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Anthony Lane (“Unconventional,” p. 28)

is a staff writer and the author of “No-
body’s Perfect.”

Helen Rosner (Zables for Two, p. 7), a
staff writer, received a 2024 James Beard
Award for her weekly restaurant-review
column, The Food Scene.

Michael Luo (Books, p. 66) is the edi-
tor of newyorker.com. His first book,
“Strangers in the Land,” will be pub-
lished next year.

Riane Konc (Shouts & Murmurs, p. 21)
has contributed to the magazine since
2017.

Dobby Gibson (Poem, p. 43) is the au-
thor of five poetry collections, includ-
ing “Little Glass Planet” and “Hold
Everything,” which will be published
in October.

Nell Freudenberger (Fiction, p. 54)
is the author of such books as “Lost
and Wanted,” “Lucky Girls,” “The
Newlyweds,”and “The Limits,”which

came out in April.

CONTRIBUTORS

Heidi Blake (“Blood Relatives,” p. 36),a
contributing writer, is the author of
“From Russia with Blood” and “The
Ugly Game.”

Victor Lodato (“Playing the Numbers,”
p- 22) is a playwright and a novelist.
His most recent book is “Honey.”

Gayle Kabaker (Cowver) is a painter,
a writer, and a visual storyteller. Her
first New Yorker cover, “June Brides,”
in 2012, celebrated the legalization of
same-sex marriage.

Ben McGrath (The Talk of the Town,
2. 10) has been a staff writer since 2003.
His first book, “Riverman,”was released
in 2022.

Jacqueline Osherow (Poem, p. 58) pub-
lished her ninth book of poetry, “Di-

vine Ratios,” in 2023.

Katherine Rundell (4 Critic at Large,
p. 62) is a fellow at Oxford. Her books
“Vanishing Treasures” and “Impossi-

ble Creatures” will be published this

year.

R - -

THIS WEEK IN THE NEW YORKER APP

N

Jay Caspian Kang on Kamala Harris,
Ruby Tandoh on strawberry season,
Joshua Rothman on learning from our ignorance,
Louisa Thomas on Katie Ledecky, and more.

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

ROSE WONG



ON NORMAN MACLEAN

Iappreciated Kathryn Schulz’s evocative
piece on the writer Norman Maclean,
especially because of my acquaintance
with him (Books, July 8th & 15th). I met
Maclean in my second year of college, at
the University of Chicago, in 1969, when
I enrolled in a course called Poem, Poet,
Period. He was slight of build, graying,
chiselled—I'd say hatchet-faced. These
were the harrowing years of recovering
from his wife’s death. In class, he remained
seated, spoke with his hands, and told us
to “put pressure” on our prose. He taught
us that writing was everything.

When I'was in graduate school, Mac-
lean asked me to proofread “River” with
him. He read aloud slowly, distinctly; 1
savored each word. A few pages into the
story of his brother’s death, he teared up,
and I took the page proofs home to com-
plete the task with my wife, Ginny. He
eventually sent us a copy of the book, in-
scribed with a thank-you note that read,
“There’s ‘adways’ a mistake or two, but I
hope it’s as well written as it was proof-
read.” I had to reread the book to find
the typo I had missed.

John Bryant

Professor Emeritus of English
Hofstra University

Chicago, II1.

I knew Norman Maclean pretty well,
enough to know that his biographer
Rebecca McCarthy knew him far bet-
ter. Unusually for a biographer, she her-
self plays a prominent role in her life
of him, but this seems justified because
of their closeness, and because it also
demonstrates the respectful attention
he paid to women students (not often
the case for male professors of his day)
as well as his charismatic talents as a
legendary teacher.

Certain details about Maclean’s life
that appear in Schulz’s article can only
be found in McCarthy’s biography. To
find this source so crucial and then ef-
fectively dismiss its quality in one sen-
tence is unpleasant.

