record
about trusting yourself. Her new album, “Ten
Fold,” broadens the scope to include a greater
range of dance-music forms, drawing from col-
laborators such as the drummers Corey Fonville,
of the jazz group Butcher Brown, and Karriem
Riggins. Both groovy and expressive, the music
makes more space for cathartic humor amid inner
turmoil, leaning into a boogie awakening—up-

beat energy that Bey brings to a home-town show
in Brooklyn.—Sheldon Pearce (Elsewhere; May 23.)

DANCE | Most years, alongside a bazaar, the
honoring of elders, and performances from local
groups, bam’s long-running festival DanceAfrica
celebrates the mother continent by zeroing in
on a country or region. This time, it’s Camer-
oon. The guest company was supposed to be Cie
la Calebasse, a notable troupe from that nation.
But, in a late substitution, Siren - Protectors of
the Rainforest, a Brooklyn-based pan-African
group, performs instead, leaning into the na-
tive traditions of its Cameroonian-born leader,
Mafor Mambo Tse. The mighty vocal-and-per-
cussion company Women of the Calabash is
also on the bill.—Brian Seibert (Howard Gilman
Opera House; May 24-27.)

TELEVISION | “Under the Bridge,” a new Hulu
crime drama, is based on the real-life murder of
a fourteen-year-old Indian Canadian girl named
Reena Virk, by her peers, in 1997. The show’s
interest lies in the following trial, and in the
dynamic between the girls from a local group
home, called the Bic Girls for their perceived
disposability, and the uncool, middle-class, trag-
ically impressionable Reena (Vritika Gupta). A
disaffected Riley Keough plays a fictionalized
version of Rebecca Godfrey (the author of the
book from which the show is adapted), who is
old friends with a policewoman (Lily Glad-
stone) probing the “schoolgirl murder.” The
show is bloated and occasionally preachy, but
it’s built on a shrewd, bone-deep understanding
of how dopey and dangerous adolescent girls
can be.—LK. (Reviewed in our issue of 5/20/24.)

oFF BROADWAY | For all of today’s clamor around
diversity, disability is still a term that many
people fear to use. The New Group’s play “All of
Me,” vividly directed by Ashley Brooke Monroe,
has no use for such tentativeness. It tracks a
burgeoning romance between two twentysome-
things: the reflexively sardonic Lucy (Madison
Ferris), who uses a mobility scooter, and the
sweet-natured Alfonso (Danny J. Gomez), who
uses a power chair. Militating against the match
are their overprotective mothers (Kyra Sedg-
wick and Florencia Lozano, respectively) and
socioeconomic tensions. (Lucy is on disability
welfare; Alfonso has a trust fund.) Laura Win-
ters’s mercilessly funny script gets even funnier
in the hands of Ferris and Gomez, who leverage
their physicality as often-ironic counterpoints to
the robotic intonations of their augmentative-
communication devices.—Dan Stahl (Persh-
ing Square Signature Center; through June 16.)

Movies | Michael Lindsay-Hogg’s 1970 doc-
umentary “Let It Be,” presenting the Beatles
rehearsing and recording the album of that title
in January, 1969, was doomed by circumstances:
the band broke up the month before the mov-
ie’s release, and as a result it was treated like a
preprinted death notice, dour and unsavory.
The film was long unavailable, and its outtakes
were mined by Peter Jackson for “Get Back,” his
three-part, nearly eight-hour 2021 documen-
tary. But the original eighty-one-minute movie,
also restored by Jackson and now streaming on
Disney+, is the superior work; here, Lindsay-
Hogg offers tightly composed, patiently ob-
served scenes of the foursome riffing, working
out ideas, musically hanging out. When the Beat-
les move to the rooftop of their studio—for what
would be their last public concert—the screen
radiates irrepressible, cheeky joy.—Richard Brody

BURAK CINGI / GETTY
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TABLES FOR TWO

Blanca

261 Moore St., Brooklyn
The day before your dinner at Blanca,

you receive an e-mail from the restau-
rant bearing a set of friendly but pointed
instructions: Don't be late, or the meal
will begin without you. No allergies, no
substitutions, no special requests. Come
to the main entrance of Roberta’s, the
sceney east-Bushwick pizzeria. Give
your name to the host. Await further
guidance. The instructions, though
moderately intimidating, are somewhat
necessary—DBlanca, a $275-a-person
tasting counter, has no street entrance.

Brandon Hoy and the chef Carlo
Mirarchi, the owners of Roberta’s, first
opened Blanca in 2012. It was dizzyingly
expensive, edgy-cool in a way that was
more than a little terrifying, and (if you
could manage to get a seat) a total blast.
The servers poured generous servings of
weird and excellent wines. The menu
was precise, modernist, Italian-inflected,
and often willfully bizarre. That ambi-
ence remains blessedly intact in Blanca’s
second coming, but the daily business of
dinner is now overseen by the executive
chef Victoria Blamey, an artful, intellec-
tual, Chilean-born cook who has spent
most of her New York career making
approachable, crowd-pleasing food, at
the helm of stalwart institutions like
Gotham and Chumley’s.

Blanca, now as before, is not Fancy
Dining 101: flavors are strong, unex-

pected, and occasionally disorienting, as
in a bowl of tender pasta purses filled
with lavender and snails, or a length of
sweet king-crab leg draped in a vanilla-
scented sauce reminiscent of melted ice
cream. Some dishes appear initially to be
straightforwardly delicious but on second
or third bite reveal a seemingly inten-
tional disharmony. The lively, lightweight
brininess of a raw surf clam dressed in
yuzu sauerkraut, for example, is under-
mined by a starchy bit of sweet-potato
mash that waits at the bottom of the shell
in which it’s served. Each dish gets only a
brief précis of its provenance or prepara-
tion, leaving its often strange unfolding
to be experienced, rather than explained.
After a climactic savory course—on
my visits, an excellent play on roasted
pheasant, complete with souvenir feather,
though the kitchen has recently switched
to lamb—things never quite go fully
sweet. You'll get ice cream, but it might
have a dollop of parsnip purée beneath
and a wodge of briny caviar on top, a call-
back to the original Blanca, where the roe
was served with a parsnip granita. Then
comes a cheese plate that is strikingly
homey after such a high-wire act of a
meal. I kept waiting for something to
jump out, to twist the pleasure a little
bit, to make me question what the hell
was going on: A lashing of chile? A note
of bitterness? No, it was simply lovely
cheese, lovely honey, a lovely homemade
cracker. It was delicious—but Blamey had
trained me to wish, a little bit, that it was
something more. (Tusting menu $275.)
—Helen Rosner

PICK THREE

The cartoon editor Emma Allen
shares three amusing things
to watch.

1. My job necessitates the consumption of a
staggering amount of aspirationally funny
stuff—a thousand-plus cartoon submissions
each week is just the beginning. So naturally,
in my free time, I consume even more com-
edy. I recently enjoyed “The Feeling That the
Time for Doing Something Has Passed,” a film
by and starring Joanna Arnow, as an aimless
thirty-something in various B.D.S.M.-ish re-
lationships. Writing it inspired Arnow to start
drawing single-panel cartoons, and you can see
why—the script feels almost like a montage of
cartoon captions, with hilariously jarring seg-
ues. It makes sense: Arnow’s depiction of casual
sadomasochism and cartooning both thrive on
trivial humiliation, dryly recounted. I'd love
for someone to reverse-engineer a drawing
for the line, “Thank you for forgiving me for
mansplaining about L.A.”

2.1 also saw “The Fall Guy,” which, though it’s
not one of my picks, I mention because of my
preparatory viewing: Buster Keaton’s stunt-
filled “The General.” Ryan Gosling may be the
Paul Newman of our era (or so I argued, after
two spicy margaritas), but Buster Keaton is the
Buster Keaton of all time—no one is funnier
when silently almost getting hit by a train.

3. In honor of the hyped new production of
“Uncle Vanya,” I then proceeded to rewatch one
of my favorite sketches, “Germans Who Say Nice
Things,” from the lone, 1996 season of “The Dana
Carvey Show.” Russian realism is fine, but can
it beat Steve Carrell, in a turtleneck, bellowing,
“It was a pleasure babysitting Kevin!”?

Get expanded versions of Helen Rosner’s reviews,
plus Goings On, delivered early in your in-box.
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ABORTION AND THE ELECTION

In the nearly two years since the Su-
preme Court eliminated a constitu-
tional right to abortion, support for that
right has been rising. The extreme mea-
sures that anti-abortion forces have taken
in the wake of Dobbs v. Jackson Wom-
en’s Health Organization have made
that almost inevitable. In February, the
Supreme Court of Alabama seized the
opportunity to define frozen embryos
as children, imperilling the practice of
L.V.E. (State legislators knew that this
tack was a loser: they hastily passed a
bill protecting fertility treatment.) Ear-
lier this month, a Louisiana state legis-
lative committee rejected a bill that would
have allowed exceptions to the state’s
abortion ban in cases of rape and incest
for people younger than seventeen. A
policy blueprint prepared by the Heri-
tage Foundation for a new Trump Ad-
ministration calls for an all-out assault
on abortion pills, urging officials to wield
an antiquated anti-obscenity statute to
ban them from the mails. And, in the
coming weeks, the Supreme Court that
brought us Dobbs will decide whether
hospital emergency rooms in Idaho can
deny abortions to patients who could
suffer dire health consequences, but not
actually die then and there, if they don’t
terminate their pregnancies.

Maybe the most persuasive factor is
simply the realization that a bedrock
decision about such intimate and life-
altering matters could be wrested away
by the state. According to a new survey
by the nonpartisan Public Religion Re-
search Institute, a majority of adults in

most states, including those where abor-
tion is now effectively banned, say that
the practice should be legal in all or
most cases. That includes seventy per
cent of blue-state residents and fifty-
seven per cent of red-state ones.In 2022,
there were seven states where less than
a majority favored abortion rights; last
year, there were just five. According to
a recent Wall Street Journal poll, nearly
forty per cent of suburban women vot-
ers cite abortion rights as a top prior-
ity, and nearly three-quarters of them
believe that abortion should be legal in
all or most circumstances.

So it’s not exactly surprising that
Donald Trump, the man who pledged
to appoint Supreme Court Justices who
would overturn Roe v. Wade, and then
did so, lately prefers to say that what he
really did was hand the matter over to
the states. “Democrats, Republicans, lib-
erals, conservatives—they wanted to get
abortion out of the federal government,”

f

/:’m.fr/il

Trump said at a rally in Wisconsin. “Ba-
sically the states decide on abortion,and
people are absolutely thrilled with the
way that’s going on.” He’s also taken to
saying that he doesn’t support a federal
ban—the ultimate goal for many in the
anti-abortion movement.

“Absolutely thrilled”is a preposterous
Trumpism in this context, but he is onto
something. For decades, a dominant cri-
tique of Roe was that it short-circuited
state-by-state democratic deliberation
on a uniquely contentious social issue.
Even some liberals who supported abor-
tion rights—notably, Ruth Bader Gins-
burg—shared this view. But it was most
torcefully expressed by, and proved most
useful for, anti-abortion jurists, includ-
ing the Justices who overturned Roe. In
a recent Harvard Law Review article,
the legal scholars Melissa Murray and
Katherine Shaw argue that “the appeal
to democracy and democratic engage-
ment” served a rhetorical purpose, insu-
lating the Court—or aiming to—from
charges of judicial overreach.

That appeal has come to seem more
and more like a fig leaf. The conserva-
tive majority in Dobbs clearly imagined
that the abortion issue would be taken
up mainly by state legislatures, and that
they would produce more restrictive
laws—and some twenty-one states did
ban or severely restrict the procedure.
(In the majority opinion, Samuel Alito
wrote that Roe had closed oft the dem-
ocratic process for “the large number of
Americans who dissented” from it.) As
Murray and Shaw point out, there is
some rich irony here: the majority that
declared itself so committed to the
democratic process where abortion was

THE NEW YORKER, MAY 27, 2024 2



concerned has been busily undermin-
ing it in a series of cases curtailing the
scope of the Voting Rights Act and al-
lowing gerrymandering.

Yet the version of democracy that many
of Roe’s critics invoked was, it turns out,
limited. Dobbs also triggered a citizen-
organized ballot-initiative movement. In
seven states, residents have gone to the
polls to weigh in on whether and to what
extent abortion rights should be pro-
tected. In all seven, they voted to uphold
those rights, in some cases by enshrin-
ing them in the state constitution. In No-
vember, voters in a dozen or so more
states could be deciding on similar ref-
erendums. The reaction from Republi-
cans at the state level has often been to
quash the initiatives, will of the people
be damned. In Ohio, when it became ap-
parent that an initiative that would guar-
antee reproductive rights in the state con-
stitution had garnered enough signatures
to get on the ballot, the state G.O.P. en-

THE BENCH
TRUMP TRIAL SIDESHOW

P

alsifying business records in the first
degree is a class-E felony in the State
of New York, carrying a possible prison
sentence of four years. It’s not often a
marquee charge. A few years ago, for
instance, a teacher in the Bronx gave
her principal a fake vaccination card, in
a bid to get a day oft to recover from
the side effects. Charge: falsifying in the
second degree. (She pleaded guilty, and
it was knocked down to a violation after
she completed community service.) The
public, however, has got pretty jazzed
about the crime recently. At the Man-
hattan Criminal Courthouse, at 100
Centre Street, people have been stand-
ing in line down the block, sometimes
a day in advance, for a chance to see a
case in person. Some observers have
said that the fate of the country hinges
on falsifying business records. What’s
all the fuss?
The courthouse had two active fal-
sifying cases the other day, before Judges
Gregory Carro and Juan Merchan. Carro

10 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 27, 2024

gineered a special election to raise the
threshold of voters needed to approve
such an amendment. (Voters rejected that
effort and later amended the constitu-
tion.) Republican-led legislatures in Mis-
souri and Arizona are reportedly trying
similar tactics. In South Dakota, a group
called Dakotans for Health has gathered
enough signatures to put an initiative on
the ballot to overturn that state’s law,
which bans abortion except to save the
life of the mother. In anticipation, the
legislature passed a bill—which Gover-
nor Kristi Noem signed—permitting sig-
natories to remove their names from such
petitions. A Republican legislator justi-
fied the bill on the ground that people
could have been fed misleading informa-
tion and not understood what they were
signing. But many South Dakotans must
have easily understood what the legisla-
ture was trying to do: keep them from
having their say on reproductive rights.

Trump’s convenient embrace of the

e

presided over courtroom 1300, part 32,
on the thirteenth floor, off a corridor
that looked as if the Penn Station base-
ment had decided it was too bright. A
window was open in the back, through
which resounded loud hammering from
construction next door.

The court was called to order, and
defendants began coming forward for
pretrial hearings. One looked dazed.
One was missing a leg. Someone’s cell
phone rang in the gallery. “You gotta
silence that phone!” an officer shouted.
Every few minutes, a defense attorney,
looking confused, walked the aisle yell-
ing a client’s name.

At last, the falsifying case. The defen-
dant was called forward. No one appeared.
His attorney, Brian Hutchinson, found
Assistant District Attorney Karl Mullo-
ney-Radke in the gallery and whispered
to him, “He’s in the bathroom. He’s ner-
vous.” (Hutchinson said later that his cli-
ent was a model citizen in court: “He’s
stayed awake the whole time.”)

The defendant had been a New York
City Health & Hospitals officer. Ac-
cording to prosecutors, a different offi-
cer had been escorting an inebriated
man from Bellevue Hospital after dis-
charge and had stomped on the man,
then slammed him to the ground and
left him there, apparently unconscious.

state-by-state approach is unlikely to
drive away his anti-abortion and evan-
gelical voters. They know that he’s still
by far their best chance of locking in
more restrictions at the national level,
even if those stop short of a federal ban.
They can reasonably assume that he’ll
say whatever he thinks he needs to now,
and then come through for them if he
wins in November. But the abortion-
rights initiatives could boost Demo-
cratic and independent turnout; the
swing states of Arizona and Nevada are
two of the states poised to vote on them.

And, of course, those initiatives and
the effort it took to get them on the
ballot matter in their own right. Justice
Alito wrote in Dobbs that the Court
could not possibly assess “the effect of
the abortion right on society and in par-
ticular on the lives of women.” The past
two years have shown that many Amer-
icans have no trouble doing so.

—Margaret Talbot
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The defendant was accused of holding
the man down during the beating.
Charge: official misconduct. Prosecu-
tors said that he later filed paperwork
about the incident which failed to men-
tion the use of force. There’s your fal-
sifying rap.

The defendant appeared after a few
minutes: skinny, middle-aged, bald, with
glasses and a blue mask. He wore jeans
and carried a blue plastic shopping bag.

Carro said, “All right. What's the offer?”

“On this case, the people’s offer is
for the defendant to plead to two mis-
demeanors,” Mulloney-Radke said. The
D.A. was seeking two years’ probation,
with a ban on employment as a peace
officer in New York.

The defendant whispered to Hutchin-
son, who wore a black pinstripe suit and
a purple tie. “He is interested in the
offer, Judge,” Hutchinson said.

“The Assistant District Attorney is
going to ask you some questions about
the incident,” Carro said.

Mulloney-Radke addressed the de-
fendant: “Do you admit that in New
York County, on January 8, 2022, that
with intent to defraud, you omitted to
make a true entry in the business rec-
ords of Bellevue Hospital, and, specit-
ically, referring to a Health & Hospi-
tals police-response card, you failed to



report a use of force by another officer,
in violation of your duty to do so? Do
you admit that, sir?”

“Yes, sir,” the man said.

“That’s satisfactory to the people.
Thank you, Your Honor.”

The man walked with Hutchinson
to the elevator bank and left with his
shopping bag. Hutchinson stayed be-
hind. What did he make of the falsi-
fying charge? “My opinion is that the
paperwork was a lot less egregious than
the actions of the other co-defendant,”
he said.

The case, which was handled by the
D.A's police-accountability unit, had
taken a long time to complete. “T've had
one other case with them,” Hutchinson
said. “That was related to an escape at-
tempt. My guy”—whod been arrested,
held at Rikers, then hospitalized—"“man-
aged to get out of a fifth-floor window.”
The man had allegedly shimmied down
a makeshift rope hed fashioned from
tied-together sheets, before falling. “Got
up and walked away,” Hutchinson added.
“Managed to get a taxi.”

Hutchinson said he didn’t know that
his case was just one of two falsify-
ing-business-records matters at the
courthouse, perhaps because the other
one was adjourned for the day. It seemed
interesting, though, involving a lot of
counts of falsifying—thirty-four in all.
Word was, the case was in the middle
of testimony from a famous porn star,
whod told the court that she'd used a
magazine to spank the defendant, who
subsequently told her that she reminded
him of his daughter. The defendant, a
seventy-seven-year-old man originally
from Jamaica Estates, in Queens, has

thus far not pursued a plea deal.
—Zach Helfand

LIBRARY FINDS
SAYING YES TO THE DRESS

n a corner of the Maurice M. Pine
Free Public Library, in Fair Lawn,
New Jersey—between shelves of cur-
rent nonfiction and foreign-language
DVDs, and near a six-foot-tall globe
donated by local Rotarians—the gray

Hfa W

carpeting is flecked with sequins. The
flotsam of a drag-queen reading hour?
The recent Barbra Streisand memoir,
hemorrhaging fabulousness? Nope.
These sequins herald the entrance to
the office of the library’s director, Adele
Puccio, who collects previously worn
wedding dresses and then loans or gives
them to any bride who needs one. Puc-
cio currently has more than fifty such
dresses, most hanging on racks in her
office. “It’s a lot,” Puccio, a practical
woman who had on a floral blouse and
clear-framed eyeglasses, said. “It’s a lit-
tle hard to maneuver in here.”

Matching needy brides with used
wedding gowns isn't new. During the
Second World War, both Eleanor Roo-
sevelt and the romance novelist Bar-
bara Cartland helped provide British
military brides with wedding attire; in
2020, Sara Blakely, the founder of Spanx,
loaned out her wedding dress to several
women whose dreams for their big day
had been derailed by the pandemic. But
Puccio is in it for the fun. She allows
women to try on dresses even if they
aren’t getting married.

Puccio got married in 1985, when
she was nineteen, in a simple chiffon
dress with sheer, puffy sleeves. She grew
up in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, two blocks
from the legendary bridal store Klein-
feld. “You needed an appointment, but
I'would go in and sell Girl Scout cook-
ies, and hang out and watch,” she said.
“If they were, say, throwing out some

old headpiece, I'd take it.” She began

collecting dresses for a bridal show that
she staged, in 2000, at the public li-
brary in Bayonne, where she worked
at the time. When the show was over,
she kept at it: “I got one from freecy-
cle.org in 2013—a strapless dress with
a pick-up skirt that looked just like the
dress on the poster for ‘Bridesmaids.’
The woman wrote, “That’s it, I threw
his cheating ass out—I'm getting rid
of the dress.””

On a recent Wednesday afternoon,
Puccio helped four young women look
for dresses at the library. They used Puc-
cio’s office as a changing room, and, amid
oohing and aahing, she persuaded them
to parade down the hallway. “Come on
out,” she said. “We’ll let our own Jew-
ish mother have her way with you.” She
meant Gale Zetlen, who works in cir-
culation. Zetlen, along with a scrum of
other employees and patrons, adjudi-
cated from the sidelines: a bridal Yalta.

One of the brides-to-be—a project
manager whod driven from Queens—
began to cry when she looked at her-
self in the mirror wearing a strapless
chiffon gown with a scalloped neckline:
it was the one. “I feel great,” she said. “I
teel pretty.”

The four brides offered one another
encouragement and counsel. “How does
it feel?” one asked, as another swept out
of Puccio’s office in an embroidered
Oleg Cassini pouf.

“Can’t breathe,” the dress-wearer
gasped.

One of Puccio’s greatest challenges
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is finding dresses that will fit her clien-
tele. “Most of what I have is size 0, 2,
or 6,” she said. “Women used to live on
Tab, cigarettes, and diet pills.” Her col-
lection is heavy on dresses from the nine-
teen-fifties, sixties, and seventies, and
has included pieces by Scaasi, Badgley
Mischka, Martina Liana, and Christos.

While the brides were trying on
gowns, a Metuchen resident walked in
with a donation: the tiered, tea-length
dress that his recently deceased mother
had sewn for her own wedding, in 1954.
Puccio said that she'd also recently ac-
quired a Priscilla of Boston dress that
looked just like the one Rhoda Mor-
genstern got married in on “Rhoda.”

Eventually, the four brides headed
home. Three had found dresses, and their
faces wore serene but expectant expres-
sions. Puccio sat down at her desk. This
year, she has given away more than sixty
dresses, to women who have come from as
far away as Rhode Island, Tennessee, and
Florida. One selected a dress and shipped
it to her granddaughter in Poland.

Sara Blakely, the Spanx founder, ap-
proves of Puccio’s program. “Irying on
dresses ignites something in us,” she
said. “Probably from reading fairy tales
in childhood.”

Puccio has set a couple of new goals
for herself. One: she hopes to find the
time, amid her library duties, to orga-
nize her collection by size and vintage.
Two: shed love it if brides contacted
her by e-mail to schedule appoint-
ments—like at Kleinfeld. “I can’t make
everyone happy,”she said. “But if some-
one says, ‘I want to look like my grand-
mother at her wedding’? I've got it.”

—Henry Alford

HARVARD POSTCARD
EEK

hen a pro-Palestine encampment

went up in Harvard Yard last
month, the dean of students sent out
an e-mail warning the campers that
they faced punishment. The encamp-
ment, he wrote, was disrupting the res-
idents of freshman dorms as they stud-
ied for finals. The Harvard Crimson
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found otherwise. “FRESHMEN SAY

NOISE FROM HARVARD YARD ENCAMP-
MENT NOT DISRUPTIVE,” a headline
read. The paper did, however, find a dif-
ferent source of disturbance: “ ‘LIKE A
HORROR MOVIE: FRESHMEN COM-
PLAIN ABOUT MICE IN DORMS.”

“They sound like this,” Diane Sun,
a prospective social-studies major from
Seattle, said the other day, tapping her
nails on the arm of a chair to mimic the
mice that she hears skittering across her
floor at night. She was sitting in the
Yard, wearing a camel-colored coat and
gray New Balances. Her first year on
campus had already included billboard
trucks plastered with students’faces, bil-
lionaire-backed offensives against the
university’s president, and, now, the fra-
cas over the encampment. Of the pro-
testers, Sun said, “They’re just out and
about studying, painting, doing things
like that.I've never heard anybody com-
plain.” She added, “I've definitely heard
a lot of people complain about mice.”

Somehow, Sun had made it through
the fall without seeing a single mouse
in her dorm, Hollis Hall, a fortresslike
building that once housed George
Washington’s troops. But this spring,
after months of teasing friends in “mouse
nests”like Straus and Canaday, Sun, re-
turning to Hollis after class, saw a floor
mate crouched outside the building in
distress. “Did you forget your I.D.?” Sun
asked. Then she smelled the pepper-
mint oil—well known in Hollis as a
D.LY. repellent. The mice had come
for them at last.

Rodents are a fixture around Har-
vard, like the news crews during the

run-up to President Claudine Gay’s res-
ignation. The Crimson,1939: “MICE IN-
UNDATION TROUBLES GRADUATE
TEACHING SCHOOL.” February 11,1980:
“WINTHROP STUDENTS DECRY MOUSE
POPULATION BOOM.” March 7, 1989:
“RATS IN YOUR DINING HALL.” (“I
don’t know what poison the extermi-
nator feeds them, but they just keep
getting bigger.”) In “Mahalia Mouse
Goes to College,”a picture book by the
Harvard alum John Lithgow, a preco-
cious rodent foraging around Dunster
House ends up in a student’s backpack
and gets transported to a physics lec-
ture. (Four years later—after “recitals
and plays, Glee club and squash, a brief
square-dancing phase”—she earns a
bachelor-of-science degree.) “It’s almost
a Harvard tradition,” Sun said.

She headed up to her dorm room—
an impressively messy second-floor dou-
ble with dark wainscoting, a nonwork-
ing fireplace, and plenty of hiding spots
for stealthy vermin—to give a tour of
the murine front lines. She pointed out
snap traps in her closet, under her room-
mate’s dresser, and by their mini-fridge.

Sun isn't especially squeamish. In
high school, she recited an original poem
about scaling a carp (“its gills should be
stark red—the intrusion of fate into vis-
cera”) for Jill Biden, at the White House.
But the extermination efforts have got
to her. She recently found a dead mouse
in one of the traps. “I couldn’t take a
nap that day,” she said. “I felt it looking
atme.” A classmate had to kill a maimed
mouse using a bottle of mouthwash as
a cudgel. Sun and a friend once spent
an hour using Lysol wipes to clean blood
and fur off the floor.

Sun has seen a live mouse only once,
when she and her roommate were awak-
ened at night by squeaking. “I turned
on my flashlight and we saw it run,”she
said. “It had been eating something—
probably the snacks in my roommate’s
backpack, which the mouse later shat
in.” They called Harvard Yard Opera-
tions and busied themselves with pre-
ventive measures. They plugged up holes
in the heating grate and threw out their
supply of instant noodles.

Some upperclassmen are inured to
the vermin. Maia Patel Masini, a ju-
nior in Kirkland House, has seen a
mouse in the cafeteria trying to drink
from the nozzle of a milk dispenser.



“They’re honestly really cute from afar,”
she said. Harvard Yard Operations keeps
a Mice F.A.Q.s guide online, but Sun
and her friends don’t consider it par-
ticularly helpful: “It’s literally, like, ‘Some
people find mice to be a very reward-
ing part of Harvard!"” The Philosoph-
ical Musings section links to a You-
Tube video of the linguist Steven Pinker
reading from the children’s book “If
You Give a Mouse a Cookie.”

To test whether the mice were still
in residence, Sun’s roommate recently
set out a cracker before bed; she was
relieved to find it intact the next morn-
ing. But within a few days—shortly
before the administration and the pro-
testers negotiated an end to the en-
campment—the roommates found a
tattered Mr. Goodbar wrapper behind
a floor lamp. A mouse had left it. Sun
explained, “We don’t eat that kind
of chocolate.”

—FEren Orbey

COURTSIDE
FAMILY GAME

'__..-—'
e

fter a Knicks playoffloss last week,

Kyden Randle, the seven-year-old
son of the Knicks All-Star Julius Ran-
dle, was playing in an A.A.U. game at
Hoop Heaven, in Whippany, New Jer-
sey. There were a few seconds left in
the first half. “Hurry, hurry, hurry!” Ran-
dle shouted. He'd been out of the Knicks’
lineup since dislocating his shoulder in
January, and was missing the team’s
playoff run. “I knew going into surgery
that it was going to fucking suck,” he
said. “I knew we had a pretty special
team.” Being available to attend Kyden's
games was a silver lining. “His tourna-
ments revitalize me,” Randle said. “It
really just makes me happy.”

Kyden missed a contested layup. “Re-
bound!”Randle yelled. Kyden did. “Go
up!”Randle yelled. Kyden’s second shot
fell short, and the buzzer sounded.
Kyden’s team wore uniforms in orange
and blue, like the Knicks. He had a pink
sleeve on one leg. He looked toward
his mother, Kendra, who offered reas-
surance: “Good try. It’s all right.” She

noted, “It’s funny—all the other kids
want Julius to say something to them,
but Ky doesn't.”

Randle and Kendra were watching
from folding chairs on the sideline. He
wore a gray velour jumpsuit and a black
beanie. At halftime, children and par-
ents lined up for photos and autographs.
“I guess I'm the cool dad, but he also
humbles me,” Randle said. “No matter
how cool I am, he doesn't want me hug-
ging him in front of his friends.”

The family moved to New York in
2019, when Randle, then twenty-four,
signed a three-year deal with the Knicks,
who had just finished the season with
the worst record in the N.B.A.“Things
weren't great,” he said. “They were shit.”
But Randle blossomed, and so did the
team. This season, in spite of a num-
ber of injuries, the Knicks posted the
second-best record in the Eastern Con-
ference. Kyden became a fixture at
games, where he has hung out with 50
Cent, Roger Federer, Aaron Judge, and
Pete Davidson.

“Everybody is, like, ‘He’s your twin.
He’s a mini you,”” Randle said, of Kyden.
“T'll ind myself looking toward him
during the game. He'll be, like, ‘Pick it
up! He'll coach me: ‘Dad, you have
thirty-eight points, you need to go get
forty.’I had fifty-something one game,
and he’s, like, ‘Dad, you have #4is much
more to break the record.”I was just
trying to win.”

For the playofts, Randle decided to
watch from the bench for most home
games and from the couch for road

Julius Randle and Kyden Randle

games. “Honestly, I watch by myself,”
he said. “Kyden’s not that interested un-
less I'm playing.”

Most Knicks players live outside the
city, near the team’s practice facility, in
Westchester, but Randle and Kendra
chose a place in Manhattan. “I love
being able to walk in Central Park and
interact with people,” Randle said. “Peo-
ple look at me: ‘Bro, why are you just
walking around the city by yourself?’
Because I'm a normal person.” He and
Kendra met at a party as students at
the University of Kentucky. She was
studying fashion design and merchan-
dising, and had been a serious basket-
ball player in high school. There is a
family-wide consensus that Kyden’s
smooth jump shot comes from her. “He
has the most natural, pretty shot,” Ran-
dle said. “I never had that as a kid.” He
and Kendra also have a two-year-old,
Jayce. “A mama’s boy,” Randle said.

The third quarter began. Kyden’s
team was down big. A kid on the op-
posing team hit a turnaround jumper,
and Randle said, “Luka!”—as in
Donci¢, of the Mavericks. On one pos-
session, Kyden ended up on the floor,
seemingly injured. “He’s faking,” Ran-
dle said. Kyden popped back up, fine
and smiling. “He’s seen too many
N.B.A. games.” On a drive to the bas-
ket in the fourth quarter, Kyden
thought he was fouled but didnt get
the whistle. “Calm down,” Randle said.
Kyden shot him a glare.

Kyden still wants his dad at all of his
games. “When I'm not there, he’s, like,
‘Dad, where were you?” Randle said.

The game ended, a lopsided 41-12.
Bouncing around the gym nursing a
bag of vending-machine potato chips,
Kyden seemed unfazed. “I just try not
to think about the last game,” he said.
“I try to think about the good games in
the past.” Kendra asked about his reac-
tion to his dad’s sideline encourage-
ment. Kyden let out a hammy groan. “I
can't do anything else!”he said. “He was
telling me to do everything. To get the
rebound. It’s, like, Give me a break!”

The conversation turned to his fa-
ther’s missing the playofts, and Kyden
grew more serious. ‘I feel sad, because
I really wanted to see him play,” he
said. “I feel like if I'm playing, he should
be playing.”

—Gideon Jacobs
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ONWARD AND UPWARD WITH TECHNOLOGY

ABRIDGED TOO FAR

The world according to Blinkist.

BY ANTHONY LANE

Apps can boil down entire books into synopses lasting as little as ten minutes.

here are many reasons not to read

a book. One, because you don’t
want to. Two, because you started read-
ing, crawled to page 17, and gave up.
Three, because the idea of reading never
crosses your mind. (If so, lucky you.
That way contentment lies.) Four, be-
cause it’s Friday, which means that
“W.W.E. SmackDown”is on Fox, which
in turn means that Marilynne Robin-
son’s beatific new exegetical study of
the Book of Genesis must, for now, be
gently laid aside. Five, because reading
a book is, you know, so /ame. Only los-
ers do it. And, six, because you simply
don’t have the time.

But what if the need to read won't
go away? In a spasm of initiative and a
sudden flush of guilt, you buy a Kindle
and download “The House of the Seven
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Gables,” fully intending to complete,
on the subway, what you left unfinished
in college. Three weeks in, though, and
you still haven’t got as far as Gable No. 1.
You toy with joining a local book club,
on the principle that Aaving to read
something, to keep pace with your
fellow-clubbers, will be a fruitful chal-
lenge; what holds you back is a fear that
the conversation will swiftly turn to
campus protests. Before you know it,
people will be throwing glasses of Char-
donnay and slapping one another on
the base of the skull with copies of “Get-
ting to Yes.”

The most potent enemy of reading,
it goes without saying, is the small, flat
box that you carry in your pocket. In
terms of addictive properties, it might
as well be stuffed with meth. There’s

no point in grinding through a whole
book—a chewy bunch of words ar-
ranged into a narrative or, heaven pre-
serve us, an argument—when you can
pick up your iPhone, touch the Zimes
app, skip the news and commentary,
head straight to Wordle, and give your-
self an instant hit of euphoria and pride
by taking just three guesses to reach a
triumphant GUANO. Imagine, however,
that your foe were to become your lit-
erate friend. Imagine getting hooked
on a book, or on something recogniz-
ably book-esque, without averting your
eyes from the screen. This is where
Blinkist comes in.

Blinkist is an app. If I had to sum-
marize what it does, I would say that
it summarizes like crazy. It takes an ex-
isting book and crunches it down to a
series of what are called Blinks. On av-
erage, these amount to around two
thousand words. Some of the books
that get Blinked are gleamingly new,
such as “Leading with Light,” by Jen-
nifer Mulholland and Jeff Shuck, which
was published in March; other books
are so old that they were written by
people whose idea of a short-haul flight
involved feathers and wax. In the realm
of nonfiction alone, more than six and
a half thousand works have been sub-
jected to the Blinkist treatment. Across
all platforms, there have been thirty-
one million downloads on the app.
Right now, there will be somebody
musing over Blinks of “Biohack Your
Brain,” “The Autobiography of Ben-
jamin Franklin,” or “The Power of
Going All-In,” which is, I am sorry to
report, yet another study of successful
leadership. Given the title, I was hop-
ing that it might be about breakfast
buftets, or the best way to behave your-
self at an orgy.

When joining Blinkist, you are asked
to nominate the categories that attract
you most: “Mindfulness & Happiness,”
for instance, or “Motivation & Inspi-
ration,” or “Productivity.” Each section
is marked by a defining logo: “History”
by a vase with handles, “Psychology” by
a head with the top of its cranium re-
moved, and “Society & Culture,” some-
what nervously, by a tepee. Greedy for
the Blinkist experience, I ticked every
box, and was at once rewarded with tips
for books “based on your past prefer-
ences.” By now, my past had lasted seven
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minutes—algorithmically speaking, a
lifetime. And what was the upshot?
Four items, all of them designed, I was
told, to help me “Overcome Layoft Sur-
vivor Syndrome.” Thanks.

Once you are Blinked in, your days
will follow a new pattern. Instead of
being woken by an alarm, or by a bored
spaniel licking your face, you will find
yourself greeted by a Daily Blink. This
will arrive, with a ping, on your phone,
alerting you to a book that, suitably
pruned, is ready to be served up for
your personal edification. Thus, “Tired
of losing arguments? Get the upper
hand with today’s pick, Win Every Ar-
gument, and learn how to effectively
communicate.” Or, “Discover the fun-
damental principles of economics with
The General Theory of Employment,
Interest, and Money!” In other words,
there is a proper time to acquaint your-
self with the work of John Maynard
Keynes, and that time is zow. If that
scares you, get a load of this, my favor-
ite Daily Blink to date: “Dive deep into
the philosophical masterpiece, Being
and Time, as Martin Heidegger ex-
plores the nature of existence.” And
you thought your almond granola
would be heavy going.

In practice, there are two options
for absorbing a Blink. Either you read
it onscreen or you listen to it being re-
cited. Seventy per cent of Blink fans
prefer the latter mode, and you can see
why; it allows them to combine their
mental exercise with other activities.
At the gym, say, they can ingest the
gist of “Salt Sugar Fat,” by Michael
Moss, until their AirPods pop out under
the strain of the squats. Alternatively,
on the drive to the office, they can treat
themselves to a quick scoot through
Yuval Noah Harari’s “Sapiens,” while
trying to stop the Homo neanderthal-
ensis in the red Bronco from cutting
into their lane.

We all remember our first Blink.
Mine was a way of catching up. Hav-
ing failed to peruse Steven Pinker’s
“Enlightenment Now” when it was
published, in 2018, perhaps because I
was too busy studying the helicopter
chase in “Mission: Impossible—Fall-
out,”I decided, late in the day, to give
it a whirl. But in what form? The Pen-
guin paperback, comprising around four

hundred and fifty pages of text, plus

another hundred pages of notes, refer-
ences, and an index? The full whack,
on Audible, nicely narrated by Arthur
Morey and lasting nineteen hours and
forty-nine minutes? Or the same thing,
reduced to a sequence of nine Blinks—
ready to consume, on audio, in twenty-
four minutes flat? No contest.

The version of Pinker’s argument
through which I was hustled by the
Blinks could charitably be described as
broad brush. Broad enough, indeed, to
paint entire swaths of cultural experi-
ence with one swipe: “If you're famil-
iar with European history, you've prob-
ably heard of the period known as the
Enlightenment.” The brushstrokes are
assertive enough to cover huge concep-
tual shifts: “Humanism also led to what’s
known as cosmopolitanism, which can
be seen in today’s modern values.” Cue
the happy ending: “If we look at any
number of graphs and hard factual data
about the state of the world over the
past hundred or more years, we can see
that we’re still in the process of adding
energy and greatly improving.”

But that’s the trick. We can’t look.
On the page, Pinker’s thesis is amply
supported by a host of graphs. None of
them are reproduced by Blinkist, the
purpose of which is to save us the bother
of poring over finicky things like graph-
ics and charts, and to steer us away from
the confounding weeds of minutiae. As
with Pinker, so with William James.
His noble work of 1902, “The Variet-
ies of Religious Experience,”is crammed
with what he calls “the palpitating doc-
uments” that have arisen, in the course
of centuries, from individual crises and
ecstasies of the spirit. Many such palpi-
tations are quoted verbatim. (“I seemed
to feel my earlier life, so smiling and so
full, go out like a fire.”) Very few of
them, however, survive in the calmer
confines of the Blink, which concludes
its abstract of James with a finger-wag-
ging directive: “We should adopt a more
critical study of religion.”

It’s easy to decry this stripping down
of complex reasoning, as if the app were
bent solely on decluttering books of
everything that lends them vitality. Yet
you have to admit: if youd never read
Pinker or James, Blinkist wou/d fur-
nish you with a basic grasp of their in-
tent—sufficient, perhaps, to do more
than merely drop their names. If the

topics that Pinker addresses happened
to crop up in conversation (“Everything
is so crappy nowadays, worse than it’s
ever been”), you could just about hold
your own, at least over a cup of coffee.
(“Well, there’s this guy, Pink-somebody,
who says that infant mortality is way
down.”) Is that what books are com-
ing to,a handy social lubricant? Should
you care if literature gets Blinked away,
like an eyelash? To find out more, you
need to go to Germany.

linkist is based in Berlin. The head-
quarters are halfway along Son-
nenallee, an unlovely strip in the south-
east quarter of the city. When I visit,
the C.E.O. of the company, Holger
Seim, tells me, “It was an up-and-com-
ing area, but it never really came.” Pass
beneath a gloomy railway bridge, glance
in awe at the poster for “Die Show der
Megastars” at a nearby hotel, trot up
to the second floor of a modern office
block, and enter. Once inside, you can
immediately tell that you've arrived at
a booming tech firm, because there’s a
swing in the middle of the room. Other
giveaways: the slogan “We Exist to
Spark Understanding” writ large on a
wall; a workplace photograph from
2020, with Tim Cook, of Apple, sitting
cross-legged at the front of the crowd;
and a number of small dogs that skit-
ter and skid along the floor, going no-
where in a hurry and getting there fast.
Seim is trim, keen, approachable,
and, most important of all, armed with
banana bread. “Somebody brought it
in today,” he says, offering a slice. The
lack of detectable flaws in his spoken
English should be no surprise. “English
is not just specific to Blinkist but to the
whole tech scene in Berlin,” he tells me.
Some forty nationalities, he reckons,
are represented in his busy hive of a
hundred and sixty fellow-workers. It’s
like a miniature U.N. without the suits.
Seim first thought of becoming an
entrepreneur when he was in high
school, in the way that other people
want to be rock stars or astronauts. The
difference is that he brought his plan
to fruition. At the University of Mar-
burg, an hour north of Frankfurt, he
studied business administration and
hatched the concept of Blinkist with
three friends, Niklas Jansen, Tobias
Balling, and Sebastian Klein. After
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graduating, they all found gainful em-
ployment—=Seim worked at Deutsche
Telekom—and bided their time. When
they felt the moment was right, they
quit their jobs and moved to Berlin.
“This is it. If we don’t do this now, we
never will” is how Seim recalls the
mood. “Rents were still very cheap here.
It was already an international magnet
for talent.” Blinkist went live in 2013.
Luck was on their side in the form of
the iPhone, which was being updated—
o, if you prefer, was cajoling the human
brain ever deeper into a hostage situ-
ation—pretty much on an annual basis.
“A lot of our ideas gravitated around
knowledge management: how we can
teach people something quickly,” Seim
says. “We thought, What can we do
with that new device? We naturally
came to the idea: Wouldn't it be good
to have something that helps you learn
on a smartphone, and spend those
downtimes more meaningfully than
playing Angry Birds?”

This takes us to the very nub of
Blinkist. Apart from the vexed onto-
logical question of whether blowing up
little green pigs with crates of cartoon
TNT does or does not have any mean-
ing, in a universe already rich in absur-
dity, two features are worth noting. One,
the mild shade of pedagogy in Seim’s
gentle insistence on teaching and being
taught. (German educators of an older

)

o=

-

and sterner school might well frown
with approval.) Two, the way in which,
far from denying that phones have as-
sumed possession of our lives, Seim
leans into that stubborn fact. Why
struggle? Why not collaborate with our
captors and see what comes of it? “The
social-media apps—they made us ad-
dicted to checking our screens all the
time,” Seim tells me. “That is happen-
ing. That is a trend, whether we like it
or not.” Since I'm fated to doomscroll
anyway, I might as well channel that
itchy-thumbed habit into browsing a
Blink of Eric Schlosser’s “Command
and Control.” Or “Chernobyl,” by Ser-
hii Plokhy. Or something on Fukushima.
Get me some rea/ doom.

Whenever you explain, to the un-
initiated, what Blinkist is, they tend to
ask, “Who does the summarizing? And
is it awho, or is it more of a what?”The
answer is that it’s a bit of both. “Real
people do it. We have a pool of subject-
matter experts. They work for us as free-
lancers. Some of them are Ph.D. can-
didates, coaches, consultants,” Seim says.
“They read the books for us, they take
notes, they organize those notes. In the
past, we had writers who would take
those notes and write the texts.” Then
came the narrators—an endangered
species, it turns out. “These days, a lot
of that is enhanced by A.I. When it

comes to recording, the front-list titles

“No, I don’t have any money. No one has any money.”

we record still with people.” And the
less popular Blinks, on the backlist?
“We let AL narrate it,” Seim says. “We
have voices that we trained. We cloned
voices, basically.” Could the whole pro-
cess be handled by A.L, with no flesh
and blood, and no scrutinizing eyes?
“Technically, we’re almost there,” Seim
replies. “Legally, it’s not allowed,” he
adds. “As soon as we just take a book,
feed it into A.I.,let A.L. produce a sum-
mary, and then sell that summary, it
would no longer be fair use.”

Teasing out the various strands in
this tangle of copyright law, artificial
intelligence, and real, honest-to-God
wordage is a tender task. Yet it can, I
am pleased to report, yield delicious
results. Some nameless soul must have
agreed to whittle down Wittgenstein’s
“Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus”into
Blinkable form—a heroic undertaking,
given that it’s hardly baggy with su-
perfluities in the first place—because
there it is, thinned to six slices, plus an
introduction and a final summary. All
yours in sixteen and a half minutes. I
listened to it, savoring the faintly me-
tallic tone of the narration, and was re-
warded, at the climax, with this:

True meaning reverberates in the unspo-
ken chasm between what we can show and what
we can tell about it. O.K., that’s it for this
Blink. But before we let you go, we wanted to

let you know that this Blink was narrated by
an A.I.-generated voice model. That’s me.

Imagine Wittgenstein, never less than
agonized at the best of times, hearing
those words. His head would explode
like a grenade.

It should be stressed that Blinkist is
not the only abbreviator on the block.
There is also Sumizeit, a lesser animal,
whose audio condensations last some
ten to fifteen minutes. Nor, as any his-
torian of the print trade will confirm,
is Blinkist without precedent in its un-
derlying desire. To cut a long story
short, abridging has always been in
vogue. Eighteenth-century parents,
wishing to school their offspring in
piety without the use of the whip, could
turn to John Newbery’s edition of the
Bible, “adorned with Cuts for the Use
of Children,” published in 1764, or, only
ayear later, to a larger and fancier prod-
uct—“An Abridgement of Scripture
History designed for the Amusement



and improvement of Children: wherein
the most Striking actions in the Old
Testament are made plain to the young-
est Capacities: adorned with head Peices
expressive of the Subject of Each Nar-
rative.” (Is that not Blinkism avant la
lettre?) If the goal was to shield the
young from unsuitable material—for
God’s sake, don’t let them read the stuff
about honeycombs and lips in the Song
of Solomon!—the title pages did not
say so. Instead, their common empha-
sis was on adornment, the implication
being that in whittling down a text you
were not selling it short but buffing it
up and adding to its appeal.

You could argue that the paring of
prose for children is a specific disci-
pline, and there is, indeed, a long tra-
dition of classics being made palatable
for youthful tastes. At bedtime in the
early nineteen-hundreds, you could read
out “Gulliver’s Travels, Retold for Lit-
tle Folk,” by Agnes Grozier Herbert-
son, in the comforting certainty that
any Swiftian unseemliness had been
erased. (The subtitle, for a tale that is
partly about little folk, is wonderfully
tin-eared.) Rather more inspiring is the
notion that the art of synopsis itself is,
or was, considered a subject fit for the
classroom. Samuel Thurber’s “Précis
Writing for American Schools: Meth-
ods of Abridging, Summarising, Con-
densing, with Copious Exercises” (1936)
abounds with startling examples of what
was once demanded. We are invited to
inspect summaries of a Wordsworth
sonnet, “The World Is Too Much with
Us,”which were, according to Thurber,
“written in ten minutes by pupils of
the senior year in high-school.” He has
harsh words for those students taking
the fall paper of the College Entrance
Examination Board in 1919, who had
to précis Keats’s “On First Looking
Into Chapman’s Homer”and stumbled
in the attempt. “Their knowledge of
mythology was meagre,” Thurber says
with a sniff. Dumbass kids.

It is that generation, reared on the
verbal need to squeeze, which grew up
to become the target audience for the
most comprehensive campaign of tex-
tual compression ever mounted. The
Reader’s Digest condensed-books club
came into being in 1950, and within a
year it had garnered more than half a
million members. Four years later, that

number had risen to two and a half
million. In his 1958 study of the Read-
er’s Digest,bearing the presumptuous—
and, in the event, erroneous—title “Of
Lasting Interest,”James Playsted Wood
describes the mechanics of condensa-
tion. “The editors read about 2800 books
a year in the United States and 1000
in England,”Wood writes. Once a lucky
book is plucked from the throng, an
editor makes the initial rough cut. Then:

Three more editors go over this first con-
densation, making further cuts, perhaps restor-
ing some already made, making sure that the
contents, the spirit, and the style of the author
are retained in the shortened version. Noth-
ing essential is changed.

In the light of that hard labor, it is
a cruel irony that the condensed books
should, over time, have dwindled into
a byword for the redundant middle-
brow. Unloved and unclaimed, they lurk
on the shelves of thrift stores, the gleam
all but faded from their embossed
spines. (Some were clad in leatherette.
Luxury!) Should you wish to take the
pulse of postwar hankerings, however,
you could do worse than run your fin-
ger down those spines and chart the
contents. In the summer of 1952, for
instance, subscribers could enjoy, in a
single convenient volume, “The Hid-
den Flower,” by Pearl S. Buck; “The
Dam Busters,” by Paul Brickhill; “The
City Boy,” by Herman Wouk; and “My
Cousin Rachel,” by Daphne du Mau-
rier. Wouk it was who, after a work of
his went under the knife, congratulated
the Digest, claiming to be “astonished
at the way the main plot was preserved,
in about one-fifth the compass of the
novel.” To judge by the elephantine
bulk of the average Wouk, this skillful
lesson in economy is not one that he
took to heart.

Wood’s survey quotes Ralph Hen-
derson, a long-standing Diges¢ employee,
in charge of the condensing squad, who
was laudably clear in his intentions: to
do “an honest job of representing good
current books.” He added, “It is insin-
cere editing to give the customers some-
thing you don't like yourself.” Such
plainspoken confidence, especially in
the contested field of reading, smacks
of a vanished age, yet a direct line can
be drawn, I would say, from Hender-
son to Holger Seim. Literary eras show
their true selves when they decide what
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“T'm just surprised you consider this a yup’ kind of occasion.”

is worthy of encapsulation, and also in
the prejudices that prevail, by no means
consciously, when the blade is applied
to the meat of a given text.

A case in point: when Blinkist en-
tered the fray, in 2013, its list of abbre-
viated books ran to a hundred titles.
"Two more would be added every week.
“Initially, we built a product for our-
selves,” Seim tells me. “So we said, like,
‘Where do we start? What's our early-
adopter audience?” Well, we thought,
it’s probably not the readers of politics
and history books. It’s more a young,
tech-savvy audience, young profession-
als like us. What do they read? They
read all the self-help books. The 7 Hab-
its of Highly Effective People.Getting
Things Done.Atomic Habits.” All that.”

It’s true that James Clear’s “Atomic
Habits”wasn’t published until 2018, but
Seim’s proposition stands, and Blinkist
is still overwhelmingly weighted toward
that peculiar twenty-first-century zone
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where the sensitive upkeep of the self
merges, without friction, into running
a company and stroking the bulge in
your bank account. What the app pro-
vides, to that extent, is a synoptic gos-
pel. As I write, my Daily Blink has just
landed, nudging me toward “How to
Make a Few Billion Dollars,” by Brad
Jacobs, which is described on my screen
as “an insightful road map to assem-
bling a team that’s equipped to cata-
pult a company to staggering heights
of success.” From Pearl S. Buck to dol-
lar billionaires. It’s quite a trip.

The ideal Blinkist devotee, in other
words, is the kind of person who would
invent Blinkist. In an age defined by
its grim-jawed polarization, is there
not a risk in abetting so narrow a view
of the world, and so militant a scheme
to milk it? “On the one hand, we do
not want to be missionary. We do not
have a political agenda,” Seim says. “We
try to be neutral. Switzerland. On the

other hand, we believe the concept of
short-form content—Blinks—lends it-
self very well to moving out of a bub-
ble.” There was an attempt to try ran-
domization (that is, recommending a
book unaligned with the Blinks that a
reader had previously selected), but, as
Seim admits, it proved unpopular: “If
leaving people in their echo chambers
drives more engagement, more renew-
als, more business value, then it’s hard
to say we do the other things. We need
to pay the salaries and make a living.”
Yet that is not the whole story. Far
behind the walls of the front list, there
are other stories, bedded deep in Blink-
ist, awaiting their turn. Say youre a
mid-level executive stuck in an airport
lounge, staring wanly at your muffin.
What if you don’t feel like catapulting
your company to staggering heights?
How about a gutsy thriller? You open
Blinkist, swat aside the imprecations
of Brad Jacobs, and search under
“Crime.”Up comes a book you've dimly
heard of but never read. Scrolling down,
you hit the following sentence: “Raskol-
nikov bashes her again and again as
blood gushes from her skull.” That’s
the stuft. Headphones on. Half an hour
later, as your flight is called, you sit
there motionless, hearing only this:

The novel ends with Raskolnikov heading
to a Siberian prison and experiencing a mo-
ment of divine grace—the beginning of his re-
demption. Thanks so much for listening. If
youd like, leave us a rating or a comment. We
always appreciate your feedback. See you in
the next Blink.

C anon to right of us, canon to left
of us: what belongs in the ranks
of lasting literature, whether it deserves
to last, and why we ought to pay heed,
let alone homage, to such weary clas-
sifications are all part of a debate that
will never (and should never) draw to
a close. It may also be beside the point.
Furnished with compelling ethical ob-
jections to “Huckleberry Finn,”we can
in good conscience skip it altogether
and avoid the toil and trouble of wres-
tling with its merits, or its alleged want
of them, for ourselves. What with all
the competing cultural forces raining
down upon us, we need no second in-
vitation ot to read. So one has to ask:
If Twain’s book, or Dostoyevsky’s
“Crime and Punishment,” can be



scrunched down to a near-minimum,
for speed-reading and easy listening,
is that a travesty or a useful prop? Do
little bits of literature retain the power
to provoke us, and even spur us on to
grander things, or are they, in fact, worse
than no literature at all?

Seldom has this mystery been so
cogently dramatized as it was on Brit-
ish TV in 1972. A voice-over, urgently
suave, welcomed us to the finals of the
All-England Summarize Proust Com-
petition, explaining that “each contes-
tant has to give a brief summary of
Proust’s ‘A la Recherche du Temps
Perdu, once in a swimsuit and once in
evening dress.” Needless to say, we were
in the land of Monty Python. The m.c.,
resplendent in a ruffled shirt, asked one
finalist, Harry Baggott, “What made
you first want to try and start summa-
rizing Proust?”—or, as he stoutly pro-
nounced it, “Prowst.” When his turn
came, Harry, racing through the allot-
ted fifteen seconds, gamely waffled on
about “extratemporal values”but failed
to make it past the opening page of
“Swann’s Way.” As ever, Python had
sought out a ridiculous problem and
nailed it. The key to summarizing was
to forget bland appraisals and cling to
the concrete detail. Involuntary mem-
ory? Piece of cake.

Anyone who turns to “Crime and
Punishment” rendered in Blinks will
soon encounter a similar struggle be-
tween the overarching and the tactile.
We learn about the murder weapon, of
course, and about the stone under which
Raskolnikov buries his loot. But a sen-
tence from the novel such as “His face
looked as if it had been smeared all over
with grease, like an iron lock™—Dosto-
yevsky at his most memorably Dicken-
sian—has no chance of creeping into
the Blinks, whereas, thanks to the sum-
marizer, we are granted a bizarre excur-
sus into the philosophy of nihilism and
a comparison of Dostoyevsky and Nietz-
sche (who is never referred to in the
book, and was only twenty-two when
it was published). What shortening
seems to encourage is the temptation
to edit as one cuts and, weirder still, to
smuggle in additions to the original
where one’s avowed duty is to subtract.

Jump from St. Petersburg to Regency
England, and you will see Blinkist cav-
ing completely to this urge. Among the

pleasures that I have derived from the
app, few are more satisfying than the
realization that Jane Austen, of all peo-
ple, can be distilled into a babbling

stream of consciousness:

Darcy’s feelings for Lizzie have turned un-
equivocally romantic One afternoon, Darcy
bursts in on her and bluntly proposes You must
allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and
love you, he says Lizzie is shocked and rejects
him harshly, telling him, I have never desired
your good opinion and you have certainly be-
stowed it most unwillingly

What is prompted by this unusual
passage, if not the delightful sensation
that “Pride and Prejudice” is in the
midst of being rewritten by Lydia Ben-
net? The near-total lack of punctua-
tion would cause Henderson, the edit
king of Reader’s Digest, to have a fit of
the vapors, and, should it emerge that
artificial intelligence is responsible for
the lapse, we would be right to fret. If
this is how A.I. handles proofreading,
just think how it would screw up the
release of a nuclear warhead.

What is most informative about the
babble is the revelation that Mr. Darcy
is now “unequivocally romantic.” Only
once does the word “romantic” appear
in the novel, when Charlotte Lucas,
announcing her engagement to the in-
sufferable Mr. Collins, confesses, “I
am not romantic, you know. I never
was.” Austen’s attitude to the Roman-
tic movement was, to say the least,
fraught with skepticism. (“Common
sense,common care,common prudence,

were all sunk in Mrs. Dashwood’s ro-
mantic delicacy,” we are told in “Sense
and Sensibility.”) But as modern read-
ers—and, evidently, as modern sum-
marizers—we can’t help wanting to
warm Austen up, as it were, and to
loosen her classical and Christian stays.
“A Timeless Tale Where Love Con-
quers Societal Norms” is the tagline
that tops the Blinks of “Pride and Prej-

udice,” and, over and over, in wander-

ing through Blinkist, we keep bumping
into this vision of literature as a blue-
print for breaking out. The belief that
the plight of fictional characters can
and should be improved is, dare one
say, almost Pinkerish in its optimism:

In the end, the novel charts the poignant
journey of a young man struggling to find his
place in a world constrained by rigid societal
norms and offers a beautifully stirring affirma-
tion of the power of self-expression.

That is how “A Portrait of the Art-
ist as a Young Man,” in its Blinked-
down guise, signs oft. None of that non-
sense, familiar to lovers of Joyce, about
wanting to “forge in the smithy of my
soul the uncreated conscience of my
race.” Just another dose of norm-busting
(should the word “societal” not be
banned on the ground of sheer ugli-
ness?) and, beneath it, a faint sugges-
tion that Stephen Dedalus, the young
man of the title, needed help with his
self-help. If only he'd read “The Power
of Going All-In,” he could have saved
himself a heap of pain.

Here’s the strangest thing of all. To
reach peak Blinkist, you must pass be-
yond Jane Austen and James Joyce and
head not upward but downward, into
the fiery pit. There it is, in the Blink-
friendly précis of “Paradise Lost” (yes,
it genuinely exists) that we find the
fallen angels: “They’ve just lost their
first big battle against God and plum-
meted to hell. But despite their defeat,
Satan wants to continue the struggle
against God.” Brave fellow. And there’s
more: “He assembles his demons to talk
strategy.” Talk about the 7 Habits of
Highly Effective People! Boy, have zhey
overcome Layoft Survivor Syndrome.
Such, to my dazzled eyes, is the crown-
ing glory of Blinkist. Its high-tech al-
chemy, transmuting literature into busi-
ness, turns the inhabitants of literature,
even the ones with tattered wings, into
businessmen. Listen, rapt, as the dev-
ils crunch the numbers and kick around
ideas for going forward:

Moloch suggests open warfare against
heaven. Belial advocates for doing nothing.
Mammon argues for making hell a little nicer
so they can all live a happy life of sin.

P'm with Mammon, all day long. Life
is short, and so, if you look at your phone,
is literature. Blink and you’ll miss it. ¢
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ANNALS OF INQUIRY

WAIT FOR IT

Suspense in literature and life.

BY KATHRYN SCHULZ

I n my dreams, the baby could talk. A
one-day-old, apparently understand-
ing the conversation going on around
her crib, suddenly weighed in with a
factual correction; a three-day-old, still
in the hospital, piped up to agree that
the surgical procedure being recom-
mended was both unnecessary and out-
landishly expensive; an infant, evidently
inferring the entire universe from first
principles, observed that soon she would
be able to refer to her mother’s sister’s
fiancé as her uncle. In the months be-
fore my partner’s due date, I experi-
enced so many variations on this re-
current dream that it finally took a turn
for the meta. In that version, when our

vy
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newborn began to talk, I turned to the
assembled family members and ex-
claimed, “The dreams were prophetic!”

Awaiting the birth of a child is a
very strange experience. Life is full of
momentous events, but, as a rule, they
either happen with no warning what-
soever—someone you love is killed in
a car accident; you step into a café and
meet your future wife—or occur on a
foreordained day: you graduate from
college; you get married; you gain your
citizenship. Having a baby is not like
this, a fact that becomes increasingly
obvious toward the end of a pregnancy.
At thirty-four weeks, your baby is al-
most equally likely to be born in seven

The mechanics of suspense are complicated and often misunderstood.
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days or in two months. This presents
all kinds of practical problems: How
are you supposed to schedule parental
leave? For what date should the grand-
parents buy plane tickets? How long
do you have to meet a work deadline
or to find curtains for the nursery? If,
in your famished late-pregnancy state,
you eat all the snacks in the bag you
packed for the hospital, will you have
time to replace them?

Such logistical issues are vexing. But
the final weeks of pregnancy, with all
the uncertainty and anticipation that
they entail, also foster a very specific
emotional state, one produced only by
the experience of waiting, for an inde-
terminate amount of time, for some-
thing momentous to happen. And so
lately I have been thinking, in the con-
text of life, about something I have
thought about for years in the context
of literature: the structure, function,
and strange pleasures of suspense.

L ike a lot of fun things, suspense has
abad reputation. Its detractors have
long regarded it as a cheap trick, de-
ployed by hacks or sellouts to entertain
the masses. In the nineteenth century,
when whole classes of overtly suspense-
tul books began to emerge, including
mystery novels and detective fiction,
highbrow critics were quick to denounce
them as “preaching to the nerves”—
that is, winning over readers by pro-
voking curiosity and excitement, rather
than by offering any ethical or aesthe-
tic fulfillment. “Tawdry,”“hideous,”“ig-
noble”: thus did Matthew Arnold de-
nounce so-called railway books, the
potboiling precursors to airport fiction.

Such opprobrium rests on a logical
flaw: yes, tawdry literature is full of sus-
pense, but virtually every other kind of
literature is, too. In fact, outside of
phone books and instruction manuals,
it’s almost impossible to find a written
work that doesn’t make use of suspense
to captivate its readers. With effort, 1
can think of a few exceptions: Ger-
trude Stein, that grand doyenne of un-
conventional attraction, seldom uses
suspense to seduce us, and books for
very young children, like “Goodnight
Moon” and “Pat the Bunny,” run on a
different fuel entirely. But almost ev-
eryone else in the writing business is
on Team Suspense. “A Time to Kill,”
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“Rear Window,” “T'inker, Tailor, Sol-
dier, Spy,” “To the Lighthouse,” “Be-
loved,” “The Magic Mountain,” all of
Dickens, all of Shakespeare, the Book
of Job: each of these is borne forward
at least in part by the engine of sus-
pense. Snobbish critics who get worked
up when that engine steamrolls other
literary desiderata, from prose style to
character development, forget that the
suspense itself is not to blame. On the
contrary, it lies close to the origins and
the essence of literature. As E. M. For-
ster noted in “Aspects of the Novel,”
every work of fiction, no matter how
lofty, must be built around a story, and,
“qua story, it can have only one merit:
that of making the audience want to
know what happens next.”

As generations of would-be novel-
ists can tell you, that is harder than it
sounds. The mechanics of suspense
are complicated and, like its moral and
literary status, often misunderstood.
Many people think that it’s created by
withholding information, which is
true—yet you cannot begin to create
suspense without providing informa-
tion as well. Take Alfred HitchcocK’s
famous example, of a bomb going off
in a film either with or without the
audience’s foreknowledge. If it explodes
with no warning, that’s surprising and
disturbing, but it isn’t suspenseful. To
feel suspense, viewers must know in
advance that the bomb is there. If, say,
you watched it getting wired to a car,
all the subsequent scenes fill up with
tension: the protagonist returning to
fish an umbrella from the trunk, a po-
lice officer lingering to write a ticket,
a crowd of elementary-school students
swarming the crosswalk in front of the
car. In other words, what creates the
suspense is not that you don't know
what’s going to happen. It is that,
broadly speaking, you do.

As all of this suggests, the experi-
ence of suspense is basically one of
waiting. This is another counterintu-
itive fact about it: far from proceeding
at a breakneck pace, suspense involves
an artificial slowing down of time.
Highly suspenseful books may indeed
be “page-turners,”but that implies only
that the reader moves quickly, not that
the plot does. Once an audience’s cu-
riosity has been piqued, the story line
veers away from whatever might sate

it, meandering rather than rushing to-
ward its conclusion. This presents a
challenge for the writer, since in many
contexts—the D.IM. V., the tarmac, on
hold with Verizon—waiting is one of
humankind’s least favorite activities.
The secret to succeeding at suspense
is to keep readers interested despite
keeping them on ice. That’s why the
most important part of a bomb, from
a literary or cinematic perspective, is
the timer. Counting from one to ten
is boring, because what happens next
is eleven. But counting from ten to
one is gripping, because what happens
next is: BOOM! As long as your audi-
ence knows that something important
will happen soon, the act of slogging
moment by moment through time
ceases to be tedious and instead be-
comes thrilling.
Consider the following passage:

He picked up the raft, held it in front of
him, and walked seaward. When the water
reached his waist, he leaned forward. A swell
caught the raft and lifted it, with the boy aboard.
He centered himself so the raft lay flat. He
paddled with both arms, stroking smoothly.
His feet and ankles hung over the rear of the
raft. He moved out a few yards, then turned

and began to paddle up and down the beach.

So detailed is this description that
it brings to mind the panel-by-panel
illustrations for assembling IKEA fur-
niture. The prose is pleasant enough,
bobbing along like the boy on a be-
calmed surface. But it is not particu-
larly suspenseful unless you encounter
it in context: page 57 of Peter Bench-
ley’s “Jaws.”

The most extreme version of this
suspense-building strategy does not
merely slow time down but effectively
stops it, by yanking the reader away
from the action just as it reaches its
apex. This is the plot device known as
the clifthanger, a word whose putative
origins lie not in pulp fiction but in
a lesser-known Thomas Hardy novel,
“A Pair of Blue Eyes.” In the relevant
scene, a man named Henry Knight is
strolling with his love interest along
the cliffs of Cornwall when his hat
blows oft. He chases after it, one thing
leads to another, and soon he is dan-
gling from a sheer wall of rock, noth-
ing beneath him but six hundred feet
of air terminating in the fanged and
foaming surface of the ocean.

I cannot in good conscience recom-
mend “A Pair of Blue Eyes,” which
brings to mind T. S. Eliot’s observa-
tion about Hardy—that “at times his
style touches sublimity without ever
having passed through the stage of
being good.” Still, the scene on the cliff
is a tiny, self-contained masterpiece:
smart, riveting, and, so to speak, com-
pletely over the top. As his hero’s life
hangs in the balance, Hardy makes his
leisurely way through five hundred mil-
lion years of history. Knight looks at
an ancient trilobite fossilized in the
rock face directly in front of his eyes,
and finds his mind turning toward all
the countless intervening creatures that
link the two of them, from the primor-
dial iguanodon to the earliest human.
Facing death, it is not so much his own
life that flashes before his eyes as all of
life on earth. He thinks about those
millions of years of vitality and mor-
tality, he thinks about his beloved, he
thinks about the indifference that in
his circumstances passes for the ma-
levolence of Nature, he thinks about
the meaning of his apparently too brief
life, and all the while he is suspended
above the unforgiving Atlantic—left
hanging, not unlike the audience, for
more than a dozen pages, easily the
best ones in the book. Far be it from
me to disclose whether or not Henry
Knight survives his ordeal. Either way,
thus was the clifthanger born.

peaking of birth: consider the phrase

“a pregnant pause.” You might imag-
ine that the idiom was derived from the
condition—that we call such a pause
pregnant because it is bulging with some-
thing important that is about to hap-
pen. But that is backward. In a bit of
linguistic history that my partner and I
found pleasing when we stumbled across
it in the months before her due date,
“pregnant” meant “laden with signifi-
cance”before it meant laden with child.

A pregnancy is, in effect, a very long
cliffthanger: a state of “expecting,” as
the apt euphemism has it, that drags
on and on and on. A pregnant pause,
by contrast, is a very short clifthanger:
a conversational fermata that fills lis-
teners with anticipation. That it can
do so through a technique no more so-
phisticated than a simple pause sug-
gests, correctly, that suspense does not
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derive only from the machinations of
plot. Instead, it is what you might call
fractal: it can be fostered at every level,
from a seven-season TV series all the
way down to a chapter, a paragraph, a
scene, or even a silence.

On the page, where silence per se is
not an option, the smallest possible unit
of suspense is a sentence. We don't often
think of a single line of
prose as potentially sus-
penseful, but one of the es-
sential jobs of a sentence is
to encourage you to read
the next one. (If it fails to
do so, all the other possible
aims of writing—explica-
tion, illumination, aesthetic
pleasure, moral change—
are irrelevant.) To that end,
sentences must sometimes
work like stories; they must make read-
ers want to know what happens next.

Here is a successful example. Re-
corded in the archives of the author
Carl Carmer, it is the opening line of a
bit of Southern Black folklore: 7%e nee-
high man lived by the swamp. That sen-
tence contains no action (the knee-high
man did not flee from the giant) and
no overt tension (the knee-high man
did not feel the hammering of his heart).
It contains only a character, plunked
down in a setting. Yet it is full of sus-
pense. When you read it, there is no
way not to wonder: What's up with the
knee-high man? You might think that’s
just because knee-high men and swamps
are intrinsically interesting, but most of
the suspense in this sentence comes
from its structure. “The old man lived
by the railroad tracks”; “Mrs. Octavia
Antoinette Varnish lived on the six-
teenth floor of an apartment building
on Park Avenue”; “Benjamin Mooney
lived in an old house on a dirt road just
beyond the town line”: all of these cre-
ate suspense. It is a great gift to authors
that, given the character and setting of
a story, the human mind naturally starts
wondering about its plot.

Other sentences create suspense by
different means. “At first, he counted
the days by tying knots in a rope”: that
one is plucked from a Wikipedia entry
about Poon Lim, a sailor who survived
the sinking of a British ship during the
Second World War, then spent a hun-
dred and thirty-three days alone on a
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wooden raft until he was rescued off
the coast of Brazil. Showing up where
it does, in the middle of an account of
Lim’s ordeal, it is just a plainspoken
statement of fact. But, if you make it
the first sentence of a story, you've got
yourself a killer lede: who wouldn’t keep
reading, with that kind of opening line?
After just twelve words, we are already
deep in the narrative, curi-
ous about what has hap-
pened, curious about what
will happen next.

Screenwriters have long
understood and exploited
this start-in-the-thick-of-
things trick. “Sunset Bou-
levard” begins with a mur-
dered man floating in a pool
for the same reason that
countless Netflix shows
begin at a moment of peak drama: to
keep the audience watching for another
two—or twenty—hours, waiting for the
plot to catch up with, and clarify, the
opening scene. Onscreen, such scenes
are generally dramatic, as with the body
in the pool, but on the page this in-
medias-res technique doesn’t require
anything beyond itself to work. To pro-
duce suspense in a single line, you do
not need exceptionally interesting con-
tents. “The doubts came later”—that
sentence consists of one boring article,
one boring noun, one boring verb, and
one boring adverb. Yet the mind races
ahead: What is it that’s suddenly under
scrutiny? A memory? A marriage? A
death? Nor do you need beautiful prose.
“The event that came to be known as
The Pulse began at 3:03 P.M., eastern
standard time, on October 1”: that’s Ste-
phen King, in the opening sentence of
“Cell,” being as spare as a railway an-
nouncer and entirely effective.

The ambiguity in these sentences—
what doubts? what pulse?—seems like
a prerequisite for suspense. But, as the
late philosopher Aaron Smuts observed,
it is possible to know everything about
an upcoming event yet still experience
it as suspenseful. Smuts points to the
scene in “Psycho”where Marion Crane
chats with Norman Bates while check-
ing into his motel. The first time you
watch it, you will take in the creepy of-
fice and its creepy proprietor and feel
a mild anxiety for Marion’s well-being.
Only on rewatching the scene, fully

aware that she is minutes away from
being murdered, does it become un-
bearably suspenseful.