Andrew Rosenheim

Oxford, UK.
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BUY THE BOOK

I enjoyed Rebecca Mead’s engaging ar-
ticle about Fitzcarraldo Editions, but I
wish the piece had been clearer about
where U.S. readers might find the books
it publishes (“The Blue and the White,”
July 8th & 15th). Mead notes that Fitz-
carraldo, which is based in London, pub-
lishes the Nobel laureate Jon Fosse, but,
when I looked at the ten Fosse volumes
on my bookshelf in New York, only two
were published by Fitzcarraldo—the oth-
ers had been put out by Dalkey Archive
or Transit Books. The book I have by
another eminent member of the Fitz-
carraldo roster, Olga Tokarczuk, was pub-
lished by Riverhead, an imprint of Pen-
guin Random House.

It may be the case that Fitzcarraldo
sometimes commissions English trans-
lations and sells international rights to
other publishers; nonetheless, I'm sure
that many readers would have found a
note about which companies are releasing
these great books in the U.S. to be helpful.
Kim Dawis
New York, N.Y.

Mead’s piece about Fitzcarraldo didn't
mention one of their most wonderful
recent publications: Ian Penman’s “Fass-
binder Thousands of Mirrors.” This
book, a collection of impressions about
the work of the filmmaker Rainer Wer-
ner Fassbinder, is entrancing. Not ex-
actly a biography and not really a crit-
ical study; either, it’s a gift for Fassbinder
fans, antagonists, obsessives—whether
they are mesmerized, offended, puzzled,
or delighted by him. That Fitzcarraldo
recognized the brilliance of Penman’s
thoughts on and passion for Fassbinder
told me much about their boldness and
sense of mission.

Kate Javanbakht-sani

Denwver, Colo.

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

JULY 3l - AUGUST 6, 2024

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

Finding pleasure in a heat wave requires sorbet-like entertainment—
sweet and gossamer-light. It’s handy, therefore, that an Encores! revival
of “Once Upon a Mattress,” the 1959 musical frolic, will transfer from
City Center to Broadway. In “Mattress,” by the composer Mary Rodgers
and the book writers Jay Thompson, Marshall Barer, and Dean Fuller, the
beer-chugging, swamp-dwelling princess Winnifred must pass a certain
pea-based test to marry the delicate Prince Dauntless. The first Winnifred
was Carol Burnett, and Sutton Foster, here directed by Lear deBessonet,
galumphs gleefully in Burnett’s footsteps; Michael Urie plays Dauntless,
as a limpid-eyed ingénue. It’s all of summer in a show: Winnifred the
laughing sun, Dauntless her melting ice cream.—Helen Shaw (Hudson

Theatre; starting previews July 31.)

—— S S -

ABOUT TOWN

DANCE | Since 2021, five of New York City’s
top dance companies—New York City Bal-
let, Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre,
American Ballet Theatre, Dance Theatre of
Harlem, and Ballet Hispanico—have joined
forces for the BAAND Together Dance Festi-
val, at Lincoln Center. The best selections
on this year’s sampler, performed indoors
this time, are George Balanchine’s intimate
and haunting “Duo Concertant” and William
Forsythe’s spiky “Blake Works IV,” which the
Harlem dancers turn into sexy fun. Also on the
program: Hans Van Manen’s “Solo” (which is
actually a trio) and Annabelle Lopez Ochoa’s
“Sombrerisimo.”—Brian Seibert (David H. Koch
Theatre; July 30-Aug. 3.)
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OFF BROADWAY | Beckett breeds strange fanboys.
One is Bill Irwin, an actor and a clown who
created “On Beckett,” a one-man show, from
2018, about the “famous Irish writer of famously
difficult writings,” now lovingly revived. The
solo format befits Beckett, renowned for his
exploration of human interiority and isolation.
Irwin, however—amid selections from “Waiting
for Godot” and from lesser-known works such
as “Texts for Nothing” —argues that underly-
ing the alienation is a desire for meaning and
connection. He makes a convincing case, bring-
ing such extraordinary physicality to Beckett’s
words that the texts draw you in, despite their
abstruseness. If Irwin’s charm doesn’t always
keep tedium at bay, consider it a reminder of our

ongoing struggle for fulfillment in an indifferent
universe.—Dan Stahl (Irish Rep; through Aug. 5.)