It seems strange that we can feel in-
tense suspense while waiting for some-
thing we know is going to happen. Yet,
if we couldn’t, we would experience far
less suspense—and, accordingly, con-
siderably diminished interest—while
watching movies about familiar events,
like “Titanic” and “Flight 93,” or read-
ing books like “The Perfect Storm,”
where we learn the outcome in the
opening pages, or rereading “Harry
Potter and the Chamber of Secrets” for
the fifteenth time and knowing every-
thing that lies in store. The fact that
we do experience suspense in such cases
suggests that we can suspend not only
disbelief but also knowledge—that a
sufficiently skilled storyteller can es-
sentially make us forget what we know
about the future for the duration of
time that we are experiencing it anew
in a creative work.

Interestingly, the question of whether
a writer is sufficiently skilled can itself
become a matter of suspense. In certain
complex stories, we find ourselves won-
dering what lurks in the future not only
for the characters (will Desmond re-
unite with Penny?) but also for our-
selves and our own satisfaction (will the
creators of “Lost”actually pull this off?).
That kind of meta suspense simmers
beneath many ambitious works, from
novels like Eleanor Catton’s “The Lu-
minaries”and Francis Spufford’s “Golden
Hill” to pretty much every movie ever
made by the Nolan brothers. The more
intricate or sprawling a plot, the more
we experience anxiety about its success-
tul resolution. Will all its many pieces
fall into place or fall apart? Is anyone
in control of this story? These are the
questions that haunt us when a narra-
tive starts to feel inconsistent, poorly
plotted, and only intermittently illumi-
nating and gratifying—which is to say,
when it starts to feel much like that
other context in which we so often ex-
perience suspense: real life.

For philosophers, theologians, and
everyday people in the throes of
midnight or midlife soul-searching, the
fundamental question about life is what
it means: why are we here, what’s it all
about, does our existence even matter,



et cetera. But for most of us, most of
the time, the chief question that life
poses is not about its meaning but about
its plot. In other words, it is E. M. For-
ster’s question: What happens next?
Will you get the promotion? Who will
win the election? Will the woman you
took out to dinner last week call you
back? Will Jeannie Mae show her face
in church on Sunday after what her
son was caught doing Friday night?

In life, as in literature, suspense is a
response to uncertainties like these—a
state of agitation produced by the de-
sire to know what the future holds. Be-
cause uncertainty is a fundamental part
of the human condition, suspense is
central to our emotional landscape.
We can feel it about almost anything,
at any scale of significance. The pause
before a verdict is read aloud in court
is suspenseful, but so is the dor-dot-dot
that appears on your iPhone when
someone is sending you a text mes-
sage. The walk to the mailbox can be
suspenseful (will there be an accep-
tance letter?); the weather can be sus-
penseful (will it rain on your wedding
day?); the fifteen drab highway miles
to the nearest service station can be
extremely suspenseful if your gas gauge
is sitting on empty.

In fiction, suspense is typically plea-
surable no matter what occasions it.
(Of course, there are some people who,
finding it intolerable, avoid suspense-
ful works altogether, find spoiler-filled
summaries, or skip to the end.) But in
real life suspense comes in two variet-
ies: a positive version, anticipation,and
a negative version, dread. The positive
version enhances our enjoyment of an
experience by deferring it, much as a
meal tastes better when you've waited
until you are ravenous to eat it. That’s
why hammy m.c.s will say things like
“Drumroll, please” and otherwise find
ways to delay any big reveal. Wilkie
Collins, that great nineteenth-century
master of suspense, famously advised
his fellow-writers to “make ‘em wait,”
and we are often thrilled when life con-
forms to that wisdom. As the novelist
Anthony Doerr once noted, “We want
our games to go into overtime.”

We do not, however, want our mis-
fortunes and miseries to go into over-
time. Why opt into dread? At best, it
is mild and brief—as with, say, the un-

pleasant interlude while awaiting the
dentist’s drill—but at worst it is among
life’s most acute agonies. No one should
ever be subjected to the suspense of
waiting for the radiologist’s report on
an ambiguous ultrasound, or of wait-
ing for a child who is not yet home
long after curfew. Even happy resolu-
tions to such situations do not com-
pensate for the experience of dread, be-
cause relief, unlike suspense, is generally
fleeting. You spend hours growing ever
more convinced that the loved one who
isn't answering your increasingly alarmed
voice mails has been killed in a car
wreck; when you learn that the phone
died instead, you get maybe two min-
utes of relief.

Curiously, though, despite the stark
differences between anticipation and
dread, they can feel remarkably simi-

lar. It is much worse to wait for the
results of a biopsy than to wait for
your crush to show up for your first
date, but the experience—the nervous
stomach, the inability to think about
anything else—feels almost the same.
Indeed, in some ways, the greatest de-
terminant of how suspense feels is not
what it is about but how much of it we
experience. Like cafteine, opioids, and
air pollution, it is governed by the rules
of dose response.

Two factors affect the dose of sus-
pense we receive: the importance of
the event we are waiting for and the
degree of uncertainty about its out-
come. In situations of both high stakes
and high uncertainty, our suspense will
be extreme, no matter the source. It is
vastly preferable to watch your daugh-
ter take her starting position for the

“We don’t have espresso. How about a cup
of coffee and a smack in the face?”



four-hundred-metre sprint at the
Olympics than it is to watch her being
wheeled into the operating room for
brain surgery, but both situations are
maximized for suspense. Far-lower-
stakes situations can also be suspense-
tul if their outcomes are sufficiently
uncertain, while events with almost
certain outcomes can be suspenseful if
the stakes are sufficiently high. If you
are ninety-five per cent sure that you
know the answer to a question, you will
not feel much suspense while awaiting
the response—unless the question is
“Will you marry me?”

Another factor in how we experi-
ence suspense is how /ong we experi-
ence it. Sometimes life, like Thomas
Hardy, can supply a true cliffhanger,
as you know if you've ever gone for a
worrisome medical test on the Friday
before a long weekend. In other words,
real-life suspense, like its literary coun-
terpart, is the product of a relationship
between information and time. But
that relationship is complex; although
suspense does tend to increase with the
passage of time, the change is not lin-
ear. For instance, back when my part-
ner and I were first dating and still
lived in different states, I became aware
of a curious phenomenon: the closer
we got to a visit, the more excruciat-
ing it became to wait to see her. Later,
after we got married and decided to
have a baby, I experienced that same
strange inversion in the final stages of
her pregnancy. Logically speaking, it
should be hardest to wait for a baby
when the wait is longest, but the op-
posite is true—a pregnancy is far more
suspenseful at week thirty-six than at
week twenty-three. One wonders how
the specific relationship between in-
formation and time which defines sus-
pense has changed as the over-all re-
lationship between information and
time has dramatically accelerated.
Which is more suspenseful: spending
Election Night glued to social media
as scores of results and anecdotes and
theories pour in each minute, or twid-
dling your thumbs in 1796, waiting for
the iron-on-stone sound of a messen-
ger galloping in?

One final factor that determines
how we experience suspense is wholly
idiosyncratic: some people are simply
more susceptible to it than others. I
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imagine that there is a smattering of
souls in this world who are naturally
incurious about the future; others have
spent years trying to master the im-
pulse to peer around the corner of the
present, apprenticing themselves to one
of the religious or philosophical tradi-
tions that encourage us to stay focussed
on the here and now. That is surely
sage advice, since thinking about the
future can involve expending enormous
amounts of energy on phantoms, but,
for most of us, it is extremely difficult
to follow. You can chalk that up to evo-
lutionary exigency, because the act of
prediction has always been central to
our survival. No wonder we spend so
much time speculating about what will
happen next; we are built to be, as the
philosopher Daniel Dennett once put
it, “anticipation machines.”

That inheritance lives on with par-
ticular potency in some of us. My part-
ner, for instance, is constitutionally
impatient, not interpersonally but epis-
temologically; exceptionally inquisi-
tive, she finds suspense unbearable and
is relentless in the face of an unresolved
mystery. These character traits, while
admirable in countless ways, are some-
thing of a liability during pregnancy, a
high-stakes, high-uncertainty situa-
tion involving dozens of micro and
macro mysteries. When will you first
teel the baby kick? What will the next
ultrasound reveal? Will your baby be
born in December or January, at two
in the afternoon or four in the morn-
ing, in perfect health or in need of the
NI1cU? Questions like these pile up
throughout the endless days that it
takes to gestate a human baby. And so,
while others spend their pregnancies
suffering from morning sickness or sci-
atica, my partner spent hers suffering
chiefly from curiosity.

O ne tricky fact about real-life sus-
pense: when we are thinking about
our own future—as opposed to read-
ing a novel-—most of us assume that
we have some say over what happens
next. Whether that is actually the case
is one of humanity’s oldest open ques-
tions. Is there an author of our exis-
tence, divine or otherwise, who has
programmed the whole show? Are our
lives determined down to the last de-
tail by natural laws or an all-powerful

God, or do we have a measure of free
will—some way of wriggling out of our
mortal constraints to change the course
of private or collective history?

Experientially, most of us feel the
sway of both possibilities. In countless
ways, our lives seem, for good or ill,
ours to manage; in countless other ways,
including those related to many of the
things that matter most, they feel mad-
deningly out of our hands. The only
thing we know for certain is that, if
the universe really is deterministic, its
gears or gods are hidden from us. We
are not like Laplace’s demon, possess-
ing perfect knowledge of the present
state of every atom in existence and
therefore able to see how all subse-
quent events will unfold. For that mat-
ter, even if we did possess such knowl-
edge, it might not make a difference.
Plenty of contemporary physicists think
that the universe is indeterminate—
that even an intellect gigantic enough
to comprehend all the causes in the
cosmos would not be able to correctly
infer the effects and thereby foretell
the future.

Either way, suspense still reigns su-
preme. As long as the future remains
opaque, it will also remain frightening
and exhilarating, the repository of our
greatest fears and wildest dreams. This
is perhaps the most important way that
real-life suspense differs from the fic-
tional kind: in books and movies, we
do not necessarily care if the outcome
for which we have been waiting is good
or bad—our primary concern is that it
resolves the feeling of suspense in a
satisfying way. But in life we care about
those outcomes desperately. We want
our fears to prove unfounded and our
dreams to come true; we want to be
spared life’s many possible devastations
and gratified by its revelations and res-
olutions. This is, perhaps, the tender-
est and most hopeful definition of sus-
pense: it is the passionate wish, in the
face of omnipresent doubts and dan-
gers, that all will be well in the future.

And sometimes it is. After all that
waiting, our baby was born in a great
big hurry, one beautiful August eve-
ning, two days before her due date. She
was healthy in every respect; if you ask
me, she was, in every respect, perfect.
Eleven months later, she said her first
word. It was “book.” ¢
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BY IAN FRAZIER

A panel of scientific experts commissioned
by NASA to study “unidentified anomalous
phenomena,” more widely known as UFOs,
said Thursday that it found no evidence that
any of the reported objects were extraterres-
trial in origin.

— Washington Post.

Man in blue tights, red cape. Con-
firmed origin: Metropolis.

Man in red clothing, sleigh. Con-
firmed origin: central Arctic.

Wizard in balloon. Confirmed ori-
gin: Oz.

Nanny with umbrella, suitcase. Con-
firmed origin: London.

Large-eared elephant with mouse.
Confirmed origin: circus, U.S.A.

Prophet on flying horselike creature.
Confirmed origin: Mecca.

Poet in flaming chariot. Confirmed
origin: Sussex, U.K.

Singer flying toward moon. Con-
firmed origin: Las Vegas.

Adolescents on brooms. Confirmed
origin: vo-tech acad., UK.

Guru in ground-level hover. Con-
firmed origin: S. California.

Children in pajamas, top hat, night-
gown. Confirmed origin: London.

Preadolescent male in green. Con-
firmed origin: Neverland.

Prophet with flaming chariot, horses.
Confirmed origin: Mideast.

Adult male on throw rug. Confirmed
origin: metro Baghdad.

Wraiths in white. Confirmed origin:
New York Public Library.

Flying black sports-type vehicle.
Confirmed origin: Gotham City.

Male with wings on shoes. Con-

firmed origin: Mt. Olympus, Greece.

Squirrel in aviator goggles. Con-
firmed origin: Frostbite Falls, Minn.

Undead in cape. Confirmed origin:
Caucasus region.

Woman and cat in cauldron. Con-
firmed origin: near Boston.

Castle in air. Confirmed origin: deep
forest, Central Europe.

Beanstalk and giant entering atmo-
sphere. Confirmed origin: England.

Longhorn steers, brands on fire. Con-
firmed origin: West Texas.

Reported in so-called Area 52, Italian
eninsula:

Monk with birds on shoulders. Con-
firmed origin: Assisi.

Bald friar in brown robe. Confirmed
origin: Copertino.

Bodiless female head with halo over
Siena. Confirmed origin: Rome.

Magus ascending, descending. Con-
firmed origin: Rome.

Reported in so-called Area 53, Spain:

Hovering female with halo. Con-
firmed origin: Avila.

Female with halo, flying west. Con-
firmed origin: Agreda.

Male with halo, ascending to low al-
titude. Confirmed origin: Loyola.

Additional notes from panel of scien-
tific experts (PS.E.):

1. Unidentified anomalous phenom-
ena that have been reported include air-
borne spherical or oblong objects whose
origins are directly traceable to human
hands, feet, or heads, or to terrestrial ob-

jects such as bats, rackets, or flingers em-
ployed by humans. These sightings, usu-
ally in parks or over stadiums, number
in the tens of millions, and we could not
attempt to investigate more than a hand-
ful of them. It is possible, though unlikely,
that one or two of the objects we did
not check were of extraterrestrial origin.

2. The phenomena we did check, as
per the (partial) list above, give a sense
of how crowded and miscellaneous our
planet’s skies have become. No interna-
tional body co6rdinates who goes up, or
when, or how each phenomenon moves
about once aloft. When a saint is trans-
lated to heaven (to give one example),
the public is not alerted, nor are other
passersby who might happen into the
airspace. There have been many terri-
fying near-misses of which the media
was never informed. The longhorn steers
whose brands are on fire belong to the
Devil, and the unfortunate cowboys
who drive them must do so forever be-
cause of the sinful lives they led in dance
halls while on cattle drives. As these
riders cross the endless sky, they cry,
“Yippie-yi-yay! Yippie-yi-oh!,” and
sometimes lean down to warn cowboys
on Earth against sin so they won't end
up in the same fix. During one such
distracted moment on March 21 of this
year, the herd got away and came within
one hundred feet of colliding with the
nanny carrying the suitcase and um-
brella. Only a quick adjustment of course
on her part averted disaster.

3. Satellites: Mostly they keep to the
orbital zones, and there have been no
problems so far. When the giant en-
tered the atmosphere—he and the bean-
stalk were falling, technically, after it
had been cut down at the base—he hit
a communications satellite and put it
out of commission, but the signals were
quickly rerouted through a spare unit
orbiting nearby.

4. Other concerns: Bear in mind that
some of these objects are on fire. If Eli-
jah goes by in his flaming chariot, and
his horses’ manes are burning and their
hooves are throwing off fiery sparks,
there will be the temptation to take a
closer look. Don't! Especially if you're
in a World War I canvas biplane or a
hydrogen-filled dirigible. You can see
paintings of all the miracles you want
in museums at no risk to your life. We
want to keep everybody safe. ¢
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CASTOFFES

Reality-TV contestants are barely paid, and the experience can feel like abuse. Should they unionize?

ine months into the pandemic,
| \ | Nick Thompson, a marketer at
a tech firm in Chicago, got a
message on LinkedIn inviting him to
apply to be a contestant on a Netflix
reality show called “Love Is Blind.”
Thompson, a Midwesterner with bright-
blue eyes and a sheepish smile, didn't
watch much reality TV, although he'd
caught a bit of “The Bachelor” so that
he could join a betting bracket at his of-
fice. He was more of a fan of W.W.E.
wrestling, so much so that he'd once
trained to become a wrestler himself.
“For, like, a day,” he said, laughing—hed
busted his ankle, then quit.

The format of “Love Is Blind”sounded
outlandish: fifteen men and fifteen women
were gathered in Los Angeles, where they
were ensconced in individual “pods” and
flirted with strangers through a wall. After
just a few days of speed courtship, con-
testants fell in love and, amazingly, some
got engaged, sight unseen. The show’s
producers, who worked for a company
called Kinetic Content, emphasized that
“Love Is Blind,” despite its premise, wasn't
some sleazy guilty pleasure like “Temp-
tation Island.” It was a sincere experiment
in human intimacy—participants were
placed on a “digital fast” designed to lib-
erate them from all distractions, includ-
ing physical appearance, so that they could
form a deeper, more lasting bond with a
partner. The producers weren't looking
for clout-chasers but for emotionally ma-
ture adults, people who were ready to
commit to marriage, for real.

Thompson, a psychology and self-
help buff, was tantalized by the concept.
By the time he was cast—after back-
ground checks, months of interviews,
and an online psychological test—hed
seen Season 1, and he loved it. Contes-
tants were secluded in cozy mini living
rooms with sofas and nap blankets, a
bit like the bottle in “I Dream of Jean-
nie.” Between dating segments, viewers
got an intoxicating God’s-eye view of

26 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 27, 2024

BY EMILY NUSSBAUM

these “pods,” which were nested side by
side, a golden honeycomb buzzing with
romance. A few days in, participants be-
came visibly infatuated, particularly that
season’s breakout couple: Lauren, a warm,
thoughtful Black model, and Cameron,
a soft-spoken white scientist. After a
dramatic “reveal,” in which pairs met
face to face, those couples who had got
engaged took a group vacation to Mex-
ico,and, finally, returned to their shared
home town. (In Season 1, everyone came
from Atlanta.) The couples met each
other’s families, lived together for sev-
eral weeks, and planned weddings.

Not every couple ultimately said “I
do,” but the few who did seemed con-
vincingly smitten, and for Thompson,
who was thirty-five, the show looked like
awelcome break from the ugliness of dat-
ing apps. He considered himself a “low
drama” person; he was proud of the sta-
bility that hed achieved as the first mem-
ber of his family to graduate from col-
lege. After carefully reviewing his contract
with Kinetic, he set out to follow the pro-
ducers’ mantra: “Trust the process.”

In Los Angeles, Thompson found the
isolation startling—doing the show was
less like being in a genie’s bottle than a
casino, with no windows or wall clocks
but lots of alcohol. For the first weekend,
he was confined to a hotel room, forbid-
den to speak to other cast members, a
status known as being “on ice.” Thomp-
son’s phone was taken away; there was
no Internet access. This was all part of
the digital fast, he understood, but when
the ten-day shoot inside the pods began,
that Monday, the hours were shockingly
long: the cast had to be camera-ready at
8 A.M. and didn't return to their hotel
rooms until 2 or 3 A.M. (Late-night dates
were optional, but there were strong in-
centives to do them: if you failed to “make
a connection’ or the producers lost inter-
est in your story, you could get cut.) Con-
testants were working for up to twenty
consecutive hours. Each morning, pro-

ducers gave them a journal to write in,
along with a schedule of “dates” with
other contestants and a list of questions
to explore, with a theme for each day,
such as sex or family. Sometimes they
tlirted in the pods as robotic cameras
filmed them, and sipped drinks from the
show’s trademark gold goblets; other
times, they sat in a communal “lounge”
set to film conversations with contestants
of the same gender or met privately with
producers for “on the fly”interviews. There
were only a few breaks, including brief
chances to use the bathroom and, once
a day, a moment when the unionized
members of the crew got swapped out.

And then Thompson fell in love. After
a few light flirtations, he felt a serious
spark with Danielle Ruhl, a twenty-nine-
year-old associate marketing director. In
his journal, he surrounded Ruhl’s name
with hearts. When Thompson described
those days to me, his voice grew dreamy:
“We just had so much fun. Got deep
about our family dynamics, all that stuff.
Just listened, laughed, cried.. .. It was
so genuinely not forced. And it kind of
stayed that way, in the pods.”

On the ninth day, Thompson pro-
posed to Ruhl. (In the final edit, it would
look as if their engagement occurred days
before any of the others; in fact, all the
proposals were filmed on the same day.)
He felt giddy, in a fog of romantic bliss.
The couples were then sent to a resort
in Cancin, for the vacation sequence,
and things began to shift. In the pods,
Ruhl had spoken to Thompson about
her struggles with anxiety, something
that shed also discussed during casting.
Now the couple was sharing a room,and
the fog began burning off.

The first day at the resort, the shoot
was delayed because of a COVID out-
break, and the couple had fun, getting
drunk, ordering room service, and swim-
ming in a pool just outside their room.
The next day, at 6 A.M., a team showed
up to film a “makeout” scene in the



Several former “Love Is Blind” contestants have sued the shows creators, accusing them of exploitation and other cruelties.
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I can’t wait fo graduate fo a bicycle, and later—when
my life takes a weird turn—a unicycle.”

shower. Thompson and Ruhl complied,
somewhat reluctantly: intimate moments
like this were built into the show, requir-
ing awkward collaborations with the crew.
Then Ruhl began vomiting, possibly from
a stomach bug. Although shed tested
negative for COVID, the producers refused
to let her attend a “couples’barbecue” that
night—and they urged Thompson, who
wanted to stay with her, to go by himself.
After the event, he arrived at his hotel-
room door, where the team surrounded
him, ready to shoot: Ruhl was inside, and
he was instructed to talk to her about the
party, sitting as close as possible, since
she wasn't miked up.

Thompson had no idea that, in his
absence, Ruhl had spiralled into a panic
attack, the first she'd had since her teens,
when shed attempted suicide. “It felt like
swords were swimming through my veins.
My heart hurt,” she told me. “I lost my
hearing—everything sounded like womp,
womp, womp.” Desperate to escape the
production, she downed a bottle of wine
and locked herself'in her closet, sobbing,
paranoid that the room had hidden cam-
eras. (A crew member confirmed Ruhl’s
account of her distress.) She refused re-
quests to put her microphone on, and
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later told her producer that she wanted
to leave and felt like killing herself. (Ki-
netic has denied that Ruhl expressed sui-
cidal thoughts to the production team,
and says that it follows “rigorous proto-
cols” to insure participants’“wellbeing.”)

None of this wound up on the air. In-
stead, viewers saw the couple sitting stiffly
on their bed, having a tense argument
in which Ruhl moodily told her fiancé
that she didn't trust “anything right now.”
What she was talking about, both par-
ties agree, was her fear that the produc-
tion team had been messing with them.
Once Thompson realized that he'd been
set up, he pulled his own microphone
off and threw it. To viewers, however, it
looked like a dramatic lovers’spat: Ruhl
was jealous of Thompson talking to other
women at the barbecue.

Four years later—after the couple said
“I do,” then appeared, apparently con-
tent, on a cast-reunion episode and an
“After the Altar” special; after Ruhl filed
for divorce, following months of strug-
gle; after both participants were quoted
in a Business Insider article about “Love
Is Blind” that called the show “hell on
earth’—Thompson kept thinking about
that night in Cancin. If the producers

thought that his fiancée might have
coviID, why didn't they think Ae was at
risk of spreading it, too? In retrospect,
he wondered whether he and Ruhl had
been separated to spark a conflict—then
manipulated, rather than supported,
during a scary mental-health crisis. Given
the crispness of the sound quality in the
version that aired, he even wondered if
there had been microphones in the room
after all. It was hard to tell what was real
when you were inside the casino.
Thompson had come to see the show
he'd once embraced in a new way. His
romantic adventure now looked like a
cruel trick, an unethical exercise in which
the people in charge used isolation, sleep
deprivation, and emotional manipula-
tion to control their subjects. Even a
“good edit,” like the one that producers
had given his story line, didn't protect
you. Mostly, though, Thompson recog-
nized that he'd been naive about the job
hed signed up for—and that he hadn't
really understood it to be a job at all.

he reality genre has been around for

seventy-five years, with roots that
extend far past “Survivor”and “The Bach-
elor.” Shortly after the Second World
War, radio networks began airing what
were then called audience-participation
programs, shows like “Candid Micro-
phone”(the beta version of “Candid Cam-
era’) and “Queen for a Day”—provoc-
ative, popular formats that put regular
tolks in the spotlight, then encouraged
them to spill their secrets to the world.
Elites dismissed these shows as crude
gimmicks, but executives ate them up.
They were low-budget and strike-
proof—a way to tell stories without hav-
ing to pay pesky writers or actors.

In today’s boom era for reality pro-
gramming, with such shows less a novelty
than a juggernaut, producers’ calculations
haven't shifted much. Most reality-TV
crew members work brutal hours for low
pay, with no benefits, on the margins of
Hollywood. In recent years, there’s been
some progress for editors and camera
operators—a subset of whom have or-
ganized through the International Alli-
ance of Theatrical Stage Employees—
but most producers and crew members
remain essentially freelancers. For the
people they film, the situation is starker:
there has never been any sort of codrdi-
nated labor movement for reality cast



members. In part, this is because, like
Nick Thompson, most people don't see
going on a reality show as work. To un-
sympathetic eyes, and even to some sym-
pathetic ones, it’s simply a different cat-
egory of behavior: gonzo volunteerism,
or an audition for fame, or a kind of ex-
treme sport, in which people agree to
put themselves at risk, emotionally or
physically, for an adventure or the chance
of future opportunities. If something bad
happens to reality stars (as in porn, cast
members are always “stars”), they liter-
ally signed up for it. The standard con-
tract makes it nearly impossible for cast
members to complain—or even to talk
about how the show was made.

In labor terms, reality cast members
float in a strange limbo. Theyre not doc-
umentary subjects, who typically agree
to be filmed for free but have some con-
trol over what hours they work and how
much access they offer. They’re not pro-
tessional actors, who memorize scripts,
or talk-show hosts or newscasters, who
can speak off the cuff. Instead, according
to the SAG-AFTRA union’s Network Code,
which was first negotiated in the nineteen-
fifties, when most television was aired
live, they occupy a humbler niche: they’re
“bona-fide amateurs,” who appear on-
screen without any industry protections.
The casts of “The Celebrity Apprentice”
and “Celebrity Big Brother” are covered
by SAG-AFTRA; the casts of “The Ap-
prentice” and “Big Brother” are not.

In the wake of #MeToo and the Black
Lives Matter movement, and of last year’s
W.G.A. and SAG-AFTRA strikes, there
have been tremors of change, with talk
in the press about a so-called reality
reckoning, much of it focussed on Bravo,
the network behind the “Real House-
wives” franchise and its various thrash-
ing tentacles of content. Bethenny Fran-
kel, the flinty-eyed former Housewife
who launched the Skinnygirl brand of
low-calorie wines and spirits—and whose
success inspired a reality-contract tweak
known as “the Bethenny Clause,” allow-
ing Bravo to take a cut of cast members’
products—stepped up as an unlikely
Norma Rae. In July, 2023, she posted a
video captioned “This is a union,” in
which she advocated for a new model
of reality-star employment with fair sal-
aries and residual payments, and stumped
for solidarity among women infamous
for backbiting and betrayal. In a recent

interview in the Hollywood Reporter, Bra-
vo’s ringmaster, the producer and host
Andy Cohen, waved that idea away:
“You're not drafted into the ‘Real House-
wives,” he said, arguing that “reality stars
typically have other jobs”and parlay TV
exposure into profitable ventures.

Since Frankel made her video, one
lawsuit after another has been filed in
the Bravoverse. But these have been pretty
damp fireworks, sparking some head-
lines—about institutional racism or on-
set neglect—but making little impact on
public opinion. For onlookers, such rev-
elations can be hard to distinguish from
the drama the Bravo brand relies on, the
bogus table-flipping and the genuine
bankruptcies that are the network’s hall-
mark. It’s the Catch-22 of any reality
soap opera: even legitimate workplace
complaints look like spilled tea.

“Love Is Blind”has sold itself as a bet-
ter breed of reality. Created by a former
reality-T'V agent named Chris Coelen,
and co-hosted by the former boy-band
heartthrob Nick Lachey—an O.G. real-
ity star from MTV’s “Newlyweds—and
his wife, Vanessa, “Love Is Blind” was a
smash hit for Netflix. It had the good
fortune to début in February, 2020, with
a format that eerily mirrored the loneli-
ness of quarantine. The interracial love-
birds Lauren and Cameron struck many
viewers as soothing counterprogramming
to that year’s B.L.M. uprisings. And al-
though the show was hardly the first to
air live weddings—“Bride and Groom”

did that shortly after the Second World
War—there was an air of unfakeable
spontaneity to its bottled courtships, a
throb of authenticity that was generated,
or at least intensified, by the artificial set-
ting. Pure moments were framed by sil-
lier ones, such as a hilarious sequence in
which a tech-bro type tried to use eye
drops to simulate tears, only to get outed
by the editors, then villainized for the
reality-show crime of not being on the
show “for the right reasons.”

TV hits, like crushes, fade. Four years
into its run, the show has become a stag-
ing ground for a nascent labor movement
for reality stars. These efforts have taken
multiple forms: first, various lawsuits
against Netflix, Kinetic, and Delirium
TV, the show’s other production com-
pany, making such accusations as false
imprisonment and abuse; second, the cre-
ation of the Unscripted Cast Advocacy
Network (UCAN) by two dissident “Love
Is Blind” alumni, Nick Thompson and
his Season 2 castmate Jeremy Hartwell,
along with a sympathetic psychologist;
and, finally, an attempt to redefine ap-
pearing on a reality show as a full-time
job that deserves the protections other
workers receive, including the right to
complain publicly about mistreatment.
All this activity is happening under the
shadow of severe nondisclosure agree-
ments—contractual clauses that make it
legally risky for reality stars to discuss any
aspect of production. As tentative and
untested as these gambits are, they’re the
first genuine efforts to define cast mem-
bers as more than fodder for the guilty-
pleasure industrial complex.

The first case against “Love Is Blind”
was a proposed class-action lawsuit filed
in June, 2022, by Hartwell, who accused
the production of “unsafe and inhu-
mane” conditions, including sleep and
tood deprivation, in addition to multi-
ple labor violations. A director at a Chi-
cago mortgage company, Hartwell, like
Thompson, wasn't a reality-television
viewer before becoming a contestant,
and he, too, was recruited online, in his
case on the dating site Hinge. Reared
by Christian fundamentalist parents, he
was also the first person in his family
to get a bachelor’s degree, and he had a
deep interest in “self-optimization.” But,
whereas Thompson went all the way
down the aisle, Hartwell stumbled a few
days into the filming and left early—he
barely shows up, making a goofy remark
during the pod sequence about getting
horny when he’s hung over.

When we first spoke, in February,
Hartwell was vague about exactly what
happened during filming: his N.D.A.
is still in effect, and, as he made clear,
there’s a legal difference between talking
about abuse and disclosing “proprietary
trade secrets.” But Hartwell said that in
his short time on the show he felt “caught
in the current” of the pods—the period
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when participants had marathon vul-
nerable conversations with strangers,
falling in love or getting rejected, or
sometimes both. Hartwell didn't leave
of his own volition, he said; at the same
time, he felt trapped, knowing that there
was a fifty-thousand-dollar fine for quit-
ting without a producer’s consent—a
provision that was present in contracts
through at least Season 5. (Coelen has
said that Kinetic never collected on it.)
Hartwell described to me what sounds
like a breakdown: before that week, he
considered himself a “stoic, levelheaded,
chill, happy” person; in the aftermath,
he was traumatized, angry, and confused.
There was a twelve-hour period in his
hotel room that he couldn’t account for:
“The best way I can describe it is vague,
dark shadows of despair.” His psychol-
ogist told him that it sounded as though
hed entered “a fugue state.”

Hartwell, feeling confident that Ki-
netic would want to avoid this outcome
for future cast members, contacted the
company, only to be ignored until he
said that he was getting a lawyer. Then
Kinetic’s lawyer told him to “fuck off.”
(Kinetic did not respond to repeated re-
quests for comment.) It took some time
for Hartwell’s lens to widen, for him to
stop viewing what he had experienced
as “an oversight,” some accidental prob-
lem that was limited to his season or his
show. “It was a// of reality TV,” he told
me. “And thousands of people have gone
through this—many of them far worse
off than I was.” The genre itself was a
shell game, “created as a revenue-miti-
gation strategy.” The psychological-ma-
nipulation techniques that producers
used bore a strong resemblance to those
used by cults, which also cut people oft
from the world. But nobody took such
harms seriously, because nobody took
reality TV—or the people who starred
on it—seriously. The legal problem struck
Hartwell as especially severe, particu-
larly an arbitration clause embedded in
contracts which mandated that any com-
plaints against the show be settled pri-
vately. As a result, the public never knew
when something went wrong on a set—
allowing the audience to accept the
show’s methods as normal.

Hartwell’s lawsuit noted that “Love Is
Blind” cast members were paid far below
minimum wage: a thousand dollars a
week, for up to twenty hours of filming
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FROM “HERITAGE”

I was born in the month of the Blood Wolf Moon.
My mother said icicles shook the trees

as she and my father traipsed

along the black sheet sidewalk
to their convertible. Her timed contractions
stretched out, hours long, until almost midnight.
After how many miscarriages.
Hospital bedside, my aunt and uncle
smiled over the crib. Or was that just
a photograph? Tell me

about departure. Tell me

how often she left the newborn, jetted
away on Pan Am, tied up the ribbons

of her satin toe shoes.

I am not one to antagonize her.
I bow low to her voice. She who crossed
the Iron Curtain, searching for the baby
photos inside stamped envelopes.
Memory’s sleight of hand.

I don’t remember how she vanished,

or when, tiptoeing into the cape

of night, wrapped in ermine, in mink,

flabbergasting audiences

with every pirouette. Frozen, perfect,
the star blazing onstage.

For the sake of a dime,

oblivious owners invented

names for teams: Braves,

Chiefs, Redskins. Football

zealots, my parents

rooted for the Bears. Last night,

someone holding a glass

of Sancerre at a posh

French restaurant said,

“Why should they care

a day, seven days a week, amounting to
$7.14 an hour. He also made an ambitious
labor argument based on a new law in
California, AB5, which required compa-
nies to classify many gig workers as W-2
employees. Hartwell believed that, since
cast members were under the “substan-
tial and excessive” control of their pro-
ducers, they'd been misclassified as inde-
pendent contractors. His suit demanded
unpaid wages, compensation for missed
meal breaks, damages for unfair business
practices, and civil penalties for labor-

code violations. (After the suit was filed,
Kinetic responded that there was “abso-
lutely no merit”to Hartwell’s accusations.)

In April, 2023, Hartwell, in collabo-
ration with Thompson, incorporated
UCAN as a nonprofit, putting up a Web
site with the slogan “Cast members are
people. NOT live props.” Reality alumni
had been venting privately for decades,
on text chains and e-mail threads, but
UCAN aimed to build something more
lasting and powerful: a mutual-support
organization that doubled as a clearing-



about the name Redskins?

Why make such a fuss?”

My blond hair

tooled her. Our host whispered,

“Her family is Osage.”

After we pushed back

chairs, during goodbyes,

she apologized.

When my mother, Maria

Tallchief, danced the muse

Terpsichore in “Apollo”

on the stage of the Paris

Opera House, the audience

embraced her, shouting,

“Encore! Encore!”

The headlines of ’47 read

“Peau Rouge Danse a I'Opera.”

Peau Rouge, Red Skin,

a phrase she learned

to ignore. Reading my friend’s

manuscript, 'm stunned

to discover the origin

of Red Skins—+zhe bodies

of Natives brought in for bounty.

During my youth,

every Sunday in the fall,

my parents bicycled

along Lake Michigan

to cheer their home

team playing in Soldier

Field, a stadium named

as a memorial to those who died

in combat, constructed

the year my mother was born.

house for legal and mental-health re-
sources. Hartwell hoped to educate pro-
spective contestants about the genre
before they signed contracts. He also
wanted to educate fans about how their
favorite shows were made—to encour-
age them to be allies, not voyeurs.
Later that year, news emerged about
another lawsuit, filed by Tran Dang, a
cast member from Season 5, whose par-
ticipants came from Houston. She al-

leged that, on the couples’ vacation in
Mexico, her fiancé, Thomas Smith, had

—Flise Paschen

groped her, exposed himself, and assaulted
her. When she shared what happened
with producers, they chalked everything
up to bad communication. In Houston,
where Dang insisted on leaving the show,
she was forced to film a final scene in
which she was fed lines by hostile pro-
ducers who insisted that she talk about
the need for forgiveness. “I was made to
repeat my lines over and over again until
I faltered in desperation and gave them
what they wanted,” Dang wrote. Many
of the allegedly abusive events had been

captured on tape, she claimed. Dang ac-
cused Smith, Kinetic, and Delirium of
assault and battery; she also charged the
production companies with negligence
and false imprisonment—and argued
that they were responsible for Smith’s
misbehavior, because he was an employee.
Smith, through his lawyer, denied the
allegations. Dang’s lawyer, Benjamin
Allen, told me in an e-mail that he was
confident Dang would prevail, but that
she couldn’t talk to me. Although Dang
had the legal right to file her lawsuit, her
right to speak to the press was less clear,
“and as you know, these businesses like
to sue their former participants.”