HIP-HoP | Few musicians have been more multi-
media savvy than Missy Elliott. At the turn of the
millennium, the visionary Virginia rapper helped
advance hip-hop forms with a future-funk sound
and a freaky, animated stylistic identity, all pow-
ered by a wild and uncanny imagination. Across
her four best albums, from the 1997 classic “Supa
Dupa Fly” to “Under Construction” (2002), El-
liott was constantly shifting, working alongside
the producer Timbaland and the video directors
Hype Williams and Dave Meyers, and sustained
through the mid-two-thousands by flamboyant
performances. She packs all of that audiovisual
history into the “Out of This World” tour, her
first billing as a solo headliner, supported by fix-
tures from throughout her career—Timbaland,
the R. & B. singer Ciara, and the like-minded
eccentric Busta Rhymes.—Sheldon Pearce (UBS
Arena; Aug. 3.)

crassicaL | What travels the world but stays in
one spot? It’s the venerable stamp, and also, this
August, Carnegie Hall's World Orchestra Week.
“WOW!,” as the series has been appropriately
dubbed, features youth ensembles from across
the world for a celebration of cultural togeth-
erness, honoring composers and works from
specific corners of the globe. It kicks off with
America’s own NYO2, and brings in the Africa
United Youth Orchestra, the Afghan Youth
Orchestra, and the National Children’s Sym-
phony of Venezuela, among others. As for adult
chaperones, the list includes Gustavo Dudamel,
Isata Kanneh-Mason, Jean-Yves Thibaudet, and
Masabane Cecilia Rangwanasha.—Jane Bua
(Carnegie Hall; Aug. 1-7.)

movies | Claire Denis’s passionate and richly
detailed 1990 feature, “No Fear, No Die,” now in
a new restoration, is her first masterwork. It’s
centered on a truck-stop complex near Paris,
where the proprietor, a gangster named Pierre
Ardennes (Jean-Claude Brialy), hires a duo—
Jocelyn (Alex Descas), a rooster trainer, and his
business partner, Dah (Isaach De Bankolé)—to
run his cockfighting pit, a major gambling oper-
ation. Dah and Jocelyn are Black; Ardennes, who
is white, inflicts virtually colonialist oppressions
on his partners in crime. The story is told from
Dal’s perspective, as Jocelyn—who displays a
quasi-mystical rapport with fighting cocks—
suffers an emotional breakdown, putting their
business and their lives in danger. Denis films
with documentary-like attention to the criminal
enterprise and to the psychology of racialized
power.—Richard Brody (BAM Rose Cinemas.)

ART | Though Diamond Stingily has built a
solid career based on installations that conjure
so much—autobiography, media, the impression
bodies make on surfaces—at times her work
feels not fully born, but almost there. “Diamond
Stingily: Orgasms Happened Here,” taking its
title from a sticky note that the artist’s brother
had found in their new home, includes con-
structed closets and windows that evoke lives
glimpsed through half-open doors, prompting
horror-movie dread. Some of the closets have
“nice” wallpaper and stacks of towels, while a
baseball bat leans nearby: a safeguard against
the violence that families of color experience
day after day. In her wonderfully creepy work,
this still evolving artist asks, How does a family
enter a2 home, make a home?—Hilton Als (52
Walker; through Sept. 14.)

JOAN MARCUS
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TABLES FOR TWO

Clover Hill
20 Columbia P1., Brooklyn

Clover Hill, a tiny tasting-menu restau-
rant on one of Brooklyn Heights’s impos-
sibly charming cobblestoned blocks, feels
like a secret. It first opened in 2019, but
it operated for only a few months before
the pandemic forced it to shutter. When
it resumed service, in 2022, the owners
brought in Charlie Mitchell, a veteran of
technique-oriented establishments such
as Betony and Eleven Madison Park, to
run the kitchen. The investment paid off
quickly, at least in terms of accolades: less
than a year after débuting Mitchell’s din-
ner program, the restaurant was awarded
a Michelin star, making Mitchell the first
Black chefin the city ever to receive one.
Earlier this year, he was named Best Chef
in New York by the James Beard Foun-
dation. Still, for some reason, it’s oddly
easy to get a reservation.