This was a clear reference to Renee
Poche, another cast member from Sea-
son 5. Like Dang, Poche had filmed the
show only to find that her relationship
had not made the final edit. When she
began to tell her story publicly, Kinetic
sued her for four million dollars, a mil-
lion for each of her public statements;
it felt like a warning to every cast mem-
ber. In response, UCAN found Poche a
pair of top Hollywood entertainment
lawyers in just a day. It was “proof of
concept” for the organization, Hartwell
told me, noting, “If she had been sued
just three months earlier, she would have
been another silent victim.”

n the spring of 2022, Brianne New-

man, a twenty-eight-year-old resident
of Houston, got word of a production-
assistant gig on Season § of “Love Is
Blind.” It was an opportunity too good
to pass up, particularly since her sister was
“fully addicted” to the show. On set, New-
man was assigned to a team that followed
one of the couples, Renee Poche and her
fiancé, Carter Wall. From the start, she
adored Poche, a thirty-one-year-old vet-
erinarian from a Cajun background who
impressed her as warm, funny, and clever,
“a whole-ass career woman” who owned
a beautiful home and a Porsche. Wall, on
the other hand, struck her as a broke alco-
holic with anger issues. It baffled Newman
that Kinetic had cast him—he certainly
didn't strike her as marriage material.

Based on accounts from eight crew
members, at many levels of production,
Newman's opinions about the couple were
widely shared. Poche was described to
me, variously, as “wonderful, with a good
head on her shoulders,” “a very sweet
young lady,” “just an absolute perfect

THE NEW YORKER, MAY 27, 2024 3l



human being,”and “T'V gold!” She handed
out drawings to crew members as gifts
(including a classy nude self-portrait that
she had stuck to her fridge; after a PA.
complimented it, she gave it to him, in-
furiating Wall). She cooked for the crew.
Poche was charismatic enough that many
crew members—and several cast mem-
bers—assumed that she'd be the season’s
breakout star.

Few people liked Wall. He compul-
sively chewed tobacco; on set, rumors
flew that he had used slurs, including
“faggot.” One crew member described
him as “a racist, bigoted hillbilly who
didn’t give a rat’s ass about anything.”
Many people theorized that he was seek-
ing “a sugar mama,” and also trying to
get famous. But they acknowledged that
he wasn't alone in his pursuit of fame,
especially by Season 5: when a reality
show became a hit, the cast’s motives
were no longer so simple, if they ever
had been. The point of “Love Is Blind”
was still to get married, but the show
also offered a path to a glamorous life,
from Instagram endorsements to Hol-
lywood jobs. It was possible—and, re-
ally, it was logical—for cast members to
dream of more than one thing.

Poche, who grew up in a Louisiana
trailer park, was a politically liberal ani-

mal lover who was seeking an equal part-
ner, someone with whom she could raise
a child. Wall came from a more middle-
class background. At first, in the pods,
their relationship looked sunny, likely
because their talk didn't go deep. During
dates, they drank and flirted, building a
playful but superficial rapport. Wall often
just mirrored back whatever Poche said
about herself, telling her, among other
things, that it was a relief to meet a fellow-
atheist. One thing that Wall, a Texan,
was transparent about was that he was
unemployed, something that had turned
other women in the pods oft. Poche was
O.K. with it, as long as Wall agreed to
get ajob when they returned to Houston.

After the “reveal,” though, things began
unravelling. In Mexico, Poche and Wall,
now engaged, hooked up, but it was some-
times suffocatingly hot in their hotel
room, which they couldn’t leave. When
they were filming a shower scene, Wall
threatened to slap the camera operator.
According to an account that Poche later
gave on a podcast, he blew up at another
crew member for not letting him spit dip
tobacco into her water bottle.

When they left the resort, the cou-
ples got their phones back. Wall’s was
dead, dropped for nonpayment. After it
was revived, on the flight home to Hous-
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ton, Wall showed Poche his screen: he
had negative two hundred dollars in his
bank account. (Hed been expecting to
live off the show’s thousand-dollar-a-
week salary and had failed to sign up for
automatic deposits from Kinetic.) In
Texas, Poche discovered that not only
was Wall unemployed, he had no fixed
address—as a stopgap, he was crashing
at a female friend’s house. In an apart-
ment that Kinetic provided for Wall and
Poche, he drank heavily, scarfed Adder-
all, and spent more time partying and
fishing than working on his résumé. They
went out for dinner and Poche suspected
that he stiffed the waiter.

When Newman, the PA.,had watched
“The Bachelor”in high school, she'd won-
dered if scenes were scripted. But the
conflicts she witnessed between Poche
and Wall felt unpleasantly authentic. “We
would hide in the dark bedrooms while
they would fight for, like, hours on end,”
she told me. After a couples’ barbecue,
the pair had a huge argument, with Wall
calling Poche ugly names, including
“thot”™—for “that ho over there.” Later,
at the apartment, Newman saw Poche
“barrelling out, sobbing, with her bags
packed.” She was moving back to her
own house, although she kept showing
up for shoots.

Why did Poche continue filming?
Maybe she was still trying to salvage the
relationship. Maybe she hoped to get a
good edit, or, with so much footage in
the hands of producers, maybe she feared
a bad one. Maybe she simply wanted to
complete the narrative—to walk down
the aisle and say no to a bully, for the
world to see. That was how reality pro-
duction had always operated: the people
in charge rarely had to threaten contes-
tants with their contract, because the at-
mosphere on set did the work. On “The
Bachelor,” producers called this phenom-
enon the Bubble: the show came to feel
like your whole world, its values your
own. Your producers seemed like friends
or therapists, sharing private jokes, guid-
ing you through choices, hinting at love
or future fame; they knew everything
about you, having been filled in on your
psychological makeup and having read
your journal each night.

Sometimes, though, producers gave
explicit directives. In Houston, Wall
bought Poche some pet fish, then ne-
glected them until they died. For Poche,



this was the last straw: she was calling
the wedding off. As a crew member looked
on,unnerved, a producer, John (J.P.) Paul,
told Poche and Wall that they couldn’t
stop filming now—they had to make it
down the aisle, then end it. He fed Poche
a line that, he said, she could deliver like
a threat: “T'll see you at the altar!”

As one “Love Is Blind” crew mem-
ber described it, Poche had been “soft-
forced” to complete the season, despite
her doubts. There was a sunk-cost fal-
lacy to the whole thing: if your story
never got told, what was it all for?

Toward the end of the Houston shoot,
the couple’s producer, Paul, chaufteured
‘Wall and Poche home from a date. Wall,
who was in the back seat, blew up when
Poche criticized him for spitting chew-
ing tobacco. The crew buzzed with ru-
mors about the incident—including that
Wall had punched the back of Poche’s
car seat. Newman, who told me that shed
come to think of the cast as “her little
babies,” felt “petrified” for Poche. That
day, her team settled on a new approach:
they would never leave the couple alone.

Other crew members also felt con-
cerned for Poche’s safety, including
Khadijah Forte, whose job included
compiling “hot sheet” summaries of plot
points from a live audio feed. She heard
Wall warn Poche, “You better be nice
to me,” more than once. “I don’t know
what he meant by that, but it just seemed
threatening,” she said. One day, the cou-
ple fought over Wall using slurs and
stealing from another cast member.
When Forte logged the fight, Paul asked
her to remove it from her summary.

This account of Wall is backed by a
cast member, Maris Prakonekham, who
left early, having never made a match,
but who was invited by producers to the
couples’ barbecue. A few drinks in, she
laid into Wall. “T cussed him out!” she
told me. “I was appalled at the way he
was talking about Renee—"That bitch
doesn’t deserve me. She’s a whore.” It
was crazy that he was comfortable
talking that way.”

When I recently reached Wall on
the phone, he was driving to his job, as
a bouncer at a strip club. His version of
events aligned in many respects with
the stories I'd heard, although he de-
nied yelling or being abusive. (He hadn’t
been in a fight since third grade, he
said.) He had done short-term jobs in

construction, on a fishing boat, and as
a behavioral aide at a “kid prison,” but
was out of work when a “Love Is Blind”
casting person reached out to him on
Facebook. “I was a professional drinker
at that point,”he told me. “I could hang
with the big boys.” In the pods, he'd
fallen for Poche, “my little barefoot Cajun
girl,” only to have her pull away after
she saw his bank balance. Wall told me
that he felt “butt-hurt” by
her judgment, seeing it as
hypocritical, in part because
of something that shed told
him in confidence, off cam-
era, in Mexico: shed once
had an OnlyFans account,
which she had since deleted.

As we spoke, Wall swung
between praising Poche—
and admitting that he'd
blown the relationship be-
cause of his own immaturity—and mak-
ing undermining remarks about her. (She
was “a ‘free the nipple’-type gal,”“in the
ninety-ninth percentile of both libido
and income,”“a real freaky rich woman!”)
He denied that he'd punched the car
seat, done a dine-and-dash, stolen any-
thing, said racist things, or acted in a
threatening way. He did admit to call-
ing Poche a “thot,” and to saying “Shut
your ho-ass mouth”at the barbecue, while
drunk. He had also used the word “fag-
got,” but said that it had been a joke. In
addition, he acknowledged trying to sneak
a woman into the Houston apartment
hed shared with Poche—something hed
justified as payback for her rejection—
only to get caught by crew and cast mem-
bers. When I asked Wall, who told me
that he had recently found God, if he
regretted having signed up for “Love Is
Blind,”he initially said that he'd do it all
again, except that he would get a job this
time. Then he changed his mind: “No, I
probably wouldn't take it. The thought
of people knowing things about me ...”
His voice trailed off. “I thought I wanted
to have attention. I don't want attention.”

f you watched Season § of “Love Is

Blind,” you know that none of these
events wound up on the show. Neither
did the wedding ceremony that Poche
stormed out of, ending her relationship
with Wall for good. Instead, she shows
up onscreen only in glimpses, a star turn
trimmed into a cameo: she makes wise-

cracks in the pod lounge, and later on,
in Houston, she perches on a sofa during
another woman’s bridal-gown fitting,
identified as a member of the “Pod
Squad,”and mysteriously wearing white
herself. Wall is barely present. The de-
cision to cut the couple’s story was made
around April, 2023—the month that the
Business Insider exposé appeared. By
that time, the initial edit had been com-
pleted, and in September
many crew members tuned
in, eager to see Poche, their
favorite character, have her
story told, only to realize
that she'd disappeared.
According to interviews
that she gave after the sea-
son began streaming, Poche
herself learned about the de-
cision in August. She didn’t
buy the explanation she got,
which was that the story line was cut for
time—the fifth season was eleven epi-
sodes, whereas the others had had at least
fourteen—and that Kinetic hoped to
spare her from reliving a bad experience.
During this period, Kinetic also informed
her that she hadn’t been cast in a spinoff
dating show, “Perfect Match,”a compe-
tition show starring former reality stars.
Wall had a different explanation for
their story being removed, one that
squared with what most people I spoke
to had heard: a close friend of his had
called Kinetic, warning that he might kill
himself if the season aired. Wall denied
to me that he had been suicidal—his
friends had overreacted to his drinking,
he said—but he admitted to being worried
about coming off as a loser on the show.
Another factor may have informed
Kinetic’s decision not to air the uncomfor-
table story of Poche and Wall’s relation-
ship: the sexual-assault lawsuit by Tran
Dang. Shortly after Season § débuted,
Dang’s legal action—which had been
filed fourteen months earlier—hit the
press. Poche read an article in Pegple in
which Chris Coelen, the “Love Is Blind”
creator, called Dang’s false-imprisonment
charge “preposterous,” claiming that the
set was a secure, supportive environment,
and insisting that Dang had never ex-
pressed concerns about her safety. Poche,
who was one of Dang’s friends from the
pods, was livid—and began speaking out.
After Poche gave two interviews about
the show, she received cease-and-desist
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orders, which she ignored; plenty of
“Love Is Blind” cast members had done
interviews without being sued. In a third
interview, she talked in depth about her
tear of Wall, beginning with that shower
scene in Mexico. In Houston, she said,
the production would cut scenes short
when he got angry. “I think they were
just as scared as I was,” she said. “Even-
tually, I was, like, T don't want to be with
him alone. Like, I'll go for
filming, finish whatever we
need to do ... but I'm not
staying at the apartment and
I'm not even gonna be there
during the day.”” The pro-
ducers had agreed to this,
she said, but nobody stepped
in to protect her—instead,
they kept urging her to give
Wall the benefit of the
doubt. When she told Wall
that he frightened her, he guilt-tripped
her, saying that he'd hit rock bottom:
“He said it made him sad that I would
think that. But he’s six-foot-five, three
hundred pounds—like, a huge guy with
a really bad temper!”

Whereas Dang’s lawyer was a Hous-
ton employment attorney, UCAN set
Poche up with Mark Geragos and Bryan
Freedman, powerful Hollywood enter-
tainment lawyers who had connections
across the TV industry. Freedman had
negotiated exit settlements for many ce-
lebrities, including the “Bachelor” host
Chris Harrison and the “America’s Got
Talent” host Gabrielle Union. Geragos
appeared regularly on cable news. Years
earlier, Freedman had represented United
Talent Agency in a dispute with Chris
Coelen, whod recently left the company.
(Freedman has a legal history of his own:
when he attended the University of Cal-
ifornia, Berkeley, a teen-ager claimed
that he'd sexually assaulted her; although
he denied that anything nonconsensual
had occurred, he was party to a settle-
ment of forty thousand dollars.)

Geragos and Freedman had begun
building an extensive legal case against
the reality-T'V industry, snapping up cli-
ents,among them Bethenny Frankel and
other litigants tied to Bravo shows. Nei-
ther lawyer watched much reality pro-
gramming, but the working conditions in
the industry struck them as shocking, even
for Hollywood. “There are people sign-
ing contracts that aren't just illegal—they
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void the entire contract itself!,” Freedman
told me. “There’s an ecosystem in which
people bring therapists to the set and then
those therapists break confidentiality and
share information with executives and
executive producers—and even lawyers
for the studio. I mean, it’s unbelievable.”

In January, 2024, Poche filed a coun-
terclaim saying she had signed up for a
show that bragged about screening out
men with “red flags,” only
to find herself engaged to
an unemployed serial liar
who was “homeless, violent,
estranged from his parents
and actively addicted to al-
cohol and amphetamines.”
(Wall denies that he is vi-
olent or estranged from his
parents.) Now the company
that she believed had put
her in danger was suing her
for telling the truth. Geragos and Freed-
man’s goal was to nullify Poche’s con-
tract—which, they argued, contained
multiple illegal clauses, all of them stan-
dard for reality shows—and to blow up
that prohibitive N.D.A. If it was de-
clared illegal, a pifiata of revelations
about the industry would split open. “If
this doesn't attract you as a lawyer, you
should be selling oranges on the side of
a freeway,” Geragos told me.

or decades, reality fame was the mon-

key’s paw of Hollywood. You were
globally famous but flat broke—a house-
hold name, harassed by haters, with no
prospect of an entertainment career. In
the two-thousands, the Kardashians
blazed a new path, and soon afterward
Instagram opened up the path to any-
one. By the time “Love Is Blind” began
airing, many ordinary people had “fol-
lowers,” and reality fame was more of an
intensifier, like squirting accelerant on
the flames of social media. Even low-
level stars could cut branding deals; big-
ger stars could make a fortune as full-time
influencers, like Lauren Speed-Hamilton
and Cameron Hamilton, the Season 1
couple, who run a YouTube channel on
which they posted a sponsored fifth-an-
niversary vow renewal at the Bellagio
Hotel in Las Vegas. Stars could jump
from one reality show to another, hop-
ing for a do-over—and the more star
power you accrued, the better you were
treated. In the dream scenario, you might

host a reality series and join SAG-AFTRA.

In the eyes of Hartwell, these perks
amounted to “golden handcuffs”as effec-
tive as any N.D.A. They kept former
contestants tied to companies such as
Kinetic, jockeying for favored status.
Though only a few made it big, oppor-
tunities dangled in front of other cast
members, if they played ball. “I won't
name names, but a lot of the cast, before
the show aired, were angry, railing against
how they were treated,” Hartwell told
me. “But here’s the thing—that feeling
is rational! If you go on one of these shows,
you're not paid anything. You go through
all this trauma, then all of a sudden you're
presented with an opportunity to actu-
ally make money oft of it. . .. Who knows
what I would have done.”

There were cast members for whom
the experience felt worth it. Among these
was Alexa Lemieux, from Season 3,whose
experience resembled Nick Thompson’s,
but with a happy ending. She, too, signed
up on a whim, mid-pandemic, having
swooned at Lauren and Cameron’s for-
mative “I love you.” She, too, fell in love
fast, in her case with a sales manager
named Brennon Lemieux. They became
the season’s “stable” couple, and were an-
other cross-cultural pairing: he was from
a rural, lower-middle-class Christian fam-
ily; she was from an Israeli American
family in Dallas that had become wealthy.
Alexa Lemieux told me that she hadn't
found the experience in the pods cult-
like, just “emotionally intense.” To her,
the set had felt almost luxurious, a secure
retreat where her requests (an espresso
Martini, some sushi) were catered to by
crew members whom she trusted.

The contestants, she argued, were all
adults who had chosen to take a gam-
ble. Nobody had to drink. She had stayed
friends with her Kinetic producer and
was especially close to Colleen Reed, her
tellow-bride that season; only cast mem-
bers truly understood the experience, she
said. Both women had Instagram ac-
counts on which they showed themselves
trying out beauty products—and, in Le-
mieux’s case, maternity jumpsuits. She
and Brennon were expecting their first
child. For Alexa, the one downside of
“Love Is Blind” was the viewers, who
had sent antisemitic death threats and
mocked her plus-size body. (On Insta-
gram, she sometimes posted droll clap-
backs to critics.) None of that would



have been worth it if she hadn’t met Bren-
non, she said. But she'd never have met
him without the show.

There is yet another monetizing op-
tion for ex-cast members: chatting pub-
licly about the show they were on. That
was the path taken by Deepti Vempati
and Natalie Lee, whod appeared along-
side Thompson and Hartwell on Sea-
son 2. After Vempati’s fiancé rejected her
for her looks, she spun her humiliation
into a phoenix-from-the-flames brand.
In the fall 0of 2022, she published a mem-
oir, “I Choose Myself.” The following
March, she and Lee launched “Out of
the Pods,” a podcast on which they in-
terviewed former cast members, touting
“exclusives” and “allegations”in between
mental-health ads. According to Fortune,
theyd each quit their day job and made
half'a million dollars in nineteen months.
“Out of the Pods”was one twinkling star
in a galaxy of reality gossip sites, Tik-
Toks, and podcasts, a bizarro-world form
of investigative journalism that func-
tioned as added content for fans of the
reality genre—and as a way for partici-
pants to have their say.

When Poche decided to talk publicly
about “Love Is Blind,” these platforms
were waiting. In October, 2023, she did
an upbeat interview on “Reality Life with
Kate Casey,” staying positive while hint-
ing that Wall had shown signs of vola-
tility. On the Web site PopSugar, she de-
scribed “an emotional roller coaster . ..
which I will get into, but not right now.”
On “Out of the Pods,” however, she
opened up, flipping through her journal
and tracing the path of her complicated
teelings, from the playful flirtation with
Wall in the pods to “farting around” in
Mexico, where she ignored signs of trou-
ble, to the uglier dynamic in Houston, as
“all of the lies started to add up.” She told
the hosts, “I fell in love with a pretend
person.” She and Lee bonded, lament-
ing how hard it was to resist or even iden-
tify emotional abuse while stuck inside
a'TV show. One detail that Poche shared
telt especially damning: producers had
asked her to make sure that Wall couldn’t
access a gun that she kept in her car for
security. Poche also weighed in on Dang’s
lawsuit: she described her former cast-
mate as a kind, timid woman who, when
she tried to quit, had been pressured to
keep filming. “They don't want me to tell
my story,” Poche said of Kinetic, adding,

“It’s my story—it’s for me to tell people.”

Throughout the fall of 2023, she posted
on social media, using hashtags such as
#releasethereneecut and posting a pho-
tograph of herself on set, trying on her
wedding dress. Online, she snuffed out
alternative narratives, like a rumor that
she'd been married before appearing on
“Love Is Blind.” (She got married after-
ward, to a different man, something she
hadn't mentioned during casting for “Per-
fect Match.”) At one point, Wall—whose
friends had egged him on to respond—
posted a video with the caption “Break-
ing the silence, unveiling the truth.”Wall,
wearing a camo shirt, declared, “Time
to fill y’all in on what happened between
me and oI’ Miss Renee and address some
of these frickin’ rumors that are outland-
ish.” With a nasty grin, he added, “And
tell y’all a little something y’all don’t
know about ol’ Miss Renee.” After a
pause, he said, “Coming soon”—then he
walked offscreen.

Poche stomped that scoop flat: she
reposted Wall’s video, adding a clown
emoji, then delivered the news herself,
as casually as a text: “Going to say that
I used to have an onlyfans since I told
him off camera. Lol ok.” Around this
time, Poche posted a photograph of her-
self and her friend Taylor Rue, a fellow
cast member, wearing sexy tank tops and
apprehensive expressions, under the
words “Us wondering where our men
were Jan 6.” Wall deleted his video and
went back to posting fishing shots. Poche
continued to roll out an array of likable
content, from a slide show about her
travels in Cuba to a video called “A Day
in the Life of a Shelter Veterinarian.”

She also promoted products such as lash
serum and vegan deodorant.

“Love Is Blind” crew members fol-
lowed these developments closely, some
more sympathetically than others. One
camera operator told me of the people
she filmed, “They’re insane.” Another
crew member, who felt enormous em-
pathy for the psychological pressure that
cast members were under, nonetheless
found it frustrating when they expected
to be treated like Hollywood stars: “It’s
not malicious, it’s just the way things
have been done! If you've only done un-
scripted work, you wouldn't think any-
thing about this.” A production man-
ager found cast members’ complaints
irritating for a different reason: they were
“coddled” compared with the crew, he
argued. Yes, the contestants filmed for
extremely long hours under tense con-
ditions—for six weeks. He'd worked
those same hours—and, often, longer
ones—all year long, patching together
spotty gigs without any chance of Insta-
gram riches.

Nobody was closer to the cast mem-
bers than the producers. John Paul, who
worked with Ruhl briefly, in the pod
sequence, and with Wall and Poche
throughout their season, was in Viet-
nam when I reached him, where he was
working on a show about middle-aged
women seeking a fresh start. A prom-
ising athlete in college, he'd pivoted to
entertainment after breaking his leg,
spending fourteen years climbing the
ranks from P.A. to producer and direc-
tor. He told me that he loved to mix it
up, shifting from emotionally draining
shows such as “Temptation Island” to

And now, from downtown!”



talent formats such as “MasterChef.”

Dating shows were their own special
challenge, he explained, requiring mul-
tiple producers to embody varied personae,
from the “fun girl” to the “wise grownup.”
On “Love Is Blind,” where he'd been
hired as a specialist in working with “dif-
ficult cast members,” his role was being
“a bro or a dad figure,” a sports-loving
dude at ease with blue-collar types. Male
cast members felt comfortable sharing
with him their confusion about women;
with female contestants, he said, “T feel
like I know how to ask them questions,
because I've been dumped so many times!
But I know how to touch their emotions,
and to open them up and to make them
cry.” He described himself as a true be-
liever in the show’s psychological com-
plexity. “Love Is Blind” offered him a
greater creative challenge than other re-
ality shows he'd worked on: instead of
telling people what to say, his job was
about shrewdly engineering scenarios
that would elicit authentic responses, like
a “meet the parents” scene. “We couldn’t
push them to go to the altar,” he told me.
“But you could have a woman talk it out
and listen to her and see what she’s feel-
ing, and then see what the guy’s feeling,
and then help promote them to talk about
it on camera the next day.” It was hard,
round-the-clock work, he said: “It’s kind
of your life for a while.”

Paul couldn’t go into detail about
what had happened between Poche and
Wall, but he told me that their narra-
tive had begun as a fairy tale about “a
beautiful veterinarian who cared about
the world”and “a simple guy who fished
and worked with kids and had so much
promise.”In Houston, the gig got harder.
“I cried with them,” he said. “I lost, you
know, years out of my life dealing with
them. My beard doesn't grow anymore
because of that one! But I was very close
to both of them. And, with all the law-
suits that happened, I see both sides.
And it’s a tricky position to be in.”

The reality-TV producers I've met
are sharp observers skilled at getting
strangers to open up. (Their profession
shares something with that of journal-
ists.) But they work inside the Bubble,
too, honing skills that look far sketchier
to outsiders, including aggressive inter-
view techniques that one “Love Is Blind”
contestant joked to me were like “ther-
apy—but bad therapy!” A producer’s job
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is to bond with cast members while sav-
vily exploiting conflicts among them,
turning raw emotion into story beats.
Some cajoled, some bullied. Compart-
mentalization was key. Michael Carroll,
who spent years as a producer on “The
Bachelor” and now works in hospitality,
told me that, in his reality-T'V heyday,
“every other season I'd have a moral come-
to-Jesus moment.” Then hed get pulled
back in—to make money, but also be-
cause the job was a thrill. Having left
the industry, he now saw it in a differ-
ent light. All of reality TV needed to be
unionized, he said, but organizing casts
would be the trickiest, because of how
the industry viewed the people it filmed:
“To us, as producers, for the longest time
they were just a piece of a machine—
they were commodities, to be honest.”

In mid-March, Netflix streamed the
cast-reunion episode of Season 6 of
“Love Is Blind,” filmed at a studio in
L.A. It had been an odd, uneven season,
with only one couple whod got married.
Maybe to compensate for that low hit
rate, Kinetic had assembled a supergroup
of couples from past seasons, who func-
tioned as a Greek chorus, among them
Alexa and Brennon Lemieux. (The Ham-
iltons had been invited, but they'd passed.
Cameron’s Instagram bio read “Yes, I'm
still a scientist,” but he was flacking a
Hamilton-branded romantic retreat in
Italy. The cost: $4,590 per person.)

To informed observers, the reunion,
hosted by Nick and Vanessa Lachey; felt
like a coded response to all the public

accusations. The Lacheys began by tout-
ing the show’s impressive success rate—
nine of eleven married couples were still
together—and they kept underscoring
one point: “Love Is Blind”was not a re-
ality show but something more pro-
found, an exploration of human close-
ness aimed at, and designed to be
watched by, the pure of heart. It was a
privilege to be chosen by Kinetic—one

that you betrayed at your peril. This
theme climaxed with the ambush of
Trevor Sova, a Prince Charming-ish
hunk who, in Season 6, had come across
as a nice guy on the losing end of a love
triangle. Now Nick confronted Sova
with evidence to the contrary: spicy texts
that he'd sent an ex, before and after
filming. The texts had been leaked to
gossip outlets, which posted them shortly
before the reunion was taped.

As Lachey read the texts, Sova froze
like a pinned butterfly. He stammered,
mumbling incoherent apologies, con-
fessing to his “toxic” behavior, saying
that he'd gone on the show for both
“good and bad reasons” and that he
needed “real therapy.” The Lacheys
looked on, stonily. Then Nick delivered
his verdict. Being on “Love Is Blind”
was a “once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,”
he said. He decried the kind of cast mem-
ber who wanted fame or fortune, or who
concealed something from the produc-
ers, or even who dared to call the show
“entertainment,” as one foolish Season
6 participant had done moments earlier.
“For people who come here with ulte-
rior motives, we've got to call you out
for it,” Nick said. “So, Trevor, I know you
asked to leave—you can leave now, man.”

Sova slumped away, having told his
romantic partner from the pods that hed
been genuine with her, and that he'd
apologize—but alone, off-camera. In
April, he explained in an Instagram post
that he'd had a panic attack on the air
and that he was now seeing an “actual
therapist.” Soon afterward, his Insta-
gram account was gone.

The brutal showdown suggested an
I'm-rubber-you’re-glue philosophy on
the part of management. In Kinetic’s
eyes, the true exploiters on “Love Is Blind”
were bad cast members, not puppet-mas-
ter producers. Not only was “Love Is
Blind” not harmful to the mental health
of'its subjects, it was itself a kind of men-
tal-health treatment—if you trusted the
process. Ideally, it served the same func-
tion for viewers: “Watching the show is
like therapy,” Brennon Lemieux said, de-
scribing how the couple used the show
to help work through their own issues.
When the Lacheys prompted cast mem-
bers to name what they missed the most
about filming “Love Is Blind,” they glow-
ingly said the crew and the food.

Watching these events, I kept think-



ing about those goblets with their thick
gold coating, campy enough for a pirate
movie. The cups popped up not only in
the pods but at cast barbecues and during
tamily visits, subbed in by a crew mem-
ber for the household’s regular glassware.
Like everything else on set, the goblets
served a purpose: because you couldn’t
tell how much booze was in them, an
editor could cut a scene in any order—
if the level went up or down, you couldn’t
tell. That is the nature of all reality shows,
however delightful they may be to watch:
the power lies with those who design the
experiment, who have thousands of hours
of footage of cast members, often drunk
or confessing to highly personal stories,
which the company owns and is allowed
to air or not air, at any time it likes, and
in any order. The cast members have
some choices of their own: they can play
up to the producers, resist them, or try
to work around them. Like gamblers in
Vegas, everyone has a system. But the
house always wins.

When I spoke to Hartwell a few weeks
after the special aired, he sounded calm
but also frustrated. It was the first anni-
versary of UCAN, and he had struggled
to secure funding—philanthropies had
other priorities. After a year of working
for free, he was looking for a paying job.
Inspired as he had been by labor break-
throughs at places such as Starbucks, he
knew that the movement was in its in-
fancy. Although he expressed deep ap-
preciation for Bethenny Frankel's video
gesture, he also joked that it was like
“The Office”’s Michael Scott announc-
ing, “I declare bankruptcy”: “You can’t
just stand up and declare a union.” Hart-
well still had big plans. He hoped to get
a high-profile actor on board, for in-
stance. And in a spirited Instagram post,
he'd urged Kinetic to collaborate with
his organization, an idea that struck me
as the longest of long shots. But in May
he had a breakthrough: it was reported
that his class-action suit had been set-
tled, for $1.4 million.

arlier this month, SAG-AFTRA, which

had previously not commented on
the emergence of UCAN, sent me a state-
ment supporting the organization and its
goals. It asserted that “reality perform-
ers deserve Union protection like other
Hollywood workers in the industry.” It
was a meaningful turn given the history of

“We were unable to locate the body.”

the reality genre, which has often set un-
scripted performers against scripted ones.

Unions are only one way to achieve
workplace justice, of course. UCAN’s
mental-health director, Isabelle Morley,
described a different model: an outside
watchdog on reality shows, something
like an intimacy codrdinator or the
guardians who keep track of the treat-
ment of animals and children on sets.
These concepts all spoke to the ultimate
question: Is it possible to build a better
reality-television workplace, for both
cast and crew members? Or does the
genre rely on total control? The last time
that I'd looked at Kinetic’s Web page,
which listed such shows as “The Ulti-
matum: Queer Love”and “Man vs. Bear,”
I'd noticed an unusual element: a page
labelled “To All Potential Participants.”
It urged applicants to “contemplate the
possible discomfort and emotional chal-
lenges they may face before, during, and
after filming,” and there were detailed
sections about diligence during casting,
and about what might happen onscreen.
According to the Wayback Machine,
this page was first captured on August
2,2023, around the time that Poche was
told she'd been mostly edited out of
“Love Is Blind.”

For now, Hartwell primarily wanted
to get cast members talking to one an-

other, to recognize that they had rights.
A lot of the trauma of going on a real-
ity show comes from recognizing that
you were susceptible to manipulation in
the first place, something that only peo-
ple whove been through it can understand.

In March, Renee Poche’s case hit a
snag: L.A. Superior Court Judge Bruce G.
Iwasaki rejected the suit, and denounced
Geragos and Freedman for their “heated
rthetoric.” Poche’s lawyers were prepar-
ing a petition for writ of mandate, which
was similar to an appeal, but, if that does
not succeed, her case will head into pri-
vate arbitration, with the judge having
ruled that there was “absolutely no evi-
dence” that handling the matter secretly
could cause Poche harm. “The court is
stuck with the contract. That’s the con-
tract,” he said, bluntly. The N.D.A. was
holding, for now.

But there was promising news from
a different courtroom, far from Los An-
geles: Tran Dang’s case, which was play-
ing out in Texas, had had a victory. The
Court of Appeals for the First District
of Texas had backed an earlier ruling say-
ing that Dang’s claims fell under the End-
ing Forced Arbitration of Sexual Assault
and Sexual Harassment Act of 2021.
When her case went to trial, it would be
public, accessible to the press. It would
be a show worth watching. #
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

YOU MAKE ME SICK

How corporate scientists discovered—and then helped to conceal—the dangers of forewr chemicals.

ris Hansen had worked as a
K chemist at the 3M Corporation

for about a year when her boss,
an affable senior scientist named Jim
Johnson, gave her a strange assignment.
3M had invented Scotch Tape and
Post-it notes; it sold everything from
sandpaper to kitchen sponges. But
on this day, in 1997, Johnson wanted
Hansen to test human blood for chem-
ical contamination.

Several of 3M’s most successtul prod-
ucts contained man-made compounds
called fluorochemicals. In a spray called
Scotchgard, fluorochemicals protected
leather and fabric from stains. In a coat-
ing known as Scotchban, they prevented
food packaging from getting soggy. In
a soapy foam used by firefighters, they
helped extinguish jet-fuel fires. John-
son explained to Hansen that one of
the company’s fluorochemicals, PFOS—
short for perfluorooctanesulfonic acid—
often found its way into the bodies of
3M factory workers. Although he said
that they were unharmed, he had re-
cently hired an outside lab to measure
the levels in their blood. The lab had
just reported something odd, however.
For the sake of comparison, it had tested
blood samples from the American Red
Cross, which came from the general
population and should have been free
of fluorochemicals. Instead, it kept find-
ing a contaminant in the blood.

Johnson asked Hansen to figure out
whether the lab had made a mistake.
Detecting trace levels of chemicals was
her specialty: she had recently written
a doctoral dissertation about tiny par-
ticles in the atmosphere. Hansen’s team
of lab technicians and junior scientists
fetched a blood sample from a lab-
supply company and prepped it for
analysis. Then Hansen switched on an
oven-size box known as a mass spec-
trometer, which weighs molecules so
that scientists can identify them.

As the lab equipment hummed
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around her, Hansen loaded a sample
into the machine. A graph appeared on
the mass spectrometer’s display; it sug-
gested that there was a compound in
the blood that could be PFOS. That’s
weird, Hansen thought. Why would
a chemical produced by 3M show up
in people who had never worked for
the company?

Hansen didn’t want to share her re-
sults until she was certain that they
were correct, so she and her team spent
several weeks analyzing more blood,
often in time-consuming overnight
tests. All the samples appeared to be
contaminated. When Hansen used a
more precise method, liquid chroma-
tography, the results left little doubt
that the chemical in the Red Cross
blood was PFOS.

Hansen now felt obligated to up-
date her boss. Johnson was a towering,
bearded man, and she liked him: he
seemed to trust her expertise, and he
found something to laugh about in
most conversations. But, when she
shared her findings, his response was
cryptic. “This changes everything,” he
said. Before she could ask him what
he meant, he went into his office and
closed the door.

his was not the first time that Han-

sen had found a chemical where
it didn’t belong. A wiry woman who
grew up skiing competitively, Hansen
had always liked to spend time out-
doors; for her chemistry thesis at Wil-
liams College, she had kayaked around
the former site of an electric company
on the Hoosic River, collecting cray-
tish and testing them for industrial
pollutants called polychlorinated bi-
phenyls (PCBs). Her research, which
showed that a drainage ditch at the
site was leaking the chemicals, prompted
a news story and contributed to a
cleanup effort overseen by the Massa-
chusetts Department of Environmen-

tal Protection. At 3M, Hansen assumed
that her bosses would respond to her
findings with the same kind of dili-
gence and care.

Hansen stayed near Johnson’s office
for the rest of the day, anxiously wait-
ing for him to react to her research.
He never did. In the days that followed,
Hansen sensed that Johnson had no-
tified some of his superiors. She re-
members his boss, Dale Bacon, a
paunchy fellow with gray hair, stop-
ping by her desk and suggesting that
she had made a mistake. “I don’t think
s0,”she told him. In subsequent weeks,
Hansen and her team ordered fresh
blood samples from every supplier that
3M worked with. Each of the samples
tested positive for PFOS.

In the middle of this testing, John-
son suddenly announced that he would
be taking early retirement. After he
packed up his office and left, Hansen
felt adrift. She was so new to corpo-
rate life that her office clothes—pleated
pants and dress shirts—still felt like a
costume. Johnson had always guided
her research, and he hadn’t told Han-
sen what she should do next. She re-
minded herself of what he had said—
that the chemical wasn’t harmful in
factory workers. But she couldn't be
sure that it was harm/ess. She knew that
PCBs, for example, were mass-pro-
duced for years before studies showed
that they accumulate in the food chain
and cause a range of health issues, in-
cluding damage to the brain. The most
reliable way to gauge the safety of chem-
icals is to study them over time, in an-
imals and, if possible, in humans.

What Hansen didn’t know was
that 3M had already conducted animal
studies—two decades earlier. They had
shown PFOS to be toxic, yet the re-
sults remained secret, even to many at
the company. In one early experiment,
conducted in the late seventies, a group

of 3M scientists fed PFOS to rats on a



In April, the E.PA. finalized two historic regulations of forever chemicals, which are found in countless everyday products.
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daily basis. Starting at the second-low-
est dose that the scientists tested, about
ten milligrams for every kilogram of
body weight, the rats showed signs of
possible harm to their livers, and half
of them died. At higher doses, every rat
died. Soon afterward, 3M scientists
found that a relatively low daily dose,
4.5 milligrams for every kilogram of
body weight, could kill a
monkey within weeks.
(Based on this result, the
chemical would currently
fall into the highest of five
toxicity levels recognized
by the United Nations.)
This daily dose of PFOS
was orders of magnitude
greater than the amount
that the average person
would ingest, but it was still
relatively low—roughly comparable to
the dose of aspirin in a standard tablet.

In 1979, an internal company report
deemed PFOS “certainly more toxic
than anticipated” and recommended
longer-term studies. That year, 3M ex-
ecutives flew to San Francisco to con-
sult Harold Hodge, a respected toxi-
cologist. They told Hodge only part of
what they knew: that PFOS had sick-
ened and even killed laboratory ani-
mals, and had caused liver abnormal-
ities in factory workers. According to
a3M document that was marked “CON-
FIDENTIAL,” Hodge urged the execu-
tives to study whether the company’s
fluorochemicals caused reproductive
issues or cancer. After reviewing more
data, he told one of them to find out
whether the chemicals were present “in
man,” and he added, “If the levels are
high and widespread and the half-life
is long, we could have a serious prob-
lem.” Yet Hodge’s warning was omit-
ted from official meeting notes, and
the company’s fluorochemical produc-
tion increased over time.

Hansen’s bosses never told her that
PFOS was toxic. In the weeks after
Johnson left 3M, however, she felt that
she was under a new level of scrutiny.
One of her superiors suggested that her
equipment might be contaminated, so
she cleaned the mass spectrometer and
then the entire lab. Her results didn't
change. Another encouraged her to re-
peatedly analyze her syringes, bags, and
test tubes, in case they had tainted the
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blood. (They had not.) Her managers
were less concerned about PFOS,; it
seemed to Hansen, than about the
chance that she was wrong.
Sometimes Hansen doubted herself.
She was twenty-eight and had only re-
cently earned her Ph.D. But she contin-
ued her experiments, if only to respond
to the questions of her managers. 3M
bought three additional mass
spectrometers, which each
cost more than a car, and
Hansen used them to test
more blood samples. In late
1997, her new boss, Bacon,
even had her fly out to the
company that manufactured
the machines, so that she
could repeat her tests there.
She studied the blood of
hundreds of people, from
more than a dozen blood banks in var-
ious states. Each sample contained PFOS.
The chemical seemed to be everywhere.

hen 3M was founded, in 1902, it
was known as the Minnesota
Mining and Manufacturing Company.
After its mining operations flopped,
the company pivoted to sandpaper, and
then to a series of clever inventions
aimed at improving everyday life. An
early employee noticed that autowork-
ers were struggling to paint two-tone
cars, which were popular at the time;
he eventually invented masking tape,
using crépe paper and cabinetmaker’s
glue. Another 3M employee created
Post-it notes, to help him bookmark
passages in his church hymnal. An of-
ficial history of 3M, published for the
company’s hundredth anniversary, cel-
ebrated its “tolerance for tinkerers.”
Fluorochemicals had their origins in
the American effort to build the atomic
bomb. During the Second World War,
scientists for the Manhattan Project de-
veloped one of the first safe processes
for bonding carbon to fluorine, a dan-
gerously reactive element that experts
had nicknamed “the wildest hellcat”
of chemistry. After the war, 3M hired
some Manhattan Project chemists and
began mass-producing chains of car-
bon atoms bonded to fluorine atoms.
The resulting chemicals proved to be
astonishingly versatile, in part because
they resist oil, water, and heat. They
are also incredibly long-lasting, earning

”

them the moniker “forever chemicals.

In the early fifties, 3M began selling
one of its fluorochemicals, PFOA, to the
chemical company DuPont, for use in
Teflon. Then, a couple of years later, a
dollop of fluorochemical goo landed on
a 3M employee’s tennis shoe, where it
proved impervious to stains and impos-
sible to wipe off. 3M now had the idea
for Scotchgard and Scotchban. By the
time Hansen was in elementary school,
in the seventies, both products were ubig-
uitous. Restaurants served French fries
in Scotchban-treated packaging. Han-
sen’s mother sprayed Scotchgard on the
living-room couch.

Hansen grew up in Lake Elmo, Min-
nesota, not far from 3M’s headquarters.
Her father was one of the company’s
star engineers and was even inducted
into its hall of fame, in 1979; he had
helped to create Scotch-Brite scouring
pads and Coban wrap, a soft alternative
to sticky bandages. Once, he molded
some fibres into cups, thinking that they
might make a good bra. They turned
out to be miserably uncomfortable, so
he and his colleagues placed them over
their mouths, giving the company the
inspiration for its signature N95 mask.

Hansen never intended to follow her
father to the company. She spent her
childhood summers catching turtles and
leopard frogs at the lake and hoped to
have a career in environmental conser-
vation. Her first job after earning her
chemistry Ph.D. was on a boat, which
took her to remote parts of the Pacific
Ocean. But the voyage left her so sea-
sick that she lost twenty pounds, and she
soon retreated to Minnesota. In 1996, at
her father’s suggestion, Hansen applied
for a position in 3M’s environmental lab.

After Hansen started her PFOS
research, her relationships with some col-
leagues seemed to deteriorate. One af-
ternoon in 1998, a trim 3M epidemiolo-
gist named Geary Olsen arrived with
several vials of blood and asked her to
test them. The next morning, she read
the results to him and several colleagues—
positive for PFOS. As Hansen remem-
bers it, Olsen looked triumphant. “Those
samples came from my horse,”he said—
and his horse certainly wasn't eating at
McDonald’s or trotting on Scotchgarded
carpets. Hansen felt that he was trying
to humiliate her. (Olsen did not respond
to requests for comment.) What Han-



sen wanted to know was how PFOS was
making its way into animals.

She found an answer in data from lab
rats, which also appeared to have fluo-
rochemicals in their blood. Rats that had
more fish meal in their diets, she discov-
ered, tended to have higher levels of
PFOS, suggesting that the chemical had
spread through the food chain, and per-
haps through water. In male lab rats,
PFOS levels rose with age, indicating
that the chemical accumulated in the
body. But, curiously, in female rats the
levels sometimes fell. Hansen was un-
settled when toxicology reports indicated
why: mother rats seemed to be off-load-
ing the chemical to their pups. Exposure
to PFOS could begin before birth.

Another study confirmed that Scotch-
ban and Scotchgard were sources of the
chemical. PFOS wasn’t an official ingre-
dient in either product, but both contained
other fluorochemicals that, the study
showed, broke down into PFOS in the
bodies of lab rats. Hansen and her team
ultimately found PFOS in eagles, chick-
ens, rabbits, cows, pigs, and other ani-
mals. They also found fourteen additional
fluorochemicals in human blood, includ-
ing several produced by 3M. Some were
present in wastewater from a 3M factory.

At one point, Hansen told her father,
Paul, that she was frustrated by the way
senior colleagues kept questioning her
work. Paul had recently retired, but he
had confidence in 3M’s top executives,
and he suggested that she take her find-
ings directly to them. But as a relatively
new employee—and one of the few
women scientists at a company of about
seventy-five thousand people—Hansen
found the idea preposterous. When Paul
offered to talk to some of 3M’s execu-
tives himself, she was mortified at the
idea of her father interceding.

Hansen knew that if she could find a
blood sample that didn’t contain PFOS
then she might be able to convince her
colleagues that the other samples did.
She and her team began to study his-
torical blood from the early decades of
PFOS production. They soon found
the chemical in blood from a 1969-71
Michigan breast-cancer study. Then
they ran an overnight test on blood
that had been collected in rural China
during the eighties and nineties. If any
place were PFOS-free, she figured, it

would be somewhere remote, where

3M products weren't in widespread use.
The next morning, anxious to see the
results, Hansen arrived at the lab before
anyone else. For the first time since she
had begun testing blood, some of the
samples showed no trace of PFOS. She
was so struck that she called her husband.
There was nothing wrong with her equip-
ment or methodology; PFOS, a man-
made chemical produced by her employer,
really was in human blood, practically ev-
erywhere. Hansen's team found it in Swed-
ish blood samples from 1957 and 1971.
After that, her lab analyzed blood that
had been collected before 3M created
PFOS. It tested negative. Apparently, flu-
orochemicals had entered human blood
after the company started selling prod-
ucts that contained them. They had
leached out of 3M’s sprays, coatings, and
factories—and into all of us.

hat summer, an in-house librarian
at 3M delivered a surprising article
to Hansen’s office mailbox. It had been
written in 1981, by 3M scientists, and it
described a method for measuring flu-
orine in blood, indicating that even back

then the company was testing for fluo-
rochemicals. One scientist mentioned
in the article, Richard Newmark, still
worked for 3M, in a low-lying structure
nicknamed the “nerdy building.” Han-
sen arranged to meet with him there.

Newmark, a collegial man with a com-
pact build, told Hansen that, more than
twenty years before, two academic sci-
entists, Donald Taves and Warren Guy,
had discovered a fluorochemical in
human blood. They had wondered
whether Scotchgard might be its source,
so they approached 3M. Newmark told
her that his subsequent experiments had
confirmed their suspicions—the chem-
ical was PFOS—but 3M lawyers had
urged his lab not to admit it.

As Hansen wrote all this down in
a notebook, she felt anger rising inside
her. Why had so many colleagues
doubted the soundness of her results
if earlier 3M experiments had already
proved the same thing? After the
meeting, she hurried back to the lab to
find Bacon. “He knew!” she told him.

Bacon’s face remained expressionless.
He told Hansen to type up her notes for
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“You can just put the captured pieces off to the side . . .”



him. She remembers him telling her not
to e-mail them. (In response to ques-
tions about Hansen’s account, Bacon
said that he didn’t remember specif-
ics. When T called Newmark, he told
me that he could not remember her or
anything about PFOS. “It’s been a very
long time, and I'm in my mid-eighties,
and just do not remember stuff that
well,” he said.)

A few months later, in early 1999,
Bacon invited Hansen to an extraordi-
nary meeting: she would have the
chance to present her findings to 3M’s
C.E.O., Livio D. DeSimone. Hansen
spent several days rehearsing while driv-
ing and making dinner. On the day of
the meeting, she took an elevator up to
the executive suite; her stomach turned
as a secretary pointed her to a confer-
ence room. Men in suits sat around a
long table. Her boss, Bacon, was there.
DeSimone, a portly man with white
hair, sat at the head of the table.

Almost as soon as Hansen placed
her first transparency on the projector,
the attendees began interrogating her:
Why did she do this research? Who
directed her to do it? Whom did she
inform of the results? The executives
seemed to view her diligence as a be-
trayal: her data could be damaging to
the company. She remembers defend-
ing herself, mentioning Newmark’s sim-
ilar work in the seventies, and trying,
unsuccessfully, to direct the conversa-
tion back to her research. While the
executives talked over her, Hansen no-
ticed that DeSimone’s eyes had closed
and that his chin was resting on his
dress shirt. The C.E.O. appeared to
have fallen asleep. (DeSimone died in
2017. A company spokesperson did not
answer my questions about the meeting.)

fter that meeting, Hansen remem-

bers learning from Bacon that her
job would be changing. She would only
be allowed to do experiments that a
supervisor had specifically requested,
and she was to share her data with only
that person. She would spend most of
her time analyzing samples for studies
that other employees were conducting,
and she should not ask questions about
what the results meant. Several mem-
bers of her team were also being reas-
signed. Bacon explained that a differ-
ent scientist at 3M would lead research
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into PFOS going forward. Hansen felt
that she was being punished and strug-
gled not to cry.

Even as Hansen was being sidelined,
the results of her research were quietly
making their way into the files of the
Environmental Protection Agency.
Since the seventies, federal law has re-
quired that companies tell the E.P.A.
about any evidence indicating that a
company’s products present “a substan-
tial risk of injury to health or the en-
vironment.” In May, 1998, 3M officials
notified the agency, without informing
Hansen, that the company had mea-
sured PFOS in blood samples from
around the U.S.—a clear reference to
Hansen’s work. It did not mention its
animal research from the seventies, and
it said that the chemical caused “no ad-
verse effects”at the levels the company
had measured in its workers. A year
later, 3M sent the E.P.A. another let-
ter, again without telling Hansen. This
time, it informed the agency about the
fourteen other fluorochemicals, several
of them made by 3M, that Hansen’s
team had detected in human blood.
The company reiterated that it did not
believe that its products presented a
substantial risk to human health.

Hansen recalls that in the summer
of 1999, at an annual picnic that her
parents hosted for 3M scientists, she
was grilling corn when one of the cre-
ators of Scotchgard, a gray-haired man
in glasses, confronted her. He accused
her of trying to tear down the work of
her colleagues. Did it make her feel
powerful ruining other people’s careers?

he asked. Hansen didn’t know how to
respond, and he walked away.

Several of Hansen’s superiors had
stopped greeting her in the hallways.
When she presented a poster of her re-
search at a 3M event, nobody asked her
about it. She lost her appetite, and her
pleated pants grew baggy. She started
to worry that an angry co-worker might

confront or even harm her in the com-
pany’s dark parking lot. She got into
the habit of calling her husband before
walking to her car.

A year after Hansen’s meeting with
the C.E.O., 3M, under pressure from
the E.P.A., made a very costly decision:
it was going to discontinue its entire
portfolio of PFOS-related chemicals.
In May, 2000, for the first time, 3M of-
ficials revealed to the press that it had
detected the chemical in blood banks.
One executive claimed that the discov-
ery was a “complete surprise.” The com-
pany’s medical director told the New
York Times, “This isn’t a health issue
now, and it won't be a health issue.” But
the newspaper also quoted a professor
of toxicology. “The real issue is this
stuff accumulates,” the professor said.
“No chemical is totally innocuous, and
it seems inconceivable that anything
that accumulates would not eventually
become toxic.”

Hansen was now pregnant with twins.
Although she was heartened by 3M’s
announcement—she saw it as evidence
that her work had forced the company
to act—she was also ready to leave the
environmental lab, where she felt mar-
ginalized. After giving birth, she joined
3M’s medical-devices team. But, first,
she decided to have one last blood sam-
ple tested for PFOS: her own. The re-
sults showed one of the lowest readings
she'd seen in human blood. Immedi-
ately, she thought of the rats that had
passed the chemical on to their pups.

Hansen told me that, for the next
nineteen years, she avoided the subject
of fluorochemicals with the same in-
tensity with which she had once pur-
sued it. She focussed on raising her
kids and coaching a cross-country ski
team; she worked a variety of jobs at
3M, none related to fluorochemicals.
In 2002, when 3M announced that it
would be replacing PFOS with another
fluorochemical, PFBS, Hansen knew
that it, too, would remain in the envi-
ronment indefinitely. Still, she decided
not to involve herself. She skipped over
articles about the chemicals in scien-
tific journals and newspapers, where
they were starting to be linked to pos-
sible developmental, immune-system,
and liver problems. (In 2006, after the
E.P.A. accused 3M of violating the
Toxic Substances Control Act, in part



THE CALL TO WORSHIP

The possibility that the zero gave birth to the universe,
that all our somethings come from nothing, the fear
of being alone like that, children of chance, orphans
down to our atoms, is mother to the idea of god. God

is a dress we slip over solitude, a mask
for oblivion to wear, a rule-giver in a world
where no flower or bear cares that we are here

or what we do.

I prefer a theology of silence, the eschatology
of the shrug, a religion of holding my wife’s hand

for now.

But, if the industry of the church is what it took

to give me bells ringing Sunday mornings,

to which crows sometimes rise and deer turn,

I'm grateful for a sound that pulls me out of myself,
lifts my head toward sun and clouds, into the up
and all, the blue, the on and on of it, when I bend
the only knee I have to bend, feel

happily small, contingent, and held, by what

I can't say, short of everything.

by repeatedly failing to disclose the
harms of fluorochemicals promptly, the
company agreed to pay a small penalty
of $1.5 million, without admitting
wrongdoing.)

During that time, forever chemicals
gained a new scientific name—per- and
polyfluoroalkyl substances, or PFAS, an
acronym that is vexingly similar to the
specific fluorochemical PFOS. A swath
of a hundred and fifty square miles
around 3M'’s headquarters was found to
be polluted with PFAS; scientists dis-
covered PFOS and PFBS in local fish,
and various fluorochemicals in water
that roughly a hundred and twenty-five
thousand Minnesotans drank. Hansen’s
husband, Peter, told me that, when
friends asked Hansen about PFAS, she
would change the subject. Still, she re-
peatedly told him—and herself—that
the chemicals were safe.

n the 2016 book “Secrecy at Work,”
two management theorists, Jana Cos-
tas and Christopher Grey, argue that
there is nothing inherently wrong or
harmful about keeping secrets. Trade

—Bob Hicok

secrets, for example, are protected by
federal and state law, on the ground
that they promote innovation and con-
tribute to the economy. The authors
draw on a large body of sociological
research to illustrate the many ways
that information can be concealed. An
organization can compartmentalize a
secret by slicing it into smaller compo-
nents, preventing any one person from
piecing together the whole. Managers
who don't want to disclose sensitive in-
formation may employ “stone-faced si-
lence.” Secret-keepers can form a kind
of tribe, dependent on one another’s
continued discretion; in this way, even
the existence of a secret can be kept se-
cret. Such techniques become perni-
cious, Costas and Grey write, when a
company keeps a dark secret, a secret
about wrongdoing.

Certain unpredictable events—a
leak, a lawsuit, a news story—can start
to unspool a secret. In the case of for-
ever chemicals, the unspooling began
on a cattle farm. In 1998, a West Vir-
ginia farmer told a lawyer, Robert Bi-
lott, that wastewater from a DuPont

site seemed to be poisoning his cows:
they had started to foam at the mouth,
their teeth grew black, and more than
a hundred eventually fell over and died.
Bilott sued and obtained tens of thou-
sands of internal documents, which
helped push forever chemicals into the
public consciousness. The documents
revealed that the farm’s water contained
PFOA, the fluorochemical that Du-
Pont had bought from 3M, and that
both companies had long understood
it to be toxic. (The lawsuit, which ended
in a settlement, was dramatized in the
film “Dark Waters,” starring Mark Ruf-
falo as Bilott.) Bilott later sued 3M
over contamination in Minnesota, but
the judge prohibited discussion of
health repercussions; a jury ultimately
decided in 3M’s favor. Finally, in 2010,
the Minnesota attorney general’s of-
fice filed its own suit, alleging that 3M
had harmed the environment and pol-
luted drinking water. The company
paid eight hundred and fifty million
dollars in a settlement, without an ad-
mission of fault or liability. The A.G.
also released thousands more internal
3M records to the public.

The A.G.s records helped me re-
port a series of stories for the Intercept
about forever chemicals. Much of my
reporting, which started in 2015, fo-
cussed on what 3M and DuPont knew,
even as they continued to produce PFAS.
But, as I reported on the coverup, I
wondered what it meant for a sprawl-
ing multinational company to 4now that
its products were dangerous. Who knew?
How much, exactly, did they know?
And how had the company kept its se-
cret? For many years, no one inside 3M
would agree to speak with me.

Then, in 2021, John Oliver did a
segment on his comedy news show,
“Last Week Tonight,” about forever
chemicals. The segment, which men-
tioned my reporting, said that they
could cause cancer, immune-system is-
sues, and other problems. “The world
is basically soaked in the Devil’s piss
right now,” Oliver said. “And not in a
remotely hot way.” One of Hansen’s
former professors sent her the seg-
ment, and Hansen watched it at her
kitchen table—a moment that would
eventually lead her to me.

“This actually made me sad as there
are so many inaccuracies,” Hansen wrote
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“What a small world! You're my nephews friend’s
daughters kindergarten teacher whose wedding pictures
1 looked at for no reason last week!”

to her professor, in response. But, when
the professor asked her what was in-
correct, Hansen didn’t know what to
say. For the first time, she Googled the
health effects of PFOS.

Hansen was deeply troubled by what
she read. One paper, published in 2012
in the Journal of the American Medical
Association, found that, in children, as
PFOS levels rose so did the chance
that vaccines were ineffective. Children
with high levels of PFOS and other
fluorochemicals were more likely to ex-
perience fevers, according to a 2016
study. Other research linked the chem-
icals to increased rates of infectious
diseases, food allergies, and asthma in
children. Dozens of scientific papers
had found that, in adults, even very low
levels of PFOS could interfere with
hormones, fertility, liver and thyroid
function, cholesterol levels, and fetal
development. Even PFBS, the chem-
ical that 3M chose as a replacement for
PFOS, caused developmental and re-
productive irregularities in animals, ac-
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cording to the Minnesota Department
of Health.

Reading these studies, Hansen felt
a paradoxical kind of relief: as bad as
PFOS seemed to be, at least indepen-
dent scientists were studying it. But she
also felt enraged at the company, and
at herself. For years, she had repeated
the company’s claim that PFOS was
not harmful. “I'm not proud of that,”
she told me. She felt “dirty” for ever
collecting a 3M paycheck. When she
read the documents released by the
Minnesota A.G., she was horrified by
how much the company had known,
and how little it had told her. She found
records of studies that she had con-
ducted, as well as the typed notes from
her meeting with Newmark.

In October, 2022, after Hansen had
been at 3M for twenty-six years, her
job was eliminated, and she chose not
to apply for a new one. Three months
later, she wrote me an e-mail, offering
to speak about what she had witnessed
inside the company. “If youd be inter-

ested in talking further, please let me
know,” she wrote. The next day, we had
the first of dozens of conversations.

hen Hansen first told me about

her experiences, I felt conflicted.
Her work seemed to have helped force
3M to stop making a number of toxic
chemicals, but I kept thinking about
the twenty years in which she had kept
quiet. During my first visit to Hansen’s
home, in February, 2023, we sat in her
kitchen, eating bread that her husband
had just baked. She showed me pictures
of her father and shared a color-coded
time line of 3M’s history with forever
chemicals. On a bitterly cold walk in a
local park, we tried to figure out if any
of her colleagues, besides Newmark,
had known that PFOS was in every-
one’s blood. She often sprinkled her
stories with such Midwesternisms as
“holy buckets!”

During my second trip, this past Au-
gust, I asked her why, as a scientist who
was trained to ask questions, she hadn’t
been more skeptical of claims that
PFOS was harmless. In the awkward
silence that followed, I looked out the
window at some hummingbirds.

Hansen’s superiors had given her the
same explanation that they gave jour-
nalists, she finally said—that factory
workers were fine, so people with lower
levels would be, too. Her specialty was
the detection of chemicals, not their
harms. “You've got literally the medi-
cal director of 3M saying, ‘We studied
this, there are no effects,”” she told me.
“I wasn't about to challenge that.” Her
income had helped to support a fam-
ily of five. Perhaps, I wondered aloud,
she hadn’t really wanted to know
whether her company was poisoning
the public.

To my surprise, Hansen readily
agreed. “It almost would have been too
much to bear at the time,” she told me.
3M had successfully compartmental-
ized its secret; Hansen had only seen
one slice. (When I sent the company
detailed questions about Hansen’s ac-
count, a spokesperson responded with-
out answering most of them or men-
tioning Hansen by name.)

Recently, I thought back on Taves
and Guy, the academic scientists who,
in the seventies, came so close to prov-
ing that 3M’s chemicals were accumu-



lating in humans. Taves is ninety-seven,
but when I called him he told me that
he still remembers clearly when com-
pany representatives visited his lab at
the University of Rochester. “They
wanted to know everything about what
we were doing,” he told me. But the ex-
change was not reciprocal. “I soon found
out that they weren’t going to tell me
anything.”3M never confirmed to Taves
or Guy, who was a postdoctoral student
at the time, that its fluorochemicals were
in human blood. “I'm sort of kicking
myself for not having followed up on
this more, but I didn't have any research
money,” Guy told me. He eventually be-
came a dentist to support his wife and
family. (He died this year, at eighty-
one.) Taves, too, left the field, to become
a psychiatrist, and the trail ended there.

Last year, while reading about the
thousands of PFAS-related lawsuits
that 3M was facing, I was intrigued to
learn that one of them, filed by cities
and towns with polluted water, had
produced a new set of internal 3M doc-
uments. When I requested several from
the plaintift’s legal team, I saw two
names that I recognized. In a docu-
ment from 1991, a 3M scientist talked
about using a mass spectrometer—the
same tool that Hansen would use years
later—to devise a technique for mea-
suring PFOS in biological fluid. The
author was Jim Johnson—and he had
sent the report to his boss, Dale Bacon.

This revelation made me gasp.John-
son had been Hansen’s first boss and
had instigated her research into PFOS.
Bacon had questioned her findings and
ultimately told her to stop her work.
(In a sworn deposition, Bacon said that
by the eighties he had heard, during a
water-cooler chat with a colleague, that
Taves and Guy had found PFOS in
human blood.) What I couldn’t under-
stand was why Johnson would ask Han-
sen to investigate something that he
had already studied himself—and then
act surprised by the results.

im Johnson, who is now an eighty-

one-year-old widower, lives with sev-
eral dogs in a pale-yellow house in North
Dakota. When I first called him, he said
that he had begun researching PFOS
in the seventies. “I did a lot of the very
original work on it,”he told me. He said
that when he saw the chemical’s struc-

ture he understood “within twenty min-
utes” that it would not break down in
nature. Shortly thereafter, one of his ex-
periments revealed that PFOS was bind-
ing to proteins in the body, causing the
chemical to accumulate over time. He
told me that he also looked for PFOS
in an informal test of blood from the
general population, around the late sev-
enties, and was not surprised when he
found it there.

Johnson initially cited “four hundred
and eighty pounds of dog” as a reason
that I shouldn’t visit him, but he later
relented. When I arrived, on a chilly
day in November, we spent a few min-
utes standing outside his house, watch-
ing Snozzle, Sadie, and Junkyard press
their slobbery snouts against his living-
room window. Then we decamped to
the nearest IHOP. Johnson, who was
dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, was
so tall that he couldn’t comfortably fit
into a booth. We sat at a table and or-
dered two bottomless coffees.

In an experiment in the early eight-
ies,Johnson fed a component of Scotch-
ban to rats and found that PFOS ac-
cumulated in their livers, a result that
suggested how the chemical would be-
have in humans. When I asked why
that mattered to the company, he took
a sip of coffee and said, “It meant they
were screwed.”

At the time, Johnson said, he didn’t
think PFOS caused significant health
problems. Still, he told me, “it was ob-

B

viously bad,” because man-made com-
pounds from household products didn't
belong in the human body. He said that
he argued against using fluorochemi-
cals in toothpaste and diapers. Contrac-
tors working for 3M had shaved rab-
bits, he said, and smeared them with
the company’s fluorochemicals to see if
PFOS showed up in their bodies.
“Theyd send me the livers and, yup,
there it was,” he told me. “I killed a lot
of rabbits.” But he considered his efforts

largely futile. “These idiots were already
putting it in food packaging,” he said.

Johnson told me, with seeming pride,
that one reason he didn’t do more was
that he was a “loyal soldier,” commit-
ted to protecting 3M from liability. Some
of his assignments had come directly
from company lawyers, he added, and
he couldn’t discuss them with me. “I
didn’t even report it to my boss, or any-
body,” he said. “There are some things
you take to your grave.” At one point,
he also told me that, if he were asked
to testify in a PFOS-related lawsuit, he
would probably be of little help. “I'm
an old man, and so I think they would
find that I got extremely forgetful all
of a sudden,” he said, and chuckled.

Out the windows of THOP, I watched
a light dusting of snow fall on the park-
ing lot. In Johnson' telling, a tacit rule
prevailed at 3M: not all questions needed
to be asked, or answered. His realization
that PFOS was in the general public’s
blood “wasn’t something anyone cared
to hear,” he said. He wasn’t, for instance,
putting his research on posters and ex-
pecting a warm reception. Over the years,
he tried to convince several executives
to stop making PFOS altogether, he told
me, but they had good reason not to.
“These people were selling fluorochem-
icals,” he said. He retired as the second-
highest-ranked scientist in his division,
but he claimed that important business
decisions were out of his control. “It
wasn't for me to jump up and start say-
ing, “This is bullshit!” he said, and he
was “not really too interested in getting
my butt fired.” And so his portion of
3M’s secret stayed in a compartment,
both known and not known.

Johnson said that he eventually tired
of arguing with the few colleagues with
whom he could speak openly about
PFOS. “It was time,” he said. So he
hired an outside lab to look for the
chemical in the blood of 3M workers,
knowing that it would also test blood-
bank samples, for comparison—the first
domino in a chain that would ultimately
take the compound off the market.
Oddly, he compared the head of the
lab to a vending machine. “He gave me
what I paid for,” Johnson said. “I knew
what would happen.” Then Johnson
tasked Hansen with something that
he had long avoided: going beyond his

initial experiments and meticulously
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documenting the chemical’s ubiquity.
While Hansen took the heat, he took
early retirement.

Johnson described Hansen as though
she were a vending machine, too. “She
did what she was supposed to do with
the tools I left her,” he said.

I pointed out that Hansen had suf-
fered professionally and personally, and
that she now feels those experiences
tainted her career. “I didn't say I was a
nice guy,”Johnson replied, and laughed.
After four hours, we were nearing the
bottom of our bottomless coffees.

Johnson has strayed from evidence-
based science in recent years. He now
believes, for instance, that the theory
of evolution is wrong, and that COVID-19
vaccines cause “turbo-cancers.” But his
account of what happened at 3M closely
matched Hansen’s, and when I asked
him about meetings and experiments
described in court documents he re-
membered them clearly.

When I called Hansen about my

conversation with Johnson, she grew

1{,,

angrier than I'd ever heard her. “He
knew the whole time!” she said. Then
she had to get off the phone for an ap-
pointment. “So glad I'm going to see
my therapist,” she added, and hung up.

Ionce thought of secrets as discrete, ex-
plosive truths that a heroic person
could suddenly reveal. In the 1983 film
“Silkwood,”which is based on real events,
Karen Silkwood, a worker at a pluto-
nium plant, assembles a thick folder doc-
umenting her employer’s shoddy safety
practices; while driving to share them
with a reporter, she dies in a mysterious
one-car crash. In another adaptation of
a true story, the 2015 film “Spotlight,” a
source delivers a box of critical docu-
ments to the Boston Globe, helping the
paper to publish an investigation into
child sexual abuse within the Catholic
Church. Talking to Hansen and John-
son, though, I saw that the truth can
come out piecemeal over many years,
and that the same people who keep se-
crets can help divulge them. Some slices

“Fine, Jess, you've got the longest bolo tie.”

of 3M'’s secret are only now coming to
light, and others may never come out.

Between 1951 and 2000,3M produced
at least a hundred million pounds of
PFOS and chemicals that degrade into
PFOS.This is roughly the weight of the
Titanic. After the late seventies, when
3M scientists established that the chem-
ical was toxic in animals and was accu-
mulating in humans, it produced mil-
lions of pounds per year. Scientists are
still struggling to grasp all the biologi-
cal consequences. They have learned,
just as Johnson did decades ago, that
proteins in the body bind to PFOS. It
enters our cells and organs, where even
tiny amounts can cause stress and inter-
fere with basic biological functions. It
contributes to diseases that take many
years to develop; at the time of a diag-
nosis, one’s PFOS level may have fallen,
making it difficult to establish causation
with any certainty.

The other day, I called Brad Creacey,
who became an Air Force firefighter in
the seventies, at the age of eighteen. He
told me that several times a year, for
practice, he and his comrades put on
rubber boots and heavy silver uniforms
that looked like spacesuits. Then a “torch
man,”holding a stick tipped with a burn-
ing rag, ignited jet fuel that had been
poured into an open-air pit. To extin-
guish the hundred-foot-tall flames,
Creacey and his colleagues sprayed them
with aqueous film-forming foam, or
A .FFF. 3M manufactured it from sev-
eral forever chemicals, including PFOS.

Creacey remembers that A.FF.F felt
slick and sudsy, almost like soap, and
dried out the skin on his hands until it
cracked. To celebrate his last day on a
military base in Germany, his friends
dumped a ceremonial bucket on him.
Only later, after working with firefight-
ing foam at an airport in Monterey, Cal-
ifornia, did he start to wonder if a string
of ailments—cysts on his liver, a nod-
ule near his thyroid—were connected
to the foam. He had high cholesterol,
which diet and exercise were unable to
change. Then he was diagnosed with
thyroid cancer. “It makes me feel like I
was a lab rat, like we were all dispos-
able,” Creacey told me. “I've lost faith
in human beings.”

It may be tempting to think of
Creacey and his peers as unwitting re-
search subjects; indeed, recent studies



show that PFOS is associated with an
increased risk of thyroid cancer and, in
Air Force servicemen, an elevated risk
of testicular cancer. But it is probably
more accurate to say that we are all part
of the experiment. Average levels of
PFOS are falling, but nearly all people
have at least one forever chemical in
their blood, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. “When
you have a contaminated site, you can
clean it up,” Elsie Sunderland, an envi-
ronmental chemist at Harvard Univer-
sity, told me. “When you ubiquitously
introduce a toxicant at a global scale, so
that it’s detectable in everyone . .. we're
reducing public health on an incredibly
large scale.” Once everyone’s blood is
contaminated, there is no control group
with which to compare, making it dif-
ficult to establish responsibility.

New health eftects continue to be dis-
covered. Researchers have found that ex-
posure to PFAS during pregnancy can
lead to developmental delays in children.
Numerous recent studies have linked the
chemicals to diabetes and obesity. This
year, a study discovered thirteen forever
chemicals, including PFOS, in weeks-
old fetuses from terminated pregnancies,
and linked the chemicals to biomarkers
associated with liver problems. A team
of N.Y.U. researchers estimated, in 2018,
that the costs of just two forever chem-
icals, PFOA and PFOS—in terms of
disease burden, disability, and health-care
expenses—amounted to as much as sixty-
two billion dollars in a single year. This
exceeds the current market value of 3M.

Philippe Grandjean, a physician who
helped discover that PFAS harm the
immune system, believes that anyone
exposed to these chemicals—essentially
everyone—may have an elevated risk of
cancer. Our immune systems often find
and kill abnormal cells before they turn
into tumors. “PFAS interfere with the
immune system, and likely also this crit-
ical function,” he told me. Grandjean,
who served as an expert witness in the
Minnesota A.G.s case, has studied many
environmental contaminants, including
mercury. The impact of PFAS was so
much more extreme, he said, that one
of his colleagues initially thought it was
the result of nuclear radiation.

In April, the E.P.A. took two historic
steps to reduce exposure to PFAS. It said
that PFOS and PFOA are “likely to

cause cancer” and that no level of either
chemical is considered safe; it deemed
them hazardous substances under the
Superfund law, increasing the govern-
ment’s power to force polluters to clean
them up. The agency also set limits for
six PFAS in drinking water. In a few
years, when the E.P.A. begins enforcing
the new regulations, local utilities will be
required to test their water and remove
any amount of PFOS or PFOA which
exceeds four parts per trillion—the equiv-
alent of one drop dissolved in several
Olympic swimming pools. 3M has pro-
duced enough PFOS and chemicals that
degrade into PFOS to exceed this level
in all of the freshwater on earth. Mean-
while, many other PFAS continue to be
used, and companies are still developing
new ones. Thousands of the compounds
have been produced; the Department of
Defense still depends on many for use in
explosives, semiconductors, cleaning flu-
ids, and batteries. PFAS can be found in
nonstick cookware, guitar strings, den-
tal floss, makeup, hand sanitizer, brake
fluid, ski wax, fishing lines, and count-
less other products.