This may be, in part, because Clo-
ver Hill is not a theatrical or paradigm-
smashing kind of place. There is a bit of
quiet drama to be found; cocktails are
poured tableside from diminutive glass
bottles, and dinner begins and ends with a
tusillade of small bites, including delight-
fully fussy tartlets to start and a delicate
raspberry entremets the precise shape
and color of Michelin’s six-pointed aster-
isk. For the most part, though, a meal at
Clover Hill is straightforward. There’s no
personal storytelling, no running narrative

about “Chef.” And yet the procession of

courses that Mitchell prepares has the
subtlety and precision of the food at any
Manhattan-billionaire canteen. A dish
of rare shima aji, ingeniously minced to
a caviar fineness, evoked Le Bernardin. A
white lobe of samegawa karei,a Japanese
flounder, miso-cured and served over a
green pool of fava beans and herb oil,
could have emerged from the kitchen at
Daniel. The bill at the end of the evening
would fit in over there as well: with drinks
and tax, and, what the hell, throw in an
uni supplement, you're easily spending a

thousand dollars on dinner for two.
The surprise of Clover Hill is not
that this calibre of food is on offer in an
outer borough—with its concentration
of zillion-dollar brownstones and fancy-
pants residents, Brooklyn Heights isn't
exactly salt of the earth. What’s more
unusual is for cooking of this rarefied
sort to be happening in a thimble-sized,
tin-ceilinged storefront on a residential
street, with minimal pomp. The scale of
the place seems almost ostentatiously
humble given the focussed execution. The
restaurant trades in an opulence of inti-
macy rather than of power, which—given
the price tag—can feel a little jarring. In
the candle glow of evening, the brass fit-
tings of the open kitchen gleam like gold.
But then you step out onto the street, into
the glare of street lamps and headlights,
and it was just dinner: excellent, extremely
expensive, over now. ast week, Mitchell
announced that he was leaving Clover
Hill for Saga, a spot with two Michelin
stars, in Manhattan. (7asting menu $305.)
—Helen Rosner

s

BAR TAB

Another Country
10 E. 16th St.

Few who step into Another Country, a retro
lounge near Union Square, would guess that it
was named for James Baldwin’s 1962 novel of
Black rage, urban malaise, and the tantalizing
torment of love. True, the surroundings—low
ceilings, oak panelling, muted pink banquettes—
vaguely evoke the mid-century, but otherwise
the modishly minimalist bar energetically surfs
the mix-and-match, exuberance-over-coherence
vibes of 2024. There, too, is the matter of how
Another Country bills itself: as a vinyl bar, where
you may be forgiven for expecting jazz (the
novel’s protagonist is a tortured jazz musician).
But on a recent Wednesday night all that two
first-timers could hear was other people’s con-
versations. They found out from a genial server
that the music they were missing wasn’t any of
the albums displayed behind the bar but the
server’s Spotify list (less Coltrane, more British
post-punk). Disoriented, the pair perused the
menu, he choosing C’'mon Dad Gimme the Car,
a tequila-forward, lip-tickling strawberry-and-ja-
lapefio cocktail named for a Violent Femmes
song, she opting for I May Destroy You, a smoky
mezcal-and-Aperol number inspired by the HBO
show. The spirit-free category (“more popular
with the younger crowd,” the server explained)
listed The Beautiful and The Damned. Were they
named, ironically, after the Fitzgerald novel? The
woman wanted to ask the bartender, but her com-
panion reminded her how perilously close she
was to ruining the experience for everyone within
earshot, including the young couple next to them,
who exchanged thoughts on the best things they
did in the last month (travel to Mykonos, try
Hailey Bieber’s TikTok-viral “Strawberry Glaze
Skin” smoothie). “Except for a lucky few,” the
bartender hissed, “everyone here is just try-
ing to survive their first date.”—Jiayang Fan

NEWYORKER COM/NEWSLETTERS
Get expanded versions of Helen Rosner’s reviews,
plus Goings On, delivered early in your in-box.
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
NOT GOING BACK

n January, 1972, Shirley Chisholm, the

first Black woman elected to Congress,
appeared at a Baptist church in Brook-
lyn and announced her candidacy for
President of the United States. Chisholm
was a singular force in American politics
of the time: her support for civil rights
and legal abortion made her a pivotal
connection between the interests of Af-
rican Americans and the emerging, mostly
white, reproductive-rights movement.
But, despite her status as a trailblazer, her
campaign—set against an entirely white,
entirely male field of rivals for the Dem-
ocratic Party’s nomination—was more
often than not treated as a lark. The newly
formed Congressional Black Caucus, of
which she was a founder, did not endorse
her. (Many members chose to support
George McGovern, the eventual nomi-
nee.) The political calculations were clear:
the nation would not support a Black
woman, and the better play was to back
aviable candidate who might eventually
provide a return on the investment.