In a statement, a 3M spokesman told
me that the company “is proactively
managing PFAS,” and that 3M’s ap-
proach to the chemicals has evolved
along with “the science and technology
of PFAS, societal and regulatory expec-
tations, and our expectations of our-
selves.” He directed me to a fact sheet
about their continued importance in so-
ciety. “These substances are critical to
multiple industries—including the cars
we drive, planes we fly, computers and
smart phones we use to stay connected,
and more,” the fact sheet read.

Recently,3M settled the lawsuit filed
by cities and towns with polluted water.
It will pay up to twelve and a half bil-
lion dollars to cover the costs of filter-
ing out PFAS, depending on how many
water systems need the chemicals re-
moved. The settlement, however, doesn’t
approach the scale of the problem. At
least forty-five per cent of U.S. tap water
is estimated to contain one or more for-
ever chemicals, and one drinking-water
expert told me that the cost of remov-
ing them all would likely reach a hun-
dred billion dollars.

In 2022, 3M said that it would stop
making PFAS, and would “work to dis-
continue the use of PFAS across its prod-

uct portfolio,” by the end of 2025—a
pledge that it called “another example of
how we are positioning 3M for contin-
ued sustainable growth.” But it acknowl-
edged that more than sixteen thousand
of its products still contained PFAS. Di-
rect sales of the chemicals were gener-
ating $1.3 billion annually. 3M’s regula-
tory filings also allow for the possibility
that a full phaseout won't happen—for
example, if 3M fails to find substitutes.
“We are continuing to make progress on
our announcement to exit PFAS man-
ufacturing,” 3M’s spokesperson told me.
The company and its scientists have not
admitted wrongdoing or faced criminal
liability for producing forever chemicals
or for concealing their harms.

I_I ansen often wonders what her fa-
ther would say about 3M if he were
still alive. A few years ago, he began to
show signs of dementia, which worsened
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Every
time Hansen explained to him that a
novel coronavirus was sickening people
around the world, he asked how he might
contribute—forgetting that the N9§ mask
he helped to create was already protect-
ing millions of people from infection.
When he died, in January, 2021, Hansen
noticed some Coban wrap on his arm.
It was shielding his delicate skin from
tears, just as he had designed it to. “He
invented that,” Hansen told the hospice
nurse, who smiled politely.

After she left 3M, Hansen began vol-
unteering at a local nature preserve, where
she works to clear paths and protect na-
tive plants. Last August, she took me
there, and we walked to a creek where
she often spends time. The water is home
to three species of trout, she told me. It
is also polluted by forever chemicals that
3M once dumped upstream.

For most of our hike, a thick wall of
flowers—purple joe-pye weed and gold-
enrod—made it impossible to see the
creek bank. Then we came to a wooden
bench.I climbed on top of it and looked
down on the creek. As I listened to the
gurgling of water and the buzzing of in-
sects, I thought I understood why Han-
sen liked to come here. It was too late
to save the creck from pollution; 3M’s
chemicals could be there for thousands
of years to come. Hansen just wanted to
appreciate what was left, and to leave the
place a little better than shed found it. ¢
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The two sisters were growing
old now, but they went on
gazing toward Palm Springs
from this windblown prairie town as
though to Mecca. Each was a widow,
Mildred thrice over—her last hus-
band had died after decades of work
as a brakeman for the Burlington
Northern—and now the sisters, if not
on public assistance, were close to it,
and, despite their uncertain compat-
ibility, forced to live together in the
same house, the house where they had
grown up, with a brother whose suc-
cess had once been the town’s biggest
story. Now Cooper lived in Palm
Springs, within walking distance of
the former home of Lucille Ball and
Desi Arnaz, and had among his con-
veyances a helicopter, with a portrait
of him twirling a lariat painted on the
side, which he used for visits to the
chain of furniture stores he owned.
Although, for a time, Cooper’s home
town cited him when listing its glo-
ries or courting a polluter unwelcome
elsewhere, he never came back. He
didn’t remember his origins fondly.
He remembered being pitied and rid-
iculed, ashamed of his shiftless par-
ents and their binges.

Age and shared genetics made the
sisters look enough alike that, though
each wore shapeless wash dresses, they
chose markedly different patterns to
go with their tennis shoes, which were
similarly coded with Nike swooshes.
Constance wore her hair short; Mil-
dred’s was long enough to reach her
waist when it wasn’t piled atop her
head. The sisters hadn’t seen Cooper
in almost a quarter century, but they
hoped to before they died—an event
they longed for, especially when they
were very tired or when too many
things had gone wrong, not necessar-
ily earthshaking things but things
with the house, the plumbing, or the
car, which was good enough for buy-
ing groceries but not for going any-
where, leaving town, for instance, or
getting away from each other. This
last was implausible, because they each
teared being alone in the car if it failed,
which it had done twice already; the
alternator, whatever that was, had gone
bad. Mildred’s obnoxious son, Wayne,
could usually do the repairs, but he
always made a stink about it. Once a

mean adolescent, Wayne had not
turned out well and sometimes threat-
ened his mother. But the sisters ar-
gued whenever Constance referred to
him as a “dope fiend,” circumventing
Mildred’s preferred “dependency is-
sues,” language that annoyed Con-
stance. “He’s a bum,” she said.

Mildred, once a looker, had grown
very heavy, heavy enough that Con-
stance had to tie her shoes for her.
Constance supposed that the weight
was what finally killed her—that and
diabetes. The irritable old town doc-
tor had told Mildred to watch her
sugar or lose a few toes, “period.” But
shed still gone through a death-de-
tying carton of jelly rolls every few
days. She'd had an enlarged heart since
childhood, and it simply couldn’t work
that hard. Mildred expired in her bed-
room with a last breath that was like
the air going out of a tire.

Constance heard her yelp as she
fell and was at her side, neither of
them quite suspecting the enormity
of the moment, though Mildred played
with the idea that this was the end
for her and perhaps the thing that
would bring their brother out of Palm
Springs in his helicopter—a sugges-
tion that Constance pooh-poohed on
the ground that it was too far for a
helicopter ride and he'd have to come
by plane. But then Mildred actually
died, and the minute Constance real-
ized what had happened she was sur-
prised by the feeling of envy that came
over her. Then it passed, and she un-
derstood that she was alone now, some-
thing she had feared since she'd re-
tired after decades at the county clerk’s
office. She called the undertaker, and,
with that, she felt release.

Mildred’s triple widowhood had
made her unsentimental about mor-
tality; she was always aware that she
would soon be, as she put it, on the
business end of death. Wayne, who had
left home years ago, was a middle-aged
man now, but she had kept some of
his toys around, including his metal
seesaw, which now rested under her
unfeeling calves. On the floor, she
looked uncharacteristically peace-
tul. It really wasn’t Mildred any lon-
ger. Constance needed someone, any-
one, to come to the house soon, in
case she was misunderstanding this.

In time, a flashy woman from the
funeral home arrived, accompanied by
two assistants in suits and ties. They
placed Mildred on a kind of sled and,
using ropes to ease it down the stairs,
soon had her out the door. All three
of them muttered, “Sorry for your loss,”
as Constance dusted oft her hands.

Once it was quiet, she locked the
front door and fell apart at the loss
of her sister and companion, and per-
haps at a glimpse of her life alone, or
even with Wayne, who, upon inher-
iting half the house, might move back
in. She hadn’t seen him in a while but
had always thought of him as an eye-
sore with his hand out.

Constance didn’t entirely accept
the new conditions of her life
until she’'d negotiated the cremation.
Perhaps she was in shock. The un-
dertaker, Terri, a keen businesswoman
and a former runner-up Miss Big
Sky, convinced Constance that she
cared very much about her needs but
went on trying to sell her things—
cremation jewelry, a deluxe urn, and
a coffin that was only going to burn
up. Constance was worn out by the
legal challenges of getting Mildred
released to the funeral home, but she
was sufficiently on top of things to
pick the cardboard option and indig-
nantly declined to view the crema-
tion itself, unmoved by the once beau-
tiful undertaker saying, “I wouldn’t
miss it for the world.” She paid no
attention to the urn slide show, or to
the undertaker’s suggestion that Mil-
dred’s size might run things up a bit.
Looking at the beauty-pageant pho-
tograph above the undertaker’s desk,
Constance was fascinated by how
much ground the woman had lost in
only a few years. Constance declined
embalming, so the refrigeration fee
was unavoidable.

The viewing took place in the an-
teroom of the funeral home, and, des-
perate to avoid being swept away by
her feelings, Constance focussed not
on Mildred but on the cardboard cof-
fin. A few of Mildred’s old friends
straggled through, but Constance
didn’t recognize them or else consid-
ered them disreputable. There was a
minor commotion over Constance’s

debit card, but she left with her hands
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over her ears, as though the roar of the
furnace could be heard from the park-
ing lot. If the car hadn't started, she'd
have headed home on foot.

ooper said that he was one hun-

dred per cent unable to come to
a funeral, mentioning the opening of
his flagship furniture outlet in Encino.
He'd had a terrible argument with his
daughter, Bonny, who was staying at
his place while making an unflatter-
ing documentary film about him, and
he was still, as he said, trying to build
up enough strength to kick her and
her camera out of the house, but the
thing had a huge lens, and she could
see him all the way from the Ball-Arnaz
house down the street. Who knew who
lived there now that Lucille and Desi
were gone—probably nobodies with
more money than brains—but, from
their lawn, Bonny’s telephoto could
see right into the wet bar unless the
venetian blinds were firmly shut. Coo-
per made her leave the camera in the
front hall when she came in at night,
but her very presence was delaying his
healing—from what went unstated.
Anytime Cooper was tempted to lay
down the law, a reminder of what
Bonny had on him, thanks to her der-
elict mother, brought him to his senses.
He was even compliant during inter-
views for the documentary if she stuck
to his chosen topic: the handful of for-
gotten movies that had launched the
cowboy persona that allowed him to
open so many furniture stores. Coo-
per still thought of himself as an old-
time cinema cowpoke, but that didn’t
mean it was fair of Bonny to intercut
black-and-white footage of gunfights,
cattle drives, and fleeing Indians with
shots of brightly colored furniture.
With so much bitterness on her part,
fairness didn’t really enter into it, and
now she was starting to get interested
in his lowly origins, unless, she said,
those stories were just “more of his
Horatio Alger bullshit.”

The day that Cooper learned of the
death of his sister Mildred, Bonny was
shooting another film, at an industrial
turkey farm outside Lancaster, and he
had the house to himself. It was a
fraught time to absorb the death of a
sibling, and it was all he could do to
keep memories of his gruesome home
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town out of his head. Mildred had
protected him in boyhood; her repu-
tation had been such that people feared
crossing her. Living under her unwav-
ering shelter had helped to make him
who he was. Still, he'd stayed away for
decades, and nothing his bossy sister
Constance could say or do would
change his mind about going there
now. It was unfortunate that he felt
this way, as his home town was, if noth-
ing else, a place that turned a blind
eye to his practice of throwing ersatz
going-out-of-business sales that caught
the attention of the Better Business
Bureau. Constance was liable to press
him to do the right thing and show
up, and Bonny would love to get some
grief on film, but, frankly, no dice.
Cooper was attached to his Cahuilla
housekeeper, Gina, whom he had
snatched up, decades ago, during a ren-
ovation of El Mirador; hed had to com-
pete for her services with the curators
of the Elvis Honeymoon Hideaway.
Gina was a small, self-possessed woman
in her early sixties who wore colorful,
freshly pressed clothes from the thrift
store and who, over the years, had trans-
formed herself into Cooper’s hybrid
housekeeper-caregiver. Cooper liked
to tell people that Gina’s family had
got to Palm Springs ten thousand years
before Frank Sinatra, adding, “She’s no
Mexican.” Gina felt that Cooper was
slowly returning to childhood, and she
enjoyed looking after him but was in-
different to housekeeping. The place
was a mess, and Cooper complained
until Gina accused him of being per-
snickety. She made popcorn and
watched “The Young and the Restless,”
rising reluctantly now and then to un-
load the dishwasher or tweak the ther-
mostat. Cooper liked Gina’s company
and the peace of their life together. He
had learned to buy groceries and watch
sitcoms. The hours spent in his bath-
robe had grown longer. Gina knew that
he'd lost a sister but was more focussed
on getting Bonny out of their lives.
Bonny wanted Cooper to act his age,

and Gina preferred him as a baby.

he remains were ready, and Con-
stance drove over to the funeral
home to get them. She was surprised
by how heavy they were and was glad
she'd declined the urn. Once she had

the box in the front seat of the car,
she was troubled by it. Those demand-
ing ashes were Mildred saying, “I was
always the pretty one.” She Aad been
very pretty, and that may have been
the root of her problems: pregnant in
high school, lost the baby, and hit the
bars. She drifted to Henderson, Ne-
vada, for several years, and God only
knows what she got up to there. That
was a lie: Constance knew what she
got up to. Mildred was quieter on her
return, adopted awful Wayne, and
spent the rest of her working life at
J. C. Penney, and her Sundays in
church, where her air of repentance
was the talk of a ministry divided be-
tween those who admired her cour-
age and those who thought that show-
ing her face was shameless.

Drivers blew their horns at Con-
stance until she got back in her lane.
Times had changed in town; no hes-
itation on the streets went unremarked
by horn-blowing. Once home, she
was reluctant to haul the box into
the house, on the ground that Mil-
dred didn't live there anymore. But
she couldn’t leave it in the car, so Mil-
dred was back home after all, and on
the mantel.

Two doors down, in a handsome
Victorian cottage, lived the long-re-
tired Charlie Parks, who had gone to
school with the sisters. Constance had
dated him briefly when she was the
captain of the cheerleaders, and Char-
lie had tried to feel her up in his moth-
er’s car parked out by the relay tow-
ers. Shed told him to keep his mitts
to himself, which had ended the re-
lationship if not the friendship. Not
long afterward, she'd married hand-
some Phil Akers, who played the
saxophone in a rockabilly band with
Cooper (who had no musical talent
whatsoever but was awarded a con-
solation tambourine). Phil played at
school dances, imitating a forties style:
pompadour, Mr. B collar, one-button-
roll powder-blue jacket, and pegged
pants. The girls simply craved him
when he leaned back from the waist
for his honking solos. It was the high
point of his life, and forty years in the
railroad shops never quite erased it.
He hung on to his cynical musician’s
smile all his life. He left childless Con-

stance with a sufficiency and memo-



ries of mostly placid times, with sev-
eral trips to Phoenix in their R.V.and
one to Orange County, where they
paid their respects to Cooper’s furni-
ture store without actually seeing him,
since he was tied up. They took pic-
tures of each other in front of the
store, which was having a “blowout”
on Sealy Posturepedic mattresses.
“Treat yourself to better ZZZZZs!”

Charlie Parks came by to offer
his condolences, which was one of
the things, besides duck hunting, that
he did best in his retirement years.
He had a pile of decoys under a tarp
right in his yard, and a long-barrelled
twelve-gauge shotgun in the front
hall with a sign on it that said “Not
for Sale.” When Charlie was com-
miserating, his chin hid his Adam’s
apple and his fists plunged so far into
the pockets of his cardigan that the
sweater was permanently disfigured.

“lI don’t suppose it was really
unexpected.”

“Youd be surprised,” Constance said.
She had just returned from taking a
carton of unlaced shoes to the Good-
will. “T didn’t expect it.”

She brought Charlie a cup of cof-
tee. He tested it with his finger.

“I thought Cooper might show up.”

“No. He has too much to do out
there. Charlie, he’s a cowboy in the
movies,” she added sternly. “With nu-
merous business interests.”

“They don’t make cowboy movies
anymore. And the one that won an
Oscar—Cooper was just in the posse,
but I don’t suppose you ever heard the
last of it.”

“We were quite proud of him, if
that’s what you're driving at.”

“I never saw him on a horse the
whole time we were growing up, and,
anyway, there’s nothing about that
that prevents him from paying his re-
spects to Mildred.”

“Well, something happened out
there, something big, because he said
he’s still . . . healing.”

“Yeah, right.”

Constance let it go. Charlie had
been such a good friend to her and
Mildred, taking them to various ac-
tivities once their husbands were gone:
Zumba for seniors, genealogical re-
search at the library, open mike at the
Hot Tomato, where Mildred per-

“Screw it, my shift is almost over, so let’s say it looks like a ram.”

formed Kay Starr’s “Wheel of For-
tune” with unforgettable antics and a
sardonic expression. Constance was
mortified, Charlie enchanted.

B onny had the digital video camera
she’d rented from Red Letter in
Burbank on a tripod. She stood slightly
to the side of it while she interviewed
her father, who was wearing a white
yoked shirt with pearl-snapped clo-
sures, black trousers with a button fly
and peaked flaps over the back pock-
ets, and a horsehair belt with a silver
Santa Fe buckle under dart-shaped belt
loops. A baby-blue silk neckerchief
wound around his neck. His daughter,
in a T-shirt and bib-front overalls,
thought he looked like a damn fool. He
dressed like this at his furniture out-
lets. It was embarrassing. The room was
adorned with Western memorabilia and
art, bronzes of horses and Indian braves
in the Remington manner, old vaquero
saddles on wooden stands, black-and-
white photographs of William S. Hart
and Yakima Canutt. Cooper was sit-
ting on a Molesworth sofa with gnarled
tree trunks for legs, stylized cowboys
and young-lady dudes in huge hats em-
bossed on the leather cushions. Gina

brought him a Scotch-and-soda while
casting a suspicious glance at Bonny.

“This is a significant day for you,
Cooper Parrott. Your eldest sister, Mil-
dred, has passed away,” Bonny said.

“You look like an out-of-work
housepainter.”

“I'm not in the film, Dad. You're in
the film. You agreed to do this, Dad.”

“Unfortunately.”

“And you’re too upset to travel to
your home town for the services?”

“That is correct.”

“Or so you claim.”

Cooper didn't reply to this.

“Did you have strong and affec-
tionate feelings for Mildred?”

“She was like a mother to me,” he
remarked with bland assurance.

“But you had a mother?”

“Sure did. She was no use. Mildred
did the heavy lifting.”

Cooper stood.

“C’mon, Dad, I want this on film.
Prize-winning documentaries are
characterized by unflinching inti-
macy.” She stopped the camera, and
her arms hung at her sides.

Cooper left the room. He was
abruptly homesick. He pictured his

town as something glowing from
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the American past, a Norman Rock-
well kind of place, but the picture
faded. Little remained but Constance
and a dump of a house. Even so, Palm
Springs and Bonny, that product of
his loins, seemed like a forty-year
wrong turn. He felt crushed. It was
time to turn back, to heal, and to watch
reruns. He considered what bad luck
it had been to be named Cooper in
the age of Gary Cooper. He'd accepted
that he lived in John Wayne’s shadow,
and once dreamed of a ruddy John
Wayne face calling him a Commu-
nist and threatening to beat him to
within an inch of his life.

At breakfast the next morning,
Bonny dangled a piece of toast in his
face and said she would be leaving
that afternoon to film Mildred’s me-
morial. She didn’t know if there was
one planned, but she meant to throw
something together, a pinch of Amer-
icana with cars on blocks and locals
on bad diets.

“Knock yourself out,” Cooper said.
This was the love they had. What
a mess.

“You really should be there.”

“I bet you've got a million more
where that came from.”

“Aunt Connie’s all the family you
have left. Except for me, mwahahaha.”

“Is this a purity test?”

“A humanity test, Dad. You need to
show your home town that there’s more
to you than a tinsel cowboy. A man
with a heart, sort of, not just a hat.”

Cooper’s annoyance recalled his
brief encounter with Bonny’s mother,
a stunt double at a Nevada shoot and
part-time dominatrix, and what be-
came a very expensive quickie as he
undertook the rearing of Bonny by
extraordinary remote-control means:
schools, nannies, camps, semesters at
sea, wilderness studies for troubled
teens, junior college, bail money, and
abortions. Though he'd done what he
could to help her career, invested in
her films, she’d never felt that her ef-
forts to reach out to her father quite
landed. Bonny intended this docu-
mentary to flush her father out of hid-
ing and—what? Revive his movie ca-
reer? Make him admit that she existed?

Bonny’s documentaries were noted
for their predatory skill. She was cel-
ebrated for her pitiless charm when
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interviewing luxury-car dealers, so
well concealed behind the baby-doll
outfits and the daffy bimbo act that
she used to get her victims—a stream
of fat cats and deep-pocketed suck-
ers—talking. Aston Martin’s lawyers
had described that film as “baseless
savagery,” and she'd added the phrase
to her business cards, along with “Jag-
uar, I'm comin’ for ya.”

Cooper considered the idea of at-
tending Mildred’s memorial. It filled

him with terror. Was there even going
to be one? What if he went? What if
he didn’t go? Should he man up? His
anxiety was rising, and it overcame
him. John Wayne would probably have
gone, though it was not easy to pic-
ture the big doofus in such a shitty
town. Cooper made himself a drink
in the trophy room and left Bonny a
message: “I'll be there.”

She didn’t believe him, and went
on ahead to the tired old town by her-
self. A lifelong Southern Californian,
Bonny had rarely experienced such
a gloomy hole. She had dressed to
blend in, with a loud flannel shirt and
mannish pants, as she strolled around
trying to get a feel for a place that
to someone from the Golden West
looked like a wax museum. She didn’t
see how to do this without Cooper—
street interviews, maybe, or Con-
stance’s lamentations at his absence.
All of this changed when Cooper’s
travel agent called to notify her of his
arrangements and a room prepaid
under the name William S. Hart.
Bonny had better get a move on! She
smelled blood.

Cooper arrived two days later,
which was barely enough time for her
to set the stage. She'd worked herself
to exhaustion preparing for his ar-
rival, getting minimal help from a
chamber of commerce reluctant to
deal with out-of-towners. Constance
was alarmed at the idea that Cooper’s

long-awaited visit would be filmed.
She found Bonny peculiar and couldn’t
understand why she dressed like a
lumberjack.

Bonny met Cooper at the airport.
He seemed dazed, pressing his closed
eyes with thumb and forefinger.

“You all right?”

“Oh, hell no.”

“We'll pick up Constance and . ..
Mildred.” He raised his eyebrows as
if to ask if she thought this was funny.

The moment that Bonny turned onto
the frontage road, he opened his mouth
and gripped the seat with clammy hands.
The water tower emblazoned with the
name of the town emerged from the
skyline. Cooper looked away.

Bonny said, “Seems like a nice lit-
tle place to me. Tree-shaded streets,
well-kept houses, angry fat people.”

“What makes you think I'd enjoy
this? I was a friendless loser here, O.K.?
From a loser family, you follow?” She
wanted to say that she would put her
losers up against his any day, includ-
ing her druggy waif of a mother.

Cooper averted his eyes as they
passed the high school, the title com-
pany where, at age twelve, he'd mopped
floors, Mildred’s Methodist church,
and the windswept park. They stopped
at the house, compact and armored
with asbestos shingles. While Bonny
filmed from the car, Cooper ascended
the porch steps. Before he could knock,
Constance opened the door. She was
bearing Mildred’s ashes, gift-wrapped
in red, white, and blue. She stared at
Cooper, then said, “Hello, Cooper.”

“Hello, Con.”

“I wish you'd come sooner. Did you
come in the helicopter?”

“Nah, commercial.”

“But here you are.”

“Yep.”

“Can you come in?” Constance asked,
her eyes observing Bonny in the car.

“For a sec, maybe. Bonny’s got me
on a short rope. Film deal.”

They sat in the living room. Cooper
concealed his dismay by grinning in ap-
proval at all he saw. A bowl held ce-
ramic fruit. He paused at a picture of
their parents, dressed for the photog-
rapher. “Must’ve borrowed the clothes,”
he said. The witticism fell on silence.

“Ain’t it funny how time slips away?”
Connie nodded and smiled at her broth-



er’s awkwardness. “Love what you've
done with the house,”he added. “Cozy.
More furniture than when we were kids.”

“I like it well enough.”

“How long’s Phil been gone?”

“Eleven years.”

“I played tambourine in his band.
Remember?”

“You were great.”

“Was I?”

“No. But Phil thought you needed
something to do.”

“I found something to do.”

They said nothing until the pause
became uncomfortable.

“We're the family now, Coop. Does
that mean anything to you?”

“I gotta think about it. We've gone
separate ways. That’s a fact. That’s just
a damn fact.”

“Certainly, you have. I haven't gone
anywhere except to the county building.”

Constance got up to pull dead
leaves from a potted African violet.
She watched Cooper staring toward
the window.

“You'll have to tell me about Bonny.
She’s yours, right? She gives you such
fishy looks.”

“Ha ha, you're sharp, Con. Which
reminds me. She’s waiting.”

“I understand. I hope you’ll stop
back. Maybe you can see Wayne. He’s
quite unusual.”

“Theard,” Cooper said, as Constance
pressed the box of ashes into his arms.
“Heard about him. Wow, these weigh
like lead.”

“They’ll remind you of all we lived
through.” Cooper shrugged this off.

Without looking back, he walked
to the car. Bonny had her cell phone
atop the steering wheel and was re-
viewing footage so far. “I'll put this
box in the back. Let’s not forget it.”
He wondered if he had seen the last
of Constance.

“I hate to rush,” Bonny said, “but
we're late for the parade.”

Cooper locked eyes with her. “What
parade? Is it for me?”

“Yeah. Sure is.”

“A big one?”

“Let’s find out.”

Constance gave a small ironic wave
from the porch, and Cooper felt a
pang, remembering the humorous de-
tachment with which she had kept
trouble at bay when they were kids.
When he waved at her, she stepped
into the house.

“Nice old lady,” Bonny said.

Cooper sat in the back seat of a
vintage Chevrolet convertible
with fins, flames painted on its hood.
A portable boom box atop the trunk
played Buck Owens’s “Act Naturally”
in a recurring loop. Since he hadn’t
anticipated a public appearance, he
was wearing a zip-up leisure suit and
a Lakers baseball cap, rather than his
usual Stetson. He felt naked. The au-
dience for the parade, meandering
along the sidewalks on their way to
stores, appointments, and school,
were strangers, and seemed baffled
by the “Cooper Parrott”banner adorn-

ing the car.
“Theywere all born after you left, Dad.”

“Maybe this is the first time they’ve
ever seen a cowboy!”

“No need to shout, Dad.”

The driver said, “There’s gotta be
someone somewhere,” and struck out
into the side streets, where seemingly
uninhabited houses flashed TVs be-
hind drawn curtains. At a four-way
stop, an elderly man in dashboard
overalls and carpet slippers wheeled
oft his porch and ran to the car. He
shouted out his name to Cooper, and
Cooper threw back his head in de-
light and said, “Ah!”

“Who’s this bird?” he asked Bonny
out of the side of his mouth.

The man grasped Cooper’s shoul-
ders and said, “You have no damn idea
who I am, do you?”

“Nope, but youre gonna tell me.”

“Our family took you in when the
whole lot of yiz didn’t have a pot to
piss in or a window to throw it out.”

“Take your hands off me, Jerry, you
dadgum jackass!”

Jerry tottered back to his house as
Cooper straightened his clothes.

“Any more like that around here?”
Cooper asked the driver.

Jerry’s eyes burned in the shadow
of the porch. Cooper’s wave went un-
returned.

“Lots.”

“You need to spray ‘em.”

“Was your family ever homeless?”
Bonny asked.

“Not always.” Bonny got this last
in a closeup. Something about the way
he said it told her that it would be
very strong during editing. Then he
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“Of course we know where you end and I begin.”



said it again: “Not always.” That would
have been a better take, but she’d
missed it. Shit.

The driver and owner of the car,
after describing its restoration in ex-
cruciating detail, offered to return Coo-
per to his childhood home.

“No!” Cooper shouted, then turned
to Bonny and said, “Get me outta here.”

The driver looked around at him, in-
dignant and surprised. “No problem,
pal. The young lady pays me by the hour.”

He drove the two to Bonny’s rented
car, and stayed behind the wheel, star-
ing straight ahead, as they got out. “Will
this be an annual event?” he asked. Coo-
per told him to go to hell. Once in the
rental car, he pointed through the wind-
shield toward the airport and said to
Bonny, “Thataway.”

O n the flight, Bonny and her father
sat in anguished silence. Though
Cooper wanted to get back to Palm
Springs, he struggled to picture his life
there. It seemed like living in an aquar-
ium or maybe a nice hotel. He had a
fleeting hope that the plane would stay
up in the air. Bonny’s heart ached as
she flipped through the airline maga-
zine. Cooper stared out the window
until they crossed the Rockies, then
slumped in his seat.

Back at Cooper’s house, they ges-
tured toward a hug but then just leaned
and bumped shoulders; it was the best
they could do. Theyd left the ashes in
the rental car, but a kindly manager at
Hertz shipped Mildred to Bonny once
law enforcement had confirmed that
she was not a bomb. Bonny left the
box on the porch of Cooper’s house.

When asked by the backers of her
documentary, “How’s the Cooper thing
going?,” Bonny explained that she had
punted. After the trip to his home town,
she'd either been discouraged or lost
interest. She felt that she knew her fa-
ther insufficiently to give the film prize-
winning depth. She'd lost the edge that
had given such a sting to the Aston
Martin piece, or to the brutes killing
turkeys out in Lancaster.

Wayne turned up on the door-
step eight days after Mildred’s
death. He said, “Mom was lucky to

live that long.” Constance was star-
tled by the cheer with which he de-
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livered the remark. She asked him
where he’'d been. Since he felt that
that was something she ought to know
already, he declined to answer. Wayne
was shorter than both his mother and
his aunt, and stocky. He wore safety
boots, loud on the wood floor, blue
pants, and a shirt with his name over
the pocket. He allowed that he would
just go ahead and move in.

“Your old room?”

“T'll let you know.”

Wayne departed to get his stuft from
wherever he'd left it. Constance pulled
the curtain back to see him drive off,
then meandered through the house
wondering which room Wayne would
claim. She admitted to herself that,
though she’d seen him grow up, she
didn't really know anything about him.
Mildred had created a wall around
Wayne to try to prevent Constance and
her late husband from criticizing his
erratic upbringing. All she knew was
that Wayne had dreamed of being a
surfer and often played “Wipe Out,”
by the Surfaris, at top volume—espe-
cially the blood-curdling laughter. As
Wayne had grown more difficult, a
stretch of teen-age years in which the
only respite was a brief residence at the
Pine Hills youth reformatory, Phil and
Constance had offered to move out of
the house, but Mildred had rented a
place a block and a half from Penney’s,
a walk to work that she made daily for
much of the rest of her life, from the
time when she turned heads to when
even the short walk was too difficult
and she moved back in with her sister.
Wayne was on his own by then.

Wayne chose Constance’s room,
which admittedly had the best view—
the back yard and not the street. She
would move into Mildred’s, which
looked toward the neighbor’s house,
whose occupants Mildred had watched
religiously, chronicling births, deaths,
college departures, and hanky-panky.
“Take all the time you need,” Wayne
said. “I'm on the road.”

She packed up Mildred’s things
squeamishly, fearing that they’d dis-
close something she would rather not
know. There were packs of letters
bound with string, some yellowing
with age. Constance thought, I'm not
going there, and burned them in
the fireplace.

She cooked for Wayne. Sometimes
he ate what she'd prepared; sometimes
he disparaged it. Constance failed to
determine a pattern. He smoked after
dinner, staring into the middle dis-
tance, while Constance, pretending
to cross her arms to keep her hand
inconspicuously close to her chest,
fanned the smoke away. She worked
at being unobtrusive, only to have
Wayne accuse her of tiptoeing around
in a creepy manner. In the end, he re-
sorted to fast food, which he ate in
his truck, leaving the remains on the
front seat—pizza boxes, waxed paper
from turkey wraps, empty Diet Coke
bottles. He was sullen and smelly,and
frequently reminded Constance that
he co-owned the house now.

Soon enough, she was fed up. They
would sell the house, she announced.
“Suits me,” Wayne said. “I could use
the money.” Advertised as a starter
home, it sold in the winter to a gym
teacher in town, a pretty girl with a
baby. Constance had expected to be
crushed to lose her childhood home.
Instead, she was elated. After several
arduous trips to a storage container,
she retreated to the Hillcrest Hotel,
an old pile on Main Street, to think.
Wayne went to California with no
plan to return. “We’ll see how it goes,”
he said. Constance lost the nerve to
ask him to write if he got work. She
was tired of losing her nerve. That
was new.

Gina went to the door. Cooper,
still in his bathrobe, watched
warily from the corridor. “Who is it?”
he asked, raising his reading glasses.

“I can't tell. The Uber guy is still
unloading her luggage. It looks like
she’s here to stay.”

“Lock the door!”

“Let’s find out who it is first!”

“I know who it is. Do as I say!”

Gina glanced at him indignantly,
then opened the door.

“Hello, Con,” Cooper said with an
exaggerated baffled look. “Where're
you headed?” He tightened his bath-
robe and twirled his reading glasses.

“Headed? I have arrived! Is it
a problem?” ¢
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« D on’t mention the word ‘liberal-

ism,” the talk-show host says to
the guy who's written a book on it. “Lib-
eralism,”he explains, might mean Hillary
Clinton and Barack Obama to his sus-
picious audience, alienating more people
than it invites. Talk instead about “liberal
democracy,” a more expansive term that

includes John McCain and Ronald Rea-

THE CRITICS

A CRITIC AT LARGE

SAY THE WORD

Why liberals struggle to defend liberalism.

BY ADAM GOPNIK

gan. When you cross the border to Can-
ada, you are allowed to say “liberalism”but
are asked never to praise “liberals,” since
that means implicitly endorsing the rul-
ing Trudeau government and the long-
dominant Liberal Party. In England, you
are warned off both words, since “liber-
als”suggests the membership of a quaintly
failed political party and “liberalism” its

dated program. In France, of course, the
vagaries of language have made “liberal-
ism” mean free-market fervor, doomed
from the start in that country, while what
we call liberalism is more hygienically
referred to as “republicanism.” Say zhat.

Liberalism is, truly, the love that dare
not speak its name. Liberal thinkers hardly

improve matters, since the first thing they

Unlike authoritarians, liberals are committed to procedures and institutions, even when those things disappoint them.
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will say is that the thing called “liberal-
ism”is not actually a thing. This discour-
aging reflection is, to be sure, usually fol-
lowed by an explanation: liberalism is a
practice, a set of institutions, a tradition,
a temperament, even. A clear contrast
can be made with its ideological com-
petitors: both Marxism and Catholicism,
for instance, have more or less explicable
rules—call them, nonpejoratively, dog-
mas. You can't really be a Marxist with-
out believing that a revolution against
the existing capitalist order would be a
good thing, and that parliamentary gov-
ernment is something of a bourgeois trick
played on the working class. You can't re-
ally be a Catholic without believing that
a crisis point in cosmic history came two
millennia ago in the Middle East, when
a dissident rabbi was crucified and mys-
teriously revived. You can push either of
these beliefs to the edge of metaphor—
maybe the rabbi was only believed to be
resurrected, and the inner experience of
that epiphany is what counts; maybe the
revolution will take place peacefully within
a parliament and without Molotov cock-
tails—but you cant really discard them.
Liberalism, on the other hand, can in-
clude both faith in free markets and skep-
ticism of free markets, an embrace of so-
cial democracy and a rejection of its
statism. Its greatest figure, the nineteenth-
century British philosopher and parlia-
mentarian John Stuart Mill, was a social-

ist but also the author of “On Liberty,”
which is (to the leftist imagination, at
least) a suspiciously libertarian manifesto.

Whatever liberalism is, we're regu-
larly assured that it’s dying—in need of
those shock paddles they regularly take
out in TV medical dramas. (“C’'mon!
Breathe, damn it! Breathe!”) As on tele-
vision, this is not guaranteed to work.
(“We've lost him, Holly. Damn it, we've
lost him.”) Later this year, a certain dem-
agogue who hates all these terms—Iib-
erals, liberalism, liberal democracy—
might be lifted to power again. So what
is to be done? New books on the liberal
crisis tend to divide into three kinds: the
professional, the professorial, and the po-
lemical—books by those with practical
experience; books by academics, outlin-
ing, sometimes in dreamily abstract form,
a reformed liberal democracy; and then
a few wishing the whole damn thing
over, and well rid of it.

he professional books tend to come

from people whose lives have been
spent as pundits and as advisers to pol-
iticians. Robert Kagan, a Brookings fel-
low and a former State Department
maven who has made the brave journey
from neoconservatism to resolute anti-
Trumpism, has a new book on the sub-
ject, “Rebellion: How Antiliberalism Is
Tearing America Apart—Again”(Knopf).
Kagan’s is a particular type of book—I

“Which seat do you want?”

have written one myself—that makes the
case for liberalism mostly to other liberals,
by trying to remind readers of what they
have and what they stand to lose. For
Kagan, that “again”in the title is the cru-
cial word; instead of seeing Trumpism
as a new danger, he recapitulates the long
history of anti-liberalism in the U.S,,
characterizing the current crisis as an es-
pecially foul wave rising from otherwise
predictable currents. Since the founding
of the secular-liberal Republic—secular
atleast in declining to pick one faith over
another as official, liberal at least in its
faith in individualism—anti-liberal ele-
ments have been at war with it. Kagan
details, mordantly, the anti-liberalism
that emerged during and after the Civil
Wiar, a strain that, just as much as today’s
version, insisted on a “Christian common-
wealth” founded essentially on wounded
white working-class pride.

The relevance of such books may be
manifest, but their contemplative depth
is, of necessity, limited. Not to worry.
Two welcomely ambitious and profes-
sorial books are joining them: “Liberal-
ism as a Way of Life” (Princeton), by Al-
exandre Lefebvre, who teaches politics
and philosophy at the University of Syd-
ney, and “Free and Equal: A Manifesto
for a Just Society” (Knopf), by Daniel
Chandler, an economist and a philoso-
pher at the London School of Economics.

The two take slightly different tacks.
Chandler emphasizes programs of re-
form, and toys with the many bells and
whistles on the liberal busy box: he’s in-
clined to try more random advancements,
like elevating ordinary people into tem-
porary power, on an Athenian model
that’s now restricted to jury service. But,
on the whole, his is a sanely conventional
vision of a state reformed in the direc-
tion of ever greater fairness and equity,
one able to curb the excesses of capital-
ism and to accommodate the demands
of diversity.

The program that Chandler recom-
mends to save liberalism essentially rep-
resents the politics of the leftier edge of
the British Labour Party—which histor-
ically has been unpopular with the very
people he wants to appeal to, gaining
power only after exhaustion with Tory
governments. In the classic Fabian man-
ner, though, Chandler tends to breeze
past some formidable practical problems.
While advocating for more aggressive



government intervention in the market,
he admits equably that there may be prob-
lems with state ownership of industry
and infrastructure. Yet the problem with
state ownership is not a theoretical one:
Margaret Thatcher became Prime Min-
ister because of the widely felt failures of
state ownership in the nineteen-seventies.
The overreaction to those failures may
have been destructive, but it was certainly
democratic, and Tony Blair’s much crit-
icized temporizing began in this recog-
nition. Chandler is essentially arguing
for an updated version of the social-dem-
ocratic status quo—no bad place to be
but not exactly a new place, either.
Lefebvre, on the other hand, wants
to write about liberalism chiefly as a cul-
tural phenomenon—as the water we
swim in without knowing that it’s wet—
and his book is packed, in the tradition
of William James, with racy anecdotes
and pop-culture references. He finds
more truths about contemporary liber-
als in the earnest figures of the comedy
series “Parks and Recreation”than in the
words of any professional pundit. A lot
of this is fun, and none of it is frivolous.
Yet, given that we may be months
away from the greatest crisis the liberal
state has known since the Civil War, both
books seem curiously calm. Lefebvre sug-
gests that liberalism may be passing away,
but he doesn't seem especially perturbed
by the prospect, and at his book’s climax
he recommends a permanent stance of
“reflective equilibrium”as an antidote to
all anxiety, a stance that seems not un-
like Richard Rorty’s idea of irony—cul-
tivating an ability both to hold to a po-
sition and to recognize its provisionality.
“Reflective equilibrium trains us to see
weakness and difference in ourselves,”
Lefebvre writes, and to see “how singu-
lar each of us is in that any equilibrium
we reach will be specific to us as indi-
viduals and our constellation of consid-
ered judgments.” However excellent as
a spiritual exercise, a posture of reflec-
tive equilibrium seems scarcely more
likely to get us through 2024 than smok-
ing weed all day, though that, too, can
certainly be calming in a crisis.

B oth professors, significantly, are pas-
sionate evangelists for the great
American philosopher John Rawls, and
both books use Rawls as their fount of
wisdom about the ideal liberal arrange-

ment. Indeed, the dust-jacket sell line of
Chandler’s book is a distillation of Rawls:
“Imagine: You are designing a society,
but you don't know who you’ll be within
it—rich or poor, man or woman, gay or
straight. What would you want that so-
ciety to look like?” Lefebvre’s “reflective
equilibrium” is borrowed from Rawls,
too. Rawls’s classic “A Theory of Justice”
(1971) was a theory about fairness, which
revolved around the “liberty principle”
(you're entitled to the basic liberties youd
get from a scheme in which everyone
got those same liberties) and the “differ-
ence principle” (any inequalities must
benefit the worst off). The emphasis on
“justice as fairness” presses both profes-
sors to stress equality; it’s not “A The-
ory of Liberty,” after all. “Free and equal”
is not the same as “free and fair,” and the
difference is where most of the arguing
happens among people committed to a
liberal society.

Indeed, readers may feel that the
work of reconciling Rawls’s very abstract
consideration of ideal justice and com-
munity with actual experience is more
daunting than these books, written by
professional philosophers who swim in
this water, make it out to be. A confi-
dence that our problems can be man-
aged with the right adjustments to the
right model helps explain why the tone
of both books—richly erudite and
thoughtful—is, for all their implication
of crisis, so contemplative and even-
humored. No doubt it is a good idea to
tell people to keep cool in a fire, but that
does not make the fire cooler.

Rawls devised one of the most pow-
erful of all thought experiments: the idea
of the “veil of ignorance,” behind which
we must imagine the society we would
want to live in without knowing which
role in that society’s hierarchy we would
occupy. Simple as it is, it has ever-arrest-
ing force, making it clear that, behind
this veil, rational and self-interested peo-
ple would never design a society like that
of, say, the slave states of the American
South, given that, dropped into it at ran-
dom, they could very well be enslaved.
It also suggests that Norway might be a
fairly just place, because a person would
almost certainly land in a comfortable
and secure middle-class life, however
boringly Norwegian.

Still, thought experiments may not
translate well to the real world. Einstein’s
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similarly epoch-altering account of what
it would be like to travel on a beam of
light, and how it would aftect the hands
on one’s watch, is profound for what it
reveals about the nature of time. Yet it
isn’t much of a guide to setting the timer
on the coffeemaker in the kitchen so that
the pot will fill in time for breakfast. Ac-
tual politics is much more like setting
the timer on the coffeemaker than like
riding on a beam of light. Breakfast is
part of the cosmos, but studying the cos-
mos won't cook breakfast. It’s telling that
in neither of these Rawlsian books is
there any real study of the life and the
working method of an actual, function-
ing liberal politician. No ED.R. or Clem-
ent Attlee, Pierre Mendés France or
Frangois Mitterrand (a socialist who was
such a master of coalition politics that
he effectively killed off the French Com-
munist Party). Not to mention Tony Blair
or Joe Biden or Barack Obama. Biden’s
name appears once in Chandler’s index;
Obamas, though he gets a passing men-
tion, not at all.

The reason is that theirs are not ideal
stories about the unimpeded pursuit of
freedom and fairness but necessarily con-
tingent tales of adjustments and amend-
ments—compromised stories, in every
sense. Both philosophers would, I think,
accept this truth in principle, yet neither
is drawn to it from the heart. Still, this
is how the good work of governing gets
done, by those who accept the weight of
the world as they act to lighten it. Obama’s
history—including the feints back and
forth on national health insurance, which
ended, amid all the compromises, with
the closest thing America has had to a
just health-care system—is uninspiring
to the idealizing mind. But these com-
promises were not a result of neglecting
to analyze the idea of justice adequately;
they were the result of the pluralism of
an open society marked by disagreement
on fundamental values. The troubles of
current American politics do not arise
from a failure on the part of people in
Ohio to have read Rawls; they are the
consequence of the truth that, even if
everybody in Ohio read Rawls, not ev-
erybody would agree with him.

Ideals can shape the real world. In
some ultimate sense, Biden, like F.D.R.
before him, has tried to build the sort
of society we might design from behind
the veil of ignorance—but, also like
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FD.R., he has had to do so empirically,
and often through tactics overloaded
with contradictions. If your thought ex-
periment is premised on a group of free
and equal planners, it may not tell you
what you need to know about a society
marred by entrenched hierarchies. Ask
Biden if he wants a free and fair soci-
ety and he would say that he does. But
Thatcher would have said so, too, and
just as passionately. Oscillation of power
and points of view within that common
framework are what makes liberal de-
mocracies liberal. It has less to do with
the ideally just plan than with the guar-
antee of the right to talk back to the
planner. That is the great breakthrough
in human affairs, as much as the far
older search for social justice. Plato’s rul-
ers wanted social justice, of a kind; what
they didn't want was back talk.

Both philosophers also seem to ac-
cept, at least by implication, the famil-
iar idea that there is a natural tension
between two aspects of the liberal proj-
ect. One is the desire for social justice,
the other the practice of individual free-
dom. Wanting to speak our minds is
very different from wanting to feed our
neighbors. An egalitarian society might
seem inherently limited in liberty, while
one that emphasizes individual rights
might seem limited in its capacity for
social fairness.

Yet the evidence suggests the oppo-
site. Show me a society in which people
are able to curse the king and I will show
you a society more broadly equal than
the one next door, if only because the

s 7 g #
Fd LT 4
- ‘-;:,- -
r * .’
| — s .
- £ :

ability to curse the king will make the
king more likely to spread the royal
wealth, for fear of the cursing. The rights
of sexual minorities are uniquely pro-
tected in Western liberal democracies,
but this gain in social equality is the re-
sult of a history of protected expression
that allowed gay experience to be artic-
ulated and “normalized,” in high and
popular culture. We want to live on com-

mon streets, not in fortified castles. It
isn't a paradox that John Stuart Mill and
his partner, Harriet Taylor, threw them-
selves into both “On Liberty,”a testament
to individual freedom, and “The Subjec-
tion of Women,” a program for social
justice and mass emancipation through
group action. The habit of seeking hap-
piness for one through the fulfillment of
many others was part of the habit of their
liberalism. Mill wanted to be happy, and
he couldn’t be if Taylor wasnt.

Liberals are at a disadvantage when
it comes to authoritarians, because lib-
erals are committed to procedures and
institutions, and persist in that commit-
ment even when those things falter and
let them down. The asymmetry between
the Trumpite assault on the judiciary
and Biden’s reluctance even to consider
enlarging the Supreme Court is typi-
cal. Trumpites can and will say anything
on earth about judges; liberals are far
more reticent, since they don’t want to
undermine the institutions that give re-

ality to their ideals.

here Kagan, Lefebvre,and Chan-

dler are all more or less sympa-
thetic to the liberal “project,” the Brit-
ish political philosopher John Gray
deplores it, and his recent book, “The
New Leviathans: Thoughts After Lib-
eralism” (Farrar, Straus & Giroux), is one
long complaint. Gray is one of those
leftists so repelled by the follies of the
progressive party of the moment—to
borrow a phrase of Orwell’s about Jon-
athan Swift—that, in a familiar horse-
shoe pattern, he has become hard to dis-
tinguish from a reactionary. He insists
that liberalism is a product of Christi-
anity (being in thrall to the notion of
the world’s perfectibility) and that it has
culminated in what he calls “hyper-lib-
eralism,”which would emancipate indi-
viduals from history and historically
shaped identities. Gray hates all things
“woke”—a word that he seems to know
secondhand from news reports about
American universities. If “woke” points
to anything except the rage of those who
use it, however, it is a discourse directed
against liberalism—Ibram X. Kendji is
no ally of Bayard Rustin, nor Judith But-
ler of John Stuart Mill. So it is hard to
see it as an expression of the same trends,
any more than Trump is a product of
Burke’s conservative philosophy, despite



strenuous efforts on the progressive side
to make it seem so.

Gray’s views are learned, and his tar-
gets are many and often deserved: he
has sharp things to say about how cer-
tain left liberals have reclaimed the Nazi
jurist Carl Schmitt and his thesis that
politics is a battle to the death between
friends and foes. In the end, Gray turns
to Dostoyevsky’s warning that (as Gray
reads him) “the logic of limitless free-
dom is unlimited despotism.” Hyper-lib-
erals, Gray tells us, think that we can
compete with the authority of God, and
what they leave behind is wild disorder
and crazed egotism.

As for Dostoyevsky’s positive doc-
trines—authoritarian and mystical in
nature—Gray waves them away as being
“of no interest.” But they are of inter-
est, exactly because they raise the cen-
tral pragmatic issue: If you believe all
this about liberal modernity, what do
you propose to do about it? Given that
the announced alternatives are obvi-
ously worse or just crazy (as is the idea
of a Christian commonwealth, some-
thing that could be achieved only by a
degree of social coercion that makes the
worst of “woke” culture look benign),
perhaps the evil might better be ame-
liorated than abolished.

Between authority and anarchy lies
argument. The trick is not to have uni-
fied societies that “share values™—those
societies have never existed or have ex-
isted only at the edge of a headsman’s
axe—but to have societies that can get
along nonviolently without shared val-
ues, aside from the shared value of trying
to settle disputes nonviolently. Certainly,
Americans were far more polarized in
the nineteen-sixties than they are today—
many favored permanent apartheid (“Seg-
regation now, segregation tomorrow, seg-
regation forever”)—and what happened
was not that values changed on their own
but that a form of rights-based liberal-
ism of protest and free speech convinced
just enough people that the old order
wouldn’t work and that it wasn't worth
fighting for a clearly lost cause.

hat’s curious about anti-liberal
critics such as Gray is their evi-
dent belief that, after the institutions and
the practices on which their working
lives and welfare depend are destroyed,
the features of the liberal state they like

will somehow survive. After liberalism
is over, the neat bits will be easily reas-
sembled, and the nasty bits will be gone.
Gray can revile what he perceives to be
a ruling élite and call to burn it all down,
and nothing impedes the dissemination
of his views. Without the institutions
and the practices that he despises, fear
would prevent oppositional books from
being published. Try publishing an anti-
Communist book in China or a critique
of theocracy in Iran. Liberal institutions
are the reason that he is allowed to pub-
lish his views and to have the career that
he and all the other authors here rightly
have. Liberal values and practices allow
their most fervent critics a livelihood and
a life—which they believe will somehow
magically be reconstituted “after liberal-
ism.” They won't be.

The vociferous critics of liberalism
are like passengers on the Titanic who
root for the iceberg. After all, an iceberg
is thrilling, and anyway the White Star
Line has classes, and the music the band
plays is second-rate, and why is the food
French instead of honestly English? “Just
as I told you, the age of the steamship
is over!” they cry as the water slips over
their shoes. They imagine that another
boat will miraculously appear—where
all will be in first class, the food will be
authentic, and the band will perform
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only Mozart or Motown, depending on
your wishes. Meanwhile, the ship goes
down. At least the band will be playing
“Nearer, My God, to Thee,” which they
will take as some vindication. The rest
of us may drown.

One turns back to Helena Rosen-
blatt’s 2018 book, “The Lost History of
Liberalism,” which makes the case that
liberalism is not a recent ideology but
an age-old series of intuitions about ex-
istence. When the book appeared, it may
have seemed unduly overgeneralized—
depicting liberalism as a humane gen-
erosity that flared up at moments and
then died down again. But, as the world
picture darkens, her dark picture illumi-
nates. There surely are a set of identifi-
able values that connect men and women
of different times along a single golden
thread: an aversion to fanaticism, a will
toward the coexistence of different kinds
and creeds, a readiness for reform, a be-
lief in the public criticism of power with-
out penalty, and perhaps, above all, a
knowledge that institutions of civic peace
are much harder to build than to de-
stroy, being immeasurably more fragile
than their complacent inheritors imag-
ine. These values will persist no matter
how evil the moment may become, and
by whatever name we choose to whis-
per in the dark. ¢
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BOOKS

EYES UP HERE

The perils and pleasures of a nice rack.

BY LAUREN MICHELE JACKSON

ho'll take pity on the breast man?

If such a creature still exists, that
is. The targets of his fixation have de-
murred in the face of changing tastes.
The new millennium’s Everyman, if we're
to believe his representation in mass cul-
ture, no longer sniffs for cleavage like a
truffle pig on the hunt. Take Jimmy Kim-
mel, who used to be the patron saint of
drunk, red-blooded, horny guys watch-
ing television. His early-aughts Comedy
Central production “The Man Show”
flaunted a cast of “juggy girls” and ran
its closing credits over footage of, as the
tagline went, “girls jumping on trampo-
lines.” Kimmel has since suited up in the
tasteful, white-collar interest of ribbing

Donald Trump on late-night TV and at
the Oscars. “The Man Show” aired its
final episode in 2004, by the way, some
months after that year’s Super Bowl half-
time show jerked America into tempo-
rary sobriety with the unsanctioned ap-
pearance of a pop star’s decorated brown
breast. And, indeed, breast augmenta-
tion has been on the decline since 2007,
our curiosity newly captured by the sur-
gical pursuit of better buttocks.

Breasts (and butts, for that matter)
have long been relegated to the stuft of
underclass juvenilia. Fashion and ballet
and black-tie anything have little use for
such protuberances in their silhouettes.
The evolved prefer a nicely turned pair

Sarah Thornton’s goal in “Tits Up” is not to neutralize breasts but to affirm them.
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of legs, so thinking has gone. But in re-
cent decades we seem to have decided
that breasts are not merely tawdry, not
just child’s play, but damn near regres-
sive. For a relevant artifact, I think of
“Pam & Tommy,” Hulu’s 2022 limited
series about the storied nineties couple.
Like so much current media about fem-
inine icons, the show’s professed aim is
the redemption of its female subject. But
it is as wary of Anderson’s appeal as it is
critical of misogynist recoil. The episode
“Pamela in Wonderland” alternates be-
tween a vile deposition—"“Mrs. Lee, do
you recall how old you were the first time
you publicly exposed your genitals?”—
and flashbacks to a younger Anderson’s
earliest forays into selling her image.
After an enchanted photo shoot at the
Playboy Mansion, a young Pam contem-
plates the idea of—she gestures to her
chest—"nothing major. Just, like, a cup
size, two at most.” She asks her mom
what she thinks. “I think God made you
perfect just the way you are,” her mother
responds. “But if you want to try and top
him ...” The tut-tutting is practically
audible. Poor Alice.

Despite shifting cultural attitudes,
the lessons have, of late, had problems
sticking, as in the case of Sydney Swee-
ney, whose breasts have been turned into
a talking point. Some fault resides with
“Euphoria,”the HBO series about trou-
bled, sexually ferocious Zoomers for
which Sweeney is still, though likely not
for long, best known. She plays Cassie,
distinguished by her developed—if you'll
pardon the euphemism—figure. Her
breasts act as synecdoche for her char-
acter, with Sweeney costumed and shot
in kind. These creative decisions have
been taken by audiences as license to
scrutinize her chest elsewhere. After the
release of the film “Anyone but You,”
knowing viewers tsk-tsked at the fit of
Sweeney’s bikini top, shown riding up
in the telltale sign of improper sizing.
Meanwhile, commentators on the right
have tried ginning up debate over the
twenty-six-year-old’s cleavage, rejoicing
in a perceived return to a bygone beauty
standard in the wake of all that over-
zealous feminism they blame on the left.
The day after Sweeney hosted “S.N.L.,”
the conservative pundit Richard Hana-
nia posted a clip from the episode, em-
phasizing the low neckline of her dress
with the caption “Wokeness is dead.”
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Sweeney herself has been such a good
sport about this that it’s almost distress-
ing. A snapshot from a recent vacation
posted on Instagram shows her mug-
ging in a gray crew-neck sweatshirt
reading “SORRY FOR HAVING GREAT
TITS.”In more sombre contexts, she has
expressed discomfort with the nature
of such scrutiny. “I had boobs before
other girls and I felt ostracized for it,”
she told the Sun last year.

What washes into the shallows of
present-day pop culture emanates from
a deeper societal dissonance regarding
breasts. The prurient and the puritani-
cal share custody, leaving breasts bound
by a web of meanings that conspire to
give a lousy time to the people who have
them. This broad truth, that most Amer-
ican women “are dissatisfied with, indif-
ferent to, or ambivalent about their
breasts,” is the premise of Sarah Thorn-
ton's “Tits Up: What Sex Workers, Milk
Bankers, Plastic Surgeons, Bra Design-
ers, & Witches Tell Us About Breasts,”
a new book that wants to set these or-
gans free with the goal of gaining a greater
understanding of and appreciation for
the women to which they are attached.
The breast man was not consulted.

hornton can well recall when she

began to look upon her breasts as
a liability. Her girls “made their debut
on a summer’s day in the mid-1970s,”
she writes. “Not yet a teenager, I imag-
ined that my new assets might become
a potent symbol of adult self-possession
or a source of mesmerizing power,”a la
Farrah Fawcett in a nipple-hugging
Norma Kamali one-piece. That aspira-
tion ended at fifteen, when the head
chef at a local golf club palmed Thorn-
ton’s breasts during her shift. This as-
sault marked “a sad day for my top
half—a humiliating initiation to sexual
aggression,”she writes. She lost faith in
her breasts as symbols of womanly au-
tonomy. By adulthood, she was armored
with “a haughty feminist prejudice”
against boob jobs and what such invest-
ments implied.

Then Thornton, in her fifties, be-
came a woman with a boob job.In 2018,
she underwent a double mastectomy
after a series of biopsies revealed the
presence of abnormal cells inside her
milk ducts, called ductal carcinoma in

situ, or D.C.L.S. Her breasts “departed

for the mysterious afterlife of human
tissue” and were replaced by a set of sub-
muscular implants that were covered
(and encouraged) by her health-insur-
ance plan. Thornton asked her male sur-
geon—also rumored to be a hobbyist
painter and so, she assumed, “a doctor
with an aesthetic sense”™—for “some-
thing between an A and B cup.” She
woke up to “unwieldy Ds,” which she
named Bert and Ernie. The new set
prompted wistfulness for the old one.
Her breasts, mastitis and ticking time
bomb of cancer aside, had served her
well. It didn’t help that her dream of
“small dignified orbs”had been thwarted
by a duo that, like the Muppets, only
aped naturalism. Deprived of her nat-
ural “breast perception,” Thornton could
seldom predict their movements, and
Bert and Ernie were constantly bump-
ing into doorframes and passersby. Yet,
after consulting with a second—
woman—surgeon, she “realized that
Bert and Ernie, those alien gootballs,
were already being absorbed into a re-
vised me.” Her urge to go back under
the knife was replaced with another. “I
now had an overwhelming desire to un-
derstand the multifarious meanings and
uses of breasts.”

What we think of anything has ev-
erything to do with what we call it, and
so emancipation often begins with a
word. In Thornton’s case, it begins with
sifting through the slate of nicknames
bestowed upon the body part in ques-
tion. There are so many. Breasts, boobs,
melons, knockers, tatas, titties, twins,
milkers, jugs. Then, there are the ones
she doesn’t even cover: puppies, mos-
quito bites, fun bags, honkers, tig ole bit-
ties. To Bert and Ernie add any other
famous duo: there are Tia and Tamera,
as in the 2019 single by Doja Cat, and
“Mary-Kate and Ash-e-ley,”as Kim Pe-
tras whines in the ode “Coconuts.” The
song, with its taste for produce meta-
phors—“Look at these margarit-ta-
tas!”—aligns the German pop star with
the American novelist Cormac McCa-
rthy, who writes of “paps like wrinkled
aubergines” in “Blood Meridian.”

Crass as the lingo can get, modesty
brings its own, often shame-ridden, bag-
gage in addressing that area, to the ex-
tent that it would rather not. To speak
of a “developing” “bust”is as good as to
see it managed and put away, perhaps

with some sort of smock. But, as any
bosomy gal knows, there will never be
a neckline modest enough for the eye
that sees breasts and thinks sex. This is
to say nothing about our cultural avoid-
ance of nipples. Despite their return to
the mainstream—see them shaking in
the recent music video for “360,” by
Charli XCX—they have yet to be tas-
selled with elegant slang. (Though “nips”
is pretty cute.) It turns out that the bra
business is as squeamish as the rest of
us, preferring the term “apex.” As in,
speaking to a fit model, “Amanda, could
you point at your apexes please?”

Thornton struggles to find names
that she likes from among the usual
touchstones. Even “breast,” while “re-
spectful,” she writes, is “also sterilized,
medicalized, and privatized .. . associ-
ated with cancer and, to a lesser extent,
infant nutrition.” “Boobs” is inept and
unserious and too primed for calcula-
tor jokes. Thornton’s goal in “Tits Up”
is not to neutralize breasts but to affirm
them. Give 'em a semantic lift, so to
speak. She thus lands on “tits” as her
preferred term, choosing a directive from
American show biz for her title. Going
“tits up” in Britain means disaster, but
in the U.S., within our culture of ma-
niacal optimism, the phrase “reminds a
sister to stand up, pull her shoulders
back, and succeed.” And “tits” bears a
sisterly relation to “titties,” a favored
word among Black women. “When ut-
tered by women, ‘tits’ can be out and
proud—shame-free rather than shame-
less,” she writes in her introduction, a
hint at the measured tenor of emanci-
pation in this project. Accompanying
her reclamation of “tits,” other epithets
receive rehabilitation: “jugs,” “rack,”
“chest,” and even “apexes” feature in a
series of pithy chapter titles. In terms
of volume, though, “breasts” remains the
most common label.

Thornton’s book “favors enriching,
enabling stories,” evidenced by the sce-
nic case studies orienting each chapter.
The author visits a “historic titty bar” in
San Francisco called the Condor Club,
where she observes and interviews strip-
pers who regard their breasts as valuable
parts of their labor power within the in-
dustry of sex work. She talks to the do-
nors of a human-milk bank in San Jose,
whose pumping reminds us of breasts’
essential function while militating against
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biological, racial, economic, and cultural
obstacles to breast-feeding. Other sites
that she visits include a surgeon’s oper-
ating theatre; the fitting room for a bra
prototype; a pagan retreat named for a
tarot card. Each locale provides the op-
portunity for Thornton to showcase what
an “emancipated rack” might look like,
be it performing whirligig feats on the
burlesque stage or hanging free in the
company of other tits of varying ages
and degrees of elasticity.

Liberated breasts can do and be so
many things. Thornton is less interested
in how they appear than in how they
can be put to work—by sex workers, ac-
tivists, milk donors, midwives and lac-
tation specialists, surgeons, lingerie mod-
els, and swimwear designers. At the
offices of Old Navy, a woman named
Amanda submits to the stares of eight
designers and engineers assembled to
evaluate the fit and “fabric behavior” of
a new bra, the most complex garment
known to the apparel industry. Aman-
da’s job reveals the permeable line be-
tween on and off duty in her line of
work. She is “the” exemplary size me-
dium for the brand’s garments above the
waist, a role that requires a steadfast set
of measurements. But, like everyone else
in the book, she’s affirmed by the work,
remembering that she’s “bringing more
to the table than just my body.”

Brassieres provide occasion for mus-
ing on “apex.” Thornton wonders why
nipples seem uniquely taboo to so many.
The answer that she receives depends
on whom she asks. “Perhaps it’s because
nipples are a functional part of the body
that makes clear we’re animals?” one bra
designer speculates. “Because they dis-
pense liquids? Maybe men’s nipples are
acceptable because they’re useless. I re-
ally don't know.” Left unsaid is that free-
ing the nipple would be bad for the bra
industry’s bottom line.

For Carol Leigh, a.k.a. the Scarlot
Harlot, who protested topless in demon-
strations for “breast freedom,” display-
ing nipples was a question of bodily
autonomy. Measures against female top-
lessness have left (some) law books, only
to migrate into the content moderation
of social-media platforms like Meta’s
Facebook and Instagram. As one might
expect, automated moderation has proved
ill-suited to the nuances of gender, leav-
ing trans and gender-fluid users to guess
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what might be permitted. Of course,
there is a simple way to sidestep these
caprices—free the nipple for all.

till, Thornton’s not here to judge.“A
liberated rack is not dominated by
aesthetic criteria,” she writes, a somewhat
unusual statement for someone with an
eye on the art world. Her previous two
books, “Seven Days in the Art World”
and “33 Artists in 3 Acts,”are ethnographic
rather than critical; though the under-
graduate degree in art history won't be
forgotten, she identifies, in terms of re-
search, as a sociologist. In “Seven Days
in the Art World,” she likens her ap-
proach to a “cat on the prowl, curious and
interactive but not threatening.” That un-
obtrusive proximity persists in “Tits Up.”
Its interest lies with the many interview-
ees in possession of behind-the-scenes
knowledge, some of whom provide the
booK’s strongest views on breasts.
Regarding herself as a mere vessel,
Thornton insists, in an aside on method,
that “judgment gets in the way of vigorous
research.” Her academic training, though,
at times gets in the way of her aspira-
tions to the role of, as she puts it, “titty
connoisseur.” One cannot become a con-
noisseur of anything without developing
one’s taste. During her time at the Condor
Club, Thornton receives a lap dance for
research purposes. The dancer, who calls
herself Sativa, is a six-foot-tall Chicana
with a tattoo of a sacred heart between
her small breasts. Thornton, who can-
not get into it, laments her lack of buzz.
Then a “bizarrely obvious epiphany” ar-
rives, with the visual of what it might be
like to be hard in that instant. The brief
yield to the erotic takes a pressure valve
to the writing, which before had had all
the sensuality of a root canal. Imagining
“how an erect penis might participate in
this gambol” brings about some of the
most convincingly affirmative declarations
in the entire book. “T'its are warm, com-
plex, and deep,” Thornton writes. “T'its
are wholehearted and droll... . . If they re-
sort to violence, they can only smother.”
An array of adjectives for breasts and
the people to whom they belong lends
credence to the assertion that a liberated
rack can look like anything. And yet pesky
aesthetic value intrudes. Breast augmen-
tation could not exist without it. The suc-
cess of Carolyn Chang, the cosmetic sur-
geon whose operating room Thornton

visits, has everything to do with judg-
ment—both Chang’s and her patients’.
Clients like her preference for “natural
aesthetics,” where “natural” corresponds
to a certain look: “inconspicuous and dis-
creet.” (As another surgeon tells Thorn-
ton, however, “Nothing we do is natural.”)
There is a conspicuous lack of big boobs
among the specimens Thornton exam-
ines, as though they were too tainted by
lascivious looks and porn for scholarly in-
spection. The book’s implied preference
for “small, shapely tits"—or the dignified,
“sagacious” ones that Thornton witnesses
at a retreat—is, too, the work of judgment.

Judgment is usually associated with
bad feelings, and bad feelings about breasts
can be traced back to the squickier ways
breasts are often seen. Yet omitting aes-
thetic experience for its association with
men’s pleasure thus shies away from sit-
uations in which women take pleasure
in their racks as objects of beauty. In 2014,
Rihanna accepted the Fashion Icon
Award from the Council of Fashion De-
signers of America in a translucent gown
covered in more than two hundred thou-
sand Swarovski crystals, a look reminis-
cent of Josephine Baker. Asked if she was
comfortable with the slinky, braless getup,
she replied with a laugh, “Yes,I am. Why,
do my tits bother you? They’re covered—
in Swarovski crystals, girl!” Tits are warm,
complex, deep, wholehearted, and droll—
and a sight to behold, not only for on-
lookers but for those who possess them.

Thornton knows this in practice even if
her book doesn’t always approve. Toward
the end of “Tits Up,” she visits Clarity
Haynes, who paints portraits of women's
breasts as a therapeutic, but nonethe-
less artistic, practice. After sitting with
Haynes, “my perspective on my top half
had shifted,” Thornton writes. She reports
teeling “less shame” and “more aftection’
tor Bert and Ernie. But it is not only the
act of sitting for a painting that has ef-
fected this transformation—there is also
the fact of an art object, a painting that
one must look at to appreciate. “The fin-
ished portrait is true to my reconstructed
torso, but more beautiful than my per-
ception of it due to Haynes’s thoughtful
draftsmanship,” Thornton writes, putting
her art-historian side to good use. “The
drawing is prosaic, revealing asymmetrical
breasts and bony middle-aged shoulders,
but it also manifests a little poetry, sug-
gesting that I'm a proud proto-crone.” ¢
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1In his latest novel, Garth Risk Hallberg shrinks his frame.

BY THOMAS MALLON

he Great American Novel is a

long-dead cultural aspiration, ex-
tinguished by a healthy realization that
the country is too big and too varied to
generate any singular, definitive volume.
American novelists tend, in our time,
to earn public recognition of greatness
in a steady, incremental (one is almost
tempted to say un-American) way:
through the long-term production of
many books that arrive with a certain
regularity and are roughly on the same
scale, one to the next. For writers as
different as Alice McDermott, Colson
Whitehead, and Richard Powers, the
greatness classification comes more from
accrual than from explosion.

Even so, some younger novelists with
exceptional gifts seem to have a roman-
tically persistent notion of the single-
book catapult. Now in his mid-forties,
but still boyishly author-photod, Garth
Risk Hallberg continues to wobble with
promise and perplexity. His novels, so far
only three in number, sometimes murmur
and sometimes roar, operating by wisps
of inference or by maximalist elaboration.
He has flirted with a kind of cosmic con-
nectedness, or at least a large sociopolitical
canvas, before subsiding—as he has done
with his new book, “The Second Com-
ing” (Knopf)—back into the super-cir-
cumscribed and familial. Looking at the
three books together, a reader perceives

In the tale of an alienated father and daughter, characters stare deeply into themselves.
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not so much a multifarious ceuvre as a
series of make-or-break shots.

Hallberg’s first novel, “A Field Guide
to the North American Family” (2007),
was a sort of multimedia art project
that originated on a Web site and got
published first by a small press. On the
verso pages, mini-narratives from vari-
ous points of view melded into the shared
story of two Long Island families, the
Harrisons and the Hungates. The recto
pages contained pictures, sometimes in-
scrutable (an X-ray of hands, a Saran-
wrapped hunting trophy), taken by myr-
iad photographers. Definitional captions,
occasionally just clever, but often truly
witty, offered a taxonomy for any extra-
terrestrial having a first encounter with
the human species: “Rumor, a resilient
parasite, feeds on the Secret until its host
is destroyed. In agricultural areas, Discre-
tion s sometimes employed as a check on
the Rumor population.”

Hallberg was definitely a writer to
watch, but when his second novel, “City
on Fire,” arrived, eight years later, it bore
only traces of resemblance to “Field
Guide,” sporting occasional photos and
other collage elements, including small
bursts of cursive writing, for which he
has a continuing fondness. At nine hun-
dred and eleven pages, “City on Fire”
was a prolonged tour de force, a woven
sheet determined to cover all of New
York City while maintaining an ex-
tremely high thread count of detail. Its
swing-for-the-fences literary ambition
exhilarated and exasperated a reader in
about equal measure—and it was inev-
itably appraised by some journalists in
Great American Novel terms. Set mostly
in the crumbled-norms New York of
the mid- to late seventies, the book re-
volved around the tormented adult chil-
dren of the rich Hamilton-Sweeney
family. All of them, along with a vast
array of characters in their orbit, were
strobe-lit by Hallberg’s excellent atten-
tion to everything depraved and vital in
the city of that era: impending budget-
ary doom; downtown’s skanky creativ-
ity; copious murders, both singular and
serial; innumerable group liberations
and personal traumas—all the phenom-
ena that have left that time and place
permanently subject to artistic awe and,
in less dexterous hands, sentimentality.

Hallberg made it his fictional busi-

ness to render the city in punk bands,
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New Journalism, police gumshoeing,
xeroxed zines, spray-painted grafhiti, and
municipal bonds. A large part of the
author’s subject amounted to the sheer
unity of things, whether it was human-
engineered or simply fateful, propelled
by a degree of coincidence that would
make Dickens blush.

The book deserved most of the hype
and some of the scorn it received; no
one could deny its virtuosity, no matter
how much it begged to be trimmed.
Hallberg could never just let a phone
ring, not when its ringing “seemed an-
tique, somehow prematurely quaint, like
the carillon of a village church slated
for demolition.” Period references would
be shoehorned in (an excitable teen-age
boy has “to picture the wobble of Pres-
ident Ford’s jowls in order not to pop a
full-blown bone”), and sentences occa-
sionally wandered off into some private
authorial sphere of meaning.