Fifty-two years later, Kamala Har-
ris’s ascent to being the presumptive
nominee of the Democratic Party rep-
resents, on many levels, a sharp contrast
to Chisholm’s story. (Harris, during her
2020 Presidential run, nodded to her pre-
decessor’s significance by incorporating
a color scheme and typography simi-
lar to Chisholm’s 1972 campaign ma-
terials into her own.) Chisholm waged
a shoestring effort, using her own sav-
ings to keep her campaign afloat; for
Harris, word of President Joe Biden’s
exit from the race unleashed a torrent

of cash to support her candidacy. Act-
Blue reported a hundred-and-five-
million-dollar haul within roughly the
first twenty-four hours. The next day,
Voto Latino committed to forty-four mil-
lion. Chisholm essentially had to build
her own electorate as she campaigned;
Harris’s entry into the Presidential con-
test sparked a reported seven-hundred-
per-cent increase in voter registrations.

Yet, as various Democratic factions
were defecting from Biden's camp in the
weeks after his disastrous debate with
Donald Trump, the C.B.C. remained
steadfast in its allegiance to him. This
was understood as a product of Biden’s
strong support among the caucus’s
(largely Black) constituents. But had the
C.B.C.—which Harris had belonged to
as a senator—called for Biden to step
down, it could have been cynically read
as an attempt to engineer an opening
for her. The caucus endorsed Harris soon

after Biden withdrew, though, in essence
declaring that, unlike in 1972, a Black
woman candidate could be more viable
than 7wo white men: the incumbent and
his opponent.

But we have not entirely broken with
hidebound, stagnant tradition. In 2008
and 2016, the Democrats offered up
barrier-breaking nominees for the Pres-
idency; the Party is batting .500 when it
comes to actually electing such candi-
dates. Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign
inspired poetic musings about shaking
off the moribund strictures of race, even
as the first ripples of the eventual tide of
racial backlash could be felt virtually from
the outset. Hillary Clinton’s 2016 cam-
paign was confronted with an unending
assault of unfounded rumors, sexist in-
sinuations, and conspiracy theories; Clin-
ton spent far more time on defense than
any successful candidate could. This year,
we find ourselves yet again questioning
the durability of outmoded presumptions
about race and gender. It’s as if the na-
tion has been running an experiment in
which, at eight-year intervals, we test the
impact of different kinds of identities in
national elections. The constant in this
experiment has been Trump. Amid the
myriad provocations that he has authored,
it’s easy to forget that his political career
began with a campaign to convince the
public that Obama was not born in the
United States. Trump moved on to the
high-volume mendacity and misogynis-
tic contempt that characterized not only
the 2016 campaign but also the Presi-
dency it delivered to him. The past week
has seen him awkwardly trying to figure
out how to hate Harris from scratch.

Meanwhile, Trump-era reactionaries
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have waged cultural warfare against “crit-
ical race theory,” while acting in ways
that make that school of thought only
more relevant. The legal scholar Kim-
berlé Crenshaw’s ideas about intersec-
tional feminism—that the nexus of race
and gender produces a complicated syn-
ergy—could not be more central to this
election. Last week, Representative Tim
Burchett referred to Harris as a “D.E.I.
Vice-President.”It was a feckless jab that
presumed that there is something shame-
tul about operating in arenas where peo-
ple like you have traditionally been ex-
cluded, but it also disregarded the fact
that Harris has years more experience in
elected office than Trump and his run-
ning mate, Senator J. D. Vance, com-
bined. A deluge of memes has taken aim
at the Vice-President’s personal life and
dating history. Yet such assaults betray a
transparent desperation—feeble barbs
hurled from the mezzanine. There is rea-
son to believe that more mature, humane
voices will prevail, or, at least, that they’ll
now have a fighting chance.