And yet the neologisms and cata-
logues and touches of lyricism more
often than not excited readerly joy and
writerly envy: a radio “played a big band
song from before he was born, a slow,
nostalgic, glimmering chandelier of a
thing, around which a clarinet swooped
and dove like a bird had got into the
room.” The book was so complicatedly
constructed that it could be regarded
as the opposite of autofiction, though
its aspiring-novelist character, Mercer
Goodman, provided a self-conscious
meta moment: his manuscript “kept
growing and growing in length and com-
plexity, almost as if it had taken on the
burden of supplanting real life, rather
than evoking it.”The same was true for
Hallberg. The connectedness became
so dense that the author’s starry special
effects threatened to collapse into a black
hole, a world so excessively imagined
that it could barely keep spinning.

an there be, for a novelist this exu-
berantly inventive, a sweet spot be-
tween the oblique, inferential “Field
Guide” and the gigantic particle accel-
erator that was “City on Fire”? Maybe
not, since the nature of this writer’s gifts
seems irreconcilable with the very idea
of middle ground. But that’s what he ap-
pears to be seeking in “The Second Com-
ing,” only to wind up running too far
away from the scope of his previous novel.
The book chronicles the attempts of

64 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 27, 2024

Ethan Aspern—a onetime actor and
twice-arrested drug addict—to recon-
nect with his barely teen-age daughter,
Jolie. In 2011, while Ethan is trying to
stay clean in California, Jolie, a progres-
sively schooled New York City seventh
grader, has already begun drinking vodka
and has spent some time in a psych
ward. A near-disastrous descent onto
some subway tracks, initially made to
retrieve a fallen smartphone, may also
have included a sudden pursuit of sui-
cidal opportunity. (The “second com-
ing” of the novel’ title derives not from
the Nicene Creed or Yeats but from an
unlicensed Prince song that Jolie was
about to select on her phone.)

At thirty-three, her father is a man-
child who bears some resemblance to
“City on Fire”’s William Hamilton-
Sweeney I11. William tried but ulti-
mately kept a reader’s patience, which
may not extend quite so far or so long
with Ethan, whose mother died from
cancer while he was still in high school.
He stole not only her prescription pain-
killers but also a piece of video art that
she'd made, submitting it as his own
creation when he applied to a theatre
program at Fordham University’s Lin-
coln Center campus. His perpetual back-
sliding is soundtracked throughout the
novel by an ongoing and grandiose
self-analysis.

Ethan’s “fantasies of reconciliation”
with Jolie, the child of a youthful mar-
riage, are fuelled by the narcissistic be-
lief that Jolie truly needs him—no mat-
ter that when she was a baby he thought
of her as a “passion project,” more a
means to his own personal development
than an end in herself. Jolie, as it hap-
pens, is also her own passion project.
She understands that she and her fa-
ther are “still bound together on some
deep level: associative mind, surface
soft-heartedness, uncontrollable urges,
and secret self-loathing.” But, once
Ethan returns to New York, “a scant
twenty-four hours in his presence ...
disabused her of the notion that his
walking out on her three years ago had
been anything but a gift.”

Jolie may have the excuse of youth
for her gratingly angsty behavior and
pronouncements, her constant sense of
others’ betrayal, but what her father’s
former probation officer thinks of as
“Ethan’s special brand of madness”seems

decidedly off the shelf. At times, Hall-
berg invites readers to give up on his
teckless protagonist, but one can't es-
cape a sense that the author himself is
often hoodwinked by his character.
Throughout, Hallberg shuffles the
chronological pack in the manner of ep-
isodic television drama, demoting the
linear to enemy of the artistic. What
amounts to an epilogue begins on the
sixty-fifth page of the novel’s five hun-
dred and eighty-six, an Ozempic reduc-
tion from the girth of “City on Fire.”
The booK’s climactic action takes place
over Thanksgiving weekend, when
Ethan, still on the East Coast on his
rescue mission, violates custody arrange-
ments by taking Jolie to a memorial ser-
vice for his father in Ocean City, Mary-
land. AMBER Alert-able calamity—and
a father-daughter LSD trip—ensues.
The novel briefly ponders “the distinc-
tion between substance and essence, quite
possibly semantic, or even imaginary,”
and that disparity, once it’s raised, inev-
itably starts to apply to the book itself,
with its bravura attention to characters
and complications that are less deep and
more familiar than they ought to be.
The author’s spot-on wit remains
playfully evident, letting us hear, for ex-
ample, “what, on the northern fringes
of Manhattan’s East Village on a Fri-
day night in winter, passed for silence:
ambulances screaming their heads off,
housing-insecure pigeons winging darkly
overhead.” Gloomy Jolie takes linger-
ing notice of one teacher’s bookshelves
because of their “umlauted authors and
promises of disenchantment.” Hallberg
can sink so happily into his own word-
play that a quirky coinage becomes stan-
dard: rather than being opened, a wal-
let is “unvelcrod” four times in the course
of the novel. The author’s dialogue re-
mains satisfyingly implausible: a teen-
age boy who goes to Putney isn't really
likely to say, “The very nature of narra-
tive is to falsify, right? Smooth away the
tensions, or whatever ... make them
photogenic, jack them into fantasy.” But
Hallberg has made his choice, probably
the right one, for dealing with this age-
old authorial conundrum. We can't ex-
pect him to hide his verbal light under
every adolescent bushel just for the sake
of verisimilitude. It is largely the same
with Jolie and with the book’s rendi-
tions of her parents’younger selves: ev-



erybody’s speech is somewhat height-
ened, and their thoughts, filtered through
close third person, are amped up as well.

Still, readers have little chance to dis-
cern the social texture of 2011 while the
characters are staring so deeply into
themselves. We get a mention of the
Tea Party and some glimpses of Oc-
cupy Wall Street, but “The Second Com-
ing” is in no real way the kind of his-
torical novel that “City on Fire” often
successfully aspired to be. Hallberg
has some fun Tom Wolfe-style chops
(his New York Post headline for Jolie’s
smartphone incident in the subway is
“APP-ETITE FOR DESTRUCTION!”), but
this is a book where the public and the
political are constantly muffled in def-
erence to the personal, the work of a
virtuoso muralist forsaking murals for
high-res miniatures. One wants an au-
thor of Hallberg’s particular talent for
noticing to raise the blinds and look out
the window, to give us the life and times
of a culture instead of the compulsive
repetitions of two individuals whose dy-
namic we grasp all too quickly.

In scaling back the DeLillo-like as-
pirations of “City on Fire,” Hallberg
subsides into a kind of narrative stupor,
falling past the thematic civics of Jon-
athan Franzen, almost all the way into
the microscopy of Nicholson Baker’s
early novels. At an especially tense mo-
ment, Ethan argues with his onetime
probation officer out on the balcony of
amotel in Ocean City, and Jolie retreats
into the bathroom: “The rattling vent
fan, in this context, was a blessing. So
too the dripping tap, the wincingly un-
cinematic light above the mirror mak-
ing plain that the maids hadn’t made it
this far.”

There is still more to fiction than
feelings. One wants Hallberg to over-
reach, but by zooming out once more
instead of zooming in. If the great na-
tional novel is an absurdity, perhaps the
great municipal one remains possible.
Hallberg may be the writer who pro-
duces a truly encompassing book of fic-
tion set in the time of 9/11 or of COVID,
neither of which has yet been written.
Either of them is more likely to end in
failure than in complete success, but he
is sufficiently supplied with talent to
make the attempt, and, even after this
latest novel, one does remember that
risk is his middle name. ¢
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Natural Magic, &y Renée Bergland (Princeton). Although
Charles Darwin and Emily Dickinson are not known to have
ever crossed paths, this study finds meaning in their shared
enchantment with the natural world. In the eighteen-thirties,
as “natural philosophy” began to be reframed as “natural sci-
ence,” emotion and wonder were eclipsed by objectivity and
mastery. Darwin and Dickinson resisted this binary: Darwin
saw his theory of natural selection as an occasion for humil-
ity, relating humans to other species; Dickinson, whose poetry
reflects her extensive scientific education and interest in Dar-
win’s ideas, depicted the natural world with both botanical
specificity and attention to its splendors. Bergland links their
thinking to an earlier tradition of “natural” (as opposed to su-
pernatural) magic, which emphasized the interconnectedness
of life and valued emotion as a form of understanding.

Traces of Enayat, by Iman Mersal (Transit). Literary obses-
sion and detective work merge in this biography of Enayat
al-Zayyat, an Egyptian writer who died by suicide in 1963, at
the age of twenty-six, years before the publication of her only
novel. Following the threads of al-Zayyat’s life, Mersal de-
picts the Egypt in which she grew up and the largely van-
ished Cairo where she lived, while chronicling her search for
the forgotten author. “To trace someone,” Mersal writes, “is
a dialogue that is perforce one-sided.” Indeed, despite assid-
uous research and interviews with surviving friends and fam-
ily, Mersal experiences “despair at the possibility of knowing”
the true story of al-Zayyat, whose remnants she embroiders
with photographs, speculation, and personal reflections, leav-
ing behind a seductive mystery.

Whale Fall, by Elizabeth O’Connor (Pantheon). Manod, the
observant narrator of this début novel set on the cusp of the
Second World War, lives on a sparsely populated Welsh island
where, one night, a whale washes up on the beach and dies
shortly thereafter. Soon, two researchers turn up to document
the customs of the islanders. Manod agrees to assist them,
translating phrases (such as “sheep farmer”) and cultural real-
ities (the people cannot swim). In time, however, misunder-
standings arise between researchers and subject, imbuing their
relationship with both alienation and tenderness. Stubborn
transgressions committed by the interlopers testify to the haz-
ards of anthropology and the delusions of so-called progress.

Cinema Love, 4y Jiaming Tang (Dutton). This moving if un-
even début novel tracks a handful of characters who emi-
grate, in the nineteen-eighties, from rural China to Manhat-
tan’s Chinatown. They quickly find that it is one thing to
leave home and another to move on from the world that has
been left behind. That world includes a ramshackle movie
theatre, the Mawei City Workers’ Cinema, a place where gay
men go to seek forbidden love—and where their wives go to
look for them. Part ghost story, part love story, and part tale
of hardscrabble immigrant life, this intricately plotted novel
asks whether, in the end, it is better to forgive or to forget.
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AGE OF ANXIETY

The love songs of Billie Eilish.

BY AMANDA PETRUSICH

arlier this year, the singer and song-

writer Billie Eilish, who is twenty-
two, became the youngest two-time
Oscar winner in history, collecting the
Best Original Song award for “What
Was I Made For?,” a delicate existen-
tial ballad that she co-wrote for the
film “Barbie.” (She also won in 2022,
for “No Time to Die,” a moody and
portentous Bond theme.) Incidentally,
Eilish is also the youngest person ever
to have a clean sweep of all four of the
main Grammy categories (Best New
Artist, Record of the Year, Song of the
Year, and Album of the Year), which
she achieved in 2020, for her début LP,
“When We All Fall Asleep, Where Do

We Go?” At that year’s ceremony, mo-
ments before Album of the Year was
announced, Eilish can be seen mouth-
ing, “Please don’t be me”; onstage,
standing alongside her brother Finneas
O’Connell, who is also her co-writer
and producer, she seemed bewildered,
if not mortified. “We wrote an album
about depression, and suicidal thoughts,
and climate change,” O’Connell told
the crowd. “We stand up here confused
and grateful.”It’s both heartening and
slightly mystifying that Eilish, who
writes sombre, idiosyncratic, goth-
tinged electro-pop about her loneliness
and boredom, has become such a lode-
stone for industry accolades. “Man am

Eilish takes her time in a song, sometimes crawling through a melody.
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I the greatest/ God I hate it,” Eilish
sings on “The Greatest,”a forlorn, wal-
loping song from her compact but pow-
erful new album, “Hit Me Hard and
Soft,” which was just released.

Eilish is known for taking her time
in a song, sometimes crawling through
a melody as though it were a bowl of
molasses, and she often chooses to sing
in a whisper, letting a note hang in the
air before it dissipates entirely. Her
vocal style reminds me of an evanesc-
ing cloud of smoke after someone blows
out a cluster of birthday candles—
beautiful, fleeting, a little bit haunted.
Yet, on “The Greatest,” Eilish belts and
bellows. “I waited/ And waited,” she
wails, her voice getting bigger and big-
ger. It’s rare to find Eilish in bloodlet-
ting mode, but fury and loudness suit
her, too. Lyrically, much of “Hit Me
Hard and Soft”is about wanting a re-
lationship but failing, in some funda-
mental and inescapable way, to sustain
closeness with another person. It’s an
interesting problem: desiring some-
thing, but also realizing you are inca-
pable of having it. The twists and turns
of Eilish’s emotional journey are re-
flected and amplified by O’Connell’s
production; these songs are prone to
sudden changes and reinventions, ups
and downs. Faster, slower, close, far,
here, gone. “Amour de Ma Vie,” a
new song about a soured relation-
ship—“You were so mediocre,” Eilish
sings—shifts from a lovelorn, jazz-
inflected torch song into a pulsing club
banger, cold and threatening. In less
assured hands, that transformation
might be disorienting, but Eilish and
O’Connell are masterly at finding the
connective tissue between disparate
teelings and sounds. Why can't a love
song be gentle and aggressive, grounded
and spectral? Isn't love?

From the start of her career, Eilish
has never been particularly comfort-
able with celebrity, and at times she
has appeared viscerally repelled by it;
the anxiety and paranoia brought on
by global fame are another theme here,
and are perhaps directly responsible for
Eilish’s romantic angst. On “Skinny,”
the yearning ballad that opens the
album, she reflects on coming of age
under the scrutiny of strangers. “Peo-
ple say I look happy/ Just because I
got skinny/But the old me is still me
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and maybe the real me/And I think
she’s pretty,” Eilish sings, her voice
teathery and resigned. (“The Internet
is hungry for the meanest kind of
funny/ And somebody’s gotta feed it,”
she points out.) “Skinny”is a gorgeous
song, wounded and fragile, with a whiff
of Lilith Fair folksiness. It ends with
a mournful string figure by the Attacca
Quartet, the only other musicians fea-
tured on the album besides Eilish,
O’Connell, and Eilish’s tour drummer,
Andrew Marshall.

Eilish writes often about control,
an idea that manifests in images of
closed doors and lyrics about feeling
caged. (The cover art features a pho-
tograph of Eilish sinking into a deep-
blue abyss, just below a white door.)
“When I step oft the stage I'm a bird
in a cage/I'm a dog in a dog pound,”
she sings, on “Skinny.” On “Chihiro,”
she is imploring: “Open up the door/
Can you open up the door?” On “Blue,”
which closes the album, she returns to
both images:

Don’t know what’s in store
Open up the door

The back of my mind

I'm still overseas

A bird in a cage

Claustrophobia, darkness, fear—
these are all ideas that Eilish and
O’Connell luxuriated in on “When
We All Fall Asleep, Where Do We
Go?,”but here they feel deeper, broader,
and more dramatic. Partway through
“Blue,” Eilish starts chanting, her
voice so flat and filtered that at first
I thought it might be O’Connell. For
Eilish, fame and depression are en-
tangled, heavy predicaments to en-
dure and, she hopes, survive:

And I could say the same ’bout you
Born blameless grew up famous too
Just a baby born blue now

usically, “Hit Me Hard and

Soft”lands somewhere between
“When We All Fall Asleep, Where Do
We Go?” and Eilish’s second album,
“Happier Than Ever,” from 2021. In re-
cent years, Eilish’s songwriting has felt
more indebted to jazz-adjacent pop
singers such as Peggy Lee and Amy
Winehouse than to the spooky despon-
dency of Nine Inch Nails. “Hit Me
Hard and Soft”is mature and nuanced,

and that feels appropriate—the spiri-
tual distance between seventeen and
twenty-two is vast—but I sometimes
miss Eilish’s giddier and more puerile
side. Many listeners first came to know
Eilish through “Bad Guy,” the fifth
single from “When We All Fall Asleep,
Where Do We Go?” It’s a funny and
inventive track, featuring a campy syn-
thesizer riff and a dramatic tempo
change. What made “Bad Guy” so in-
toxicating was the artful way it bal-
anced youthful insouciance—that
“Duh,” delivered at the end of each
chorus, was so perfectly saturated with
teen-age disdain it felt like getting hit
in the face with a water balloon—and
a kind of playful, empowered sensual-
ity. In the song’s video, Eilish sports
blue hair, and blood is smeared across
her face; her eyes are vacant, unfeeling.
But she also dances around like an enor-
mous goof, wearing an oversized butter-
yellow sweatsuit, and leads a gang of
dudes down a suburban street from be-
hind the wheel of a toy race car.

That particular combination—“Bad
Guy” is equal parts serious and silly—
reminds me of a lot of things, but es-
pecially of sex, which can be solemn,
sometimes sacred, but also completely
absurd. Eilish embraces her carnal ap-
petites on “Lunch,” a new song about
pure animal lust:

I could eat that girl for lunch
Yeah she dances on my tongue
Tastes like she might be the one

For all the hand-wringing about the
lagging sex drive of younger Ameri-
cans, Eilish has been outspoken about
the ways in which that sort of physi-
cal communion can be healing. In a re-
cent interview with Ro/ling Stone, she
endorsed the myriad benefits of mas-
turbation—“People should be jerking
it, man’—and of female sexual plea-
sure more generally. “I think it’s such
a frowned-upon thing to talk about,
and I think that should change,” she
said. “You asked me what I do to de-
compress? That shit can really, really
save you sometimes, just saying. Can’t
recommend it more, to be real.”“Lunch”
is a weird, pulsing track, vigorous and
horny. It’s also my favorite song on
the new album, in part because Eilish
sounds incredibly free, which is to say,
she sounds like herself. ¢
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THE THEATRE

PHOTO REALISM

Moisés Kaufman’s “Here There Are Blueberries.”

BY VINSON CUNNINGHAM

\

here’s something awful about a lost
picture. Maybe it’s because of a dis-
parity between your original hope and
the result: you made the photograph
because you intended to keep it, and
now that intention—artistic, memorial,
historical—is fugitive, on the run to-
ward ends other than your own. The
picture, gone forever, possibly revived
by strange eyes, will never again mean
quite what you thought it would.
“Here There Are Blueberries™—a
new play at New York Theatre Work-
shop, conceived and directed by Moisés
Kaufman and written by Kaufman and
Amanda Gronich—begins with the dis-

covery of a well-curated album of pho-

tographs. It’s not just one misplaced dis-
patch from a former world but whole
pasted-together pages of them, carefully
arranged in order to tell a story. The
album was found in the nineteen-for-
ties, after the Second World War, by a
man who describes himself, more than
sixty years later, as an “87 year old retired
U.S. Lieutenant Colonel.” It’s the early
two-thousands, and he’s sent a letter to
the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum.
The photographs are from Auschwitz.

“Blueberries” moves forward artfully,
telling the true tale of the pictures and
their march through public conscious-
ness. The photographs show Nazis at
ease at the site of the world’s most fa-

A picture album of Nazis at leisure at Auschwitz provides horrific context.
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mous death machine. The Nazis lounge
at a chalet, flirt with the secretarial pool,
offer cheese smiles to the camera. None
of the camp’s Jewish prisoners are pic-
tured in the photographs, only their
murderers, in the moments between
murders. The album is a placid, subtly
horrifying log of the mundane aspects
of those people’s daily lives.

Rebecca Erbelding (Elizabeth Stahl-
mann), an archivist on whose desk the
lieutenant colonel’s letter lands, recog-
nizes the faces of notorious Nazis. There’s
Josef Mengele, the so-called Angel of
Death, and Rudolf Héss, the adminis-
trative architect of Auschwitz, “respon-
sible for everything we think of as the
camp: the barracks, the electrified fences,
the guard towers, the extermination in-
frastructure . . . the whole organization.”
After some detective work, Rebecca dis-
covers that the album was apparently
created by an upwardly mobile function-
ary named Karl Hécker. He probably
put it together in a triumphal mood,
thinking that it would be behind-the-
scenes evidence of a heroic victory. Later,
in the war’s aftermath, having lost the
thing, maybe he thought of it compul-
sively, hoping it stayed lost, wishing he
could have set it ablaze. The pictures—
thirty-two pages of them, a hundred and
sixteen images in all—had escaped his
intentions not once but twice (so far).

Kaufman's staging of the play is noble
but simple. Characters approach the lip
of the stage and state their thinking
plainly. Besides Rebecca, there’s the di-
rector of the museum’s photography col-
lection, Judy Cohen (Kathleen Chal-
fant, a brilliant performer whose mere
presence gives the proceedings a fitting
gravity),and the museum’s director, Sara
Bloomfield (Erika Rose). The lighting,
designed by David Lander, is bright and
clean, just how we imagine the back
rooms of a great museum might look
(the apt scenic design is by Derek Mc-
Lane), except when it dims a bit, the
better to illuminate a picture from the
album. Sometimes the flexible ensem-
ble (which also includes Scott Barrow,
Nemuna Ceesay, Noah Keyishian, Jon-
athan Raviv, Anna Shafer, Charlie Thur-
ston, and Grant James Varjas) acts out
a scene from a photograph—playing an
accordion, laughing like schoolchildren
on an exhilarating trip.

This is an institutional saga, the story

ILLUSTRATION BY ANTOINE COSSE



of how a memorial museum—meant to
honor and dramatize the lives of victims,
not the idle pleasures of their captors—
learned to metabolize Hocker’s difficult
artifact. The play is based on real interviews
conducted by Kaufman and Gronich, a
documentary technique that Kaufman
also employed for “The Laramie Proj-
ect,” his renowned play about the death
of Matthew Shepard. That method
matches the art form that is this play’s
spur: photography:. Just like an interview,
a photograph is a quivering, ambivalent,
sometimes deceptive form of evidence,
especially when the photographer is an
amateur. You can suss out mood and tone,
discern planetary facts like weather and
time of day. But the spaces between ex-
posures, before and after the questioning
begins—who knows?

ven as “Blueberries” went about its

business—it has the often dutiful
tone of a high-quality PBS docuse-
ries—I kept thinking about the lieu-
tenant colonel who held on to the album
for so many years, whose story the play
must reasonably sweep past on the way
to its forensics. In his initial letter to the
museum, he says that he was sent to
Germany to “do some work for the gov-
ernment.” What that work was he doesn't
specify. “While there,” he says, “I was
housed in an abandoned apartment
where I found a photo album. 1 salvaged
the album and have kept it in my ar-
chives now for over sixty years.”

Sixty years! One wonders who, if any-
body, he told of the record of horror liv-
ing with him like a roommate in his
home. How often did he look at it? How
perfectly, over that span, had he mem-
orized its faces, whether or not he was
able—without a museum’s resources—
to assign them any names? Why keep
it for so long? What had he been think-
ing, at the outset and then for those
many decades? That unknowable mys-
tery, about the allure of evil and the power
of photography, is sometimes captured
by this play and sometimes not—a ca-
sualty, perhaps, of its fealty to pure fact.

One central concern of the play—
what it means to look at the mundane
when, somewhere just beyond the frame,
there’s a massacre afoot—makes it a
kind of companion piece to “The Zone
of Interest,” the recent Oscar-winning
film by Jonathan Glazer, very loosely

adapted from the novel by Martin Amis.
The movie tracks the home life of Ru-
dolf Hoss, the administrator who, with
his distinct high-and-tight haircut, slick
and floppy up top, recurs throughout
the Hocker album. “The Zone of In-
terest” uses sound design—the crackle
of flame, cries coming from invisible
mouths—to create an underhum of ter-
ror, to make an unseen context the whole
point of the domesticity that shows up
onscreen. “Blueberries” makes that irony
a clear pain point. The museum’s staff
worry about showing the photographs,
but eventually, and rightly, decide that
there’s no way not to. To understand
sickness like this, you need to see how
the perpetrators are—in more ways than
you might like—just like you.

lood underpaints today’s world, too,
no matter how many lovelier colors
fill our normal days. You go about your
business; attend meetings on Zoom or
at some office; ride the subway and watch
the faces, with their plural origins, blur
past; take walks through the warming
spring air,admiring the onrushing green.
Now and again, you look down at your
phone, and here come the images: a
bloody limb, a shell-shocked parent, a
dead child caked in rubble and dust.
Photographic evidence, the irrefutable
cinematography of the smartphone amid
emergency, death in vivid hue: this is
how we know that things are wrong.
There is no leisure in these newer
images, no blueberries and cream eaten
by smiling accessories to a heinous pas-
sage in history—just the news, seem-
ingly simultaneous with its happening.
I sometimes wonder if these images
and videos, for now fleeting on screens,
illustrations on a scrollable feed, will
one day adorn the walls of museums,
or whichever repositories the people
of the future choose for the display of
their collective glories and great shames.
Auschwitz and the other camps
whose names haunt our textbooks were
mysteries to outsiders—this was part
of their power. It took so many efforts
of reconstruction like the one drama-
tized by “Here There Are Blueberries”
just to know, belatedly, what exactly
went on. Photography will also be part
of the story of today’s traumas, but in
a very different way. We won't be able
to say we didn't sce. ¢
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THE CURRENT CINEMA

APOCALYPSE WHEN

‘Megalopolis.”

BY JUSTIN CHANG

he subject of “Megalopolis,” Fran-

cis Ford Coppola’s first feature in
thirteen years, is time. The movie be-
gins with an image of a large city clock,
and Coppola repeatedly invokes time’s
relentless forward march. Yet the very
nature of the movie, which is by turns
aggressively heady, stubbornly illogical,
and beguilingly optimistic, is to ques-

Sapphic poetry, but the temporal gim-
mickry reminded me, irresistibly, of the
late-eighties sitcom “Out of This World.”)

Once time resumes, every passing
moment brings human civilization closer
to ruin—a catastrophic collapse foretold
by the fall of Rome. In fact, the film
takes place in a city called New Rome,
though it is quite visibly New York, with

Adam Driver stars in Francis Ford Coppola’s film.

tion our understanding of time as a fi-
nite resource. It muses about how we as
people—designers, builders, inventors,
artists—might succeed in circumvent-
ing time and bring about a utopia that
resists the natural slide toward entropy.

Coppola’s protagonist is a controver-
sial architect and designer named Cesar
Catilina (Adam Driver), who has the
ability to pause time. “Time, stop!” he
says, and everything freezes: people, cars,
the clouds in the sky, even the crumbling
of a public-housing development that
was being demolished on Cesar’s own
orders. But his supernatural powers are
limited. Eventually, he must allow time
to start up again, with a reluctant snap
of his fingers. (The film is laden with
references to Shakespeare, Emerson, and
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recurring shots of the Chrysler Build-
ing and the Statue of Liberty. (The movie
was filmed, with much visual and digi-
tal trickery, in Atlanta; the cinematog-
rapher is Mihai Milaimare, Jr.) New
Rome abounds in classical motifs: Doric
columns prop up buildings adorned with
Latin dicta, and a remarkable number
of citizens wear gold laurel leaves, even
the ones who aren’t riding chariots
around a mock Colosseum. The plot, a
laborious but lively enough contraption,
comes to us straight from the Catilinar-
ian conspiracy of 63 B.C. Cesar is an up-
date of the politician Lucius Sergius
Catiline; his chief nemesis, Mayor Frank-
lyn Cicero (Giancarlo Esposito), stands
in for that other Cicero, the famed con-
sul whom Catiline sought to overthrow.

The movie’s full title is “Francis Ford
Coppola’s Megalopolis: A Fable,” but
Aesop might have blanched at Coppo-
la’s weakness for overexplanation. He
has made a declamatory epic, in which
the actors recite as much as they per-
form, and meanings are not suggested
but superimposed, with baldly allegor-
ical intent, over thickets of narrative.
Cesar believes that New Rome’s future
rests on the construction of an experi-
mental city, Megalopolis, which will be
fashioned from a miraculous material
called Megalon. By all appearances,
Megalon’s chief property is a pliability
that enables it to be molded into giant,
trippy structures, which resemble flow-
ers and mushrooms; picture a Frank
Gehry-designed “Alice in Wonderland”
and you're halfway there. Mayor Cicero
resists such costly, high-flown futurism,
which prioritizes beauty over practical-
ity. “People don't need dreams—they
need teachers, sanitation, and jobs,” he
snarls at Cesar. No points for guessing
whose side Coppola, now eighty-five
and still one of the great dreamers in
American cinema, is on.

Most of the other major characters
are delineated by their symbolic func-
tions. The face of economic excess is
Hamilton Crassus III (Jon Voight), a
lecherous old schemer and the city’s
wealthiest man. The role of unchecked
ambition is handily filled by Crassus’s
troublemaking grandson, Clodio (Shia
LaBeouf). The venality of the media is
embodied by a financial reporter, mem-
orably named Wow Platinum, who is
played with acerbic mischief by Aubrey
Plaza. (“Fuck your stupid Megalopolis!”
she yells at Cesar, perhaps trying to get
ahead of the film’s reviews.) There’s more:
an old murder investigation, an assassi-
nation attempt, an election campaign,
night-club revellers posing on a unicorn,
an outré fashion show, and a sex scene
containing the unimprovable line “I want
to fuck you so bad, Auntie Wow.”

Amid this debaucherous sprawl are
sustainingly poignant pleasures, start-
ing with the presence of Coppola vet-
erans such as Laurence Fishburne and
Talia Shire (the director’s sister), in small
but striking roles. There is also the sig-
nificant character of Julia Cicero (Na-
thalie Emmanuel), the mayor’s daugh-
ter, who ultimately joins Cesar’s cause,
first as his employee and later as his
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lover. Tellingly, there are also Cesar’s
mournful visions of his late wife, who
was such a luminous life force that Cop-
pola has bestowed upon her the name
Sunny Hope—a groaner, perhaps, but
one I couldn't bring myself to groan at.
I was too preoccupied thinking about
the death, in April, of Eleanor Coppola,
the director’s wife and longtime creative
partner, to whom “Megalopolis”is mov-
ingly dedicated.

hen Coppola brought “Apoca-

lypse Now” to the 1979 Cannes
Film Festival, he famously declared, “My
film is not about Vietnam. It is Viet-
nam.” It was a testament to the film’s
extraordinary scope, scale, and verisi-
militude, but it also spoke to the tem-
perament of a filmmaker defined by
outsized ambition and ego. Now, de-
cades later, his latest movie has also pre-
miered in competition at Cannes, and
I 'am tempted to test out a similar for-
mulation: “Megalopolis”isn't just about
time; it zs time—at least in the sense
that the film, more than forty years in
the making, comes to us as an astound-
ing repository of the past.

Coppola first conceived of “Mega-
lopolis” in the early eighties, hoping to
follow “Apocalypse Now” with some-
thing comparably epic. But the project
was scuppered by the critical and com-
mercial failure of “One from the Heart,”
in 1982, after which a series of escalat-
ing personal and professional crises kept
“Megalopolis” on the backburner for
decades: actors came and went, and 9/11
forced a serious rethink of the material.
Coppola ended up financing much of
the production himself, selling off part
of his wine business and reportedly put-

ting up a hundred and twenty million
dollars of his own money.

Such is the past of “Megalopolis,”
whose future looks equally uncertain. In
Cannes, where the movie is in conten-
tion for the Palme d’Or—a prize that
Coppola has won twice, for “The Con-
versation,” in 1974, and “Apocalypse
Now”—its fortunes have seemed to shift
by the hour. A recent piece in the Guard-
ian detailed anonymous complaints from
the film crew about Coppola’s unorth-
odox techniques; more troublingly, some
alleged that the director had behaved
inappropriately toward women on the
set. (Coppola’s team has issued a denial.)
As for the movie’s box-office prospects,
no one expects Wow Platinum num-
bers. A global IMAX release has been an-
nounced, but, as of this writing, the movie
still lacks an American distributor.

This is not the first time a Coppola
vessel has risked being dashed by the
free-flowing waters of art against the
unyielding rocks of commerce. But what
is inescapably moving about “Megalop-
olis,” and what throws even its strang-
est excesses into meaningful relief, is the
degree to which it has evolved into an
allegory of its own making. Coppola
has made a defense of the beautiful and
the impractical, not just as principles of
urban design or purposeful living but
as art-sustaining forces in the cinema
itself. This picture may find him near
the end of a long, embattled career, but
the mere fact that it exists, in its breath-
taking and sometimes exasperating sin-
gularity, feels like an expression of hope.

The Rome-New York allegory, with
its blunt collision of ancient and mod-
ern, creates its own aura of temporal
dislocation, as do many visual and at-

mospheric peculiarities. Some of Cop-
pola’s devices—three-way split screen,
fadeout iris shots, spinning newspaper
headlines, and the like—belong to an
earlier era, as do such design flourishes
as Cesar’s dark fedora and the Art Deco
touches in his studio. At moments, the
artifice seems to bend in two directions;
when Cesar and Julia ride in an exposed
outdoor elevator, the buildings we see
passing behind them seem to be a C.G.I.
background, but they also call to mind
one of those Old Hollywood rear pro-
jections. Here, as in a vertiginous se-
quence in which the pair walk on sus-
pended construction beams, New Rome
barely looks real, but that doesn't feel
like a mistake. In Coppola’s view, the
city is a gloriously teeming abstraction,
the stuff of dreams, open to endless pos-
sibility and reinterpretation.

Midway through the Cannes press
screening of “Megalopolis” that I at-
tended, a light suddenly appeared in the
theatre, illuminating a man speaking at
a microphone in front of the screen. I
assumed that this was a temporary fix
for a scene that was unfinished, but a
representative for the film later told me
that the moment was entirely deliber-
ate, and that a live actor will appear at
future screenings of the movie. How this
could work for a commercial release, es-
pecially when it comes to streaming, will
be a matter for the distributor and maybe
TaskRabbit. Still, it was a quietly spell-
binding moment, a rupture in the usu-
ally taut membrane between the bright
fantasy of the screen and the dark real-
ity of the theatre. For one instant, this
cinematic vision of the future, steeped
in the ghosts of the past, spoke to us,
hauntingly, in the register of the now. ¢
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CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

Each week, we provide a cartoon in need of a caption. You, the reader, submit a caption, we choose
three finalists, and you vote for your favorite. Caption submissions for this week’s cartoon, by Johnny DiNapoli,
must be received by Sunday, May 26th. The finalists in the May 13th contest appear below. We will
announce the winner, and the finalists in this weeks contest, in the June 10th issue. Anyone age thirteen
or older can enter or vote. 1o do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.

THIS WEEK'S CONTEST

-

“She’s been keeping your order warm for you.”

Racheal Winter, McMinnville, Ore. \
“Yeah, we deliver, but only across the road.” “Ewer since I can remember, paintings
Nick Gaudio, Austin, Texas of children have given me nightmares.”

Glen Reiser, Camarillo, Calif.
I don't know, does he look hormone—free to you?”
Martin Peoples, Pasadena, Calif.
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PUZZLES & GAMES DEPT

THE
CROSSWORD

A challenging puzzle.

BY ERIK AGARD

ACROSS
1 It’s said to prevent interruptions
9 Part of a snapback
14 Smaller double
15 Irk
16 Got hot
17 More than irk
18 “Uh-uh”
19 Great ___
20 Nuts with cupules
21 Say a lot
23 Offering at a Polish milk bar
24 Suburbs’ counterpart
29 Goes after, in a way
30 Sending thoughts
32 L.A. leaves it in Mar.
33 Extremely neat
35 Some LG products
38 Donner pulls its donner
40 Travel without a plan

42 Reproductive-justice organization for
women of color

45 “Lose Control” musician
47 Jackass

48 Tips

49 I.R.S.-form entries

53 Williams with the most points scored off
the bench in N.B.A. history

54 Operative

55 Powerful video-game characters?
57 Concave body part

58 “Oh, yeah!”

59 Put off

60 Ruin on purpose

DOWN

1 Festival that coincides with Halloween
in 2024

2 Equivalent of ten million ergs per
second

3 Jack

4 “Toodles!”
5 Percussive art form
6

Kwame who said, “In order for
nonviolence to work, your opponent
must have a conscience”

59

7 Mine-cart contents 41 Driver of trailers?

8 Doping-scandal substance, for short 43 Mee, in Malaysian dishes

9 Room 44 Negative word for describing mashed
10 Eddie Kendricks and Donny Hathaway, potatoes

20

22

23

25

26

27

28

3

=

34

35

36

37

39

for two

Go back to square one
Gets even for

Go on

Network that cancelled “The Mehdi
Hasan Show”

Line in a pneumatic system

Some advancements

Windowsill sitter, perhaps

What can be added to 11 to make 2
Meals

Birthday-party invitation

“There are no small ___, only small
actors”

“It’s ___Thing” (concert film released
in 1970)

Rattle off
Like burners

City where the perfumer Johann Maria
Farina resided

Important

So immoderately, laboriously worded
that it takes forever to read, essentially
screaming out for the merciful
winnowing touch of a sensible editor

46 Animal in a holt

49 __ butter

50 Nikola Joki¢ or Boban Marjanovi¢, e.g.
51 Phonetic-alphabet grp.

52 Fantasy figure?

55 Loops in, in a way

56 Org. that plotted to poison Patrice
Lumumba

Solution to the previous puzzle:

.ROMAN.H A|R|S
P{I|N|A|C LA L|IO|P
I |N[H T T P|D|O
N|S|A S E H|E|R
T|E|N R AIN|T
A|D|D S B|T|S
G E|S
A o T
S|L N
B|I|O N o S
A|D|E AW O[R|T
LIE|V H|E L|I|E
L|E|E A|N A|T|E
E[{Y|R T|T L|IE|D
T|E|A E. AS.

Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at
newyorker.com/crossword
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