On Monday night, fifty-three thou-

THE SPORTING SCENE
FIGHTING WORDS

Take note: in the days and weeks
to come, your local playing fields
and arenas may be awash in political
gesturing and sloganeering from the
very people who used to grumble that
they prefer their sports free of politics.
Consider the recent ballgame at Tru-
ist Park, where the St. Louis Cardinals
slugger Alec Burleson souped up his
home-run trot by raising one hand to
an ear—as if it had just been shot>—
and extending a raised fist with the
other—in defiance of an assassination
attempt? Some teammates in the dug-
out did the same. The politically in-
clined former sportscaster Keith Ol-
bermann thought he knew what he
had seen and didn’t like it one bit. He
called them “Trump Nazis” and mod-
estly proposed lifetime cancellation, a
la Pete Rose, adding the burn that was
often directed at Olbermann himself
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sand Black men joined a virtual rally
hosted by the journalist Roland Martin.
Trump’s potential appeal to working-
class Black men has been a constant sub-
theme in the contest. In the course of
four hours, guests including Senator Ra-
phael Warnock, Representatives Greg-
ory Meeks and Steven Horsford (the
C.B.C. chair), Governor Wes Moore,
the actor Don Cheadle, the Reverend
William Barber, and a host of state and
local officeholders gave brief speeches
explaining the imperative to support
Harris’s candidacy. The event followed
one of similar size held the previous
night for Black women voters, and pre-
ceded others targeting Latinos, South
Asians, and white female voters on suc-
cessive nights last week.

The digital rallies were notable for
several reasons, not the least of which
was the more than ten million dollars in
donations they brought in. What is per-
haps more important is that they reck-
oned with the social complexities of a
campaign such as Harris’s. Speaker after
speaker on the Monday call warned

——— e

back in his ESPN days: “Stick to sports.”

No, no, the Cards replied. That was
an inside joke, a tribute to D] Burly
Biscuits, Burleson’s collegiate alter ego.
Chalk it up to bad timing. Of course,
that same day, in the Bronx, Taylor Walls,
of the Tampa Bay Rays, arrived at sec-
ond base after lining a fastball down
the right-field line and not only raised
his fist but mouthed the words “Fight!
Fight!,” like the wounded Donald
Trump in Butler, Pennsylvania. Though
Walls insisted it wasn't an endorsement
of the former President, he wasn't coy
about his inspiration. “To immediately
stand up and show strength, to me,
speaks pretty loudly,” he explained later,
alluding to videos of the bloodied can-
didate onstage. “I feel like I've faced
those challenges in baseball, but on a
much suppressed level.” Fear not the
brushback pitch, Barstool Bros.

Cut to late night in Monsey, New
York: the beer-league hockey circuit.
Fog rims the glass as the Dead Rab-
bits, clad in mismatched red jerseys,
mount a third-period comeback against
the white-and-yellow Sting. “Fight!
Fight! Fight!”a Rabbit winger exclaims
after a goal, pumping his arm in syn-

against the sexism that might make it
difficult for some men to imagine Har-
ris as the President. The event on Thurs-
day brought together more than a hun-
dred and fifty thousand white women
and pointed to barriers that have histor-
ically divided women along racial lines.
The following morning, Barack and Mi-
chelle Obama endorsed Harris. These
developments demonstrated an awareness
of what was lost when people shrugged
off Shirley Chisholm’s candidacy.

On Monday, just ahead of the Black
mens rally, Harris gave a speech in In-
dianapolis in which she took aim at her
G.O.P. opponents, saying, “These ex-
tremists want to take us backward, but
we are not going back.” The words res-
onated, and crowds have now taken to
chanting them at Harris’s events. She
was referring to the days of “chaos” that
characterized Trump’s Presidency, but
she could just as well have been talking
about the days when a candidacy like
hers would not have been able to make
it as far as it already has.

—Jelani Cobb

copation. Nobody drops any gloves. “I
don't know if you can tell, but I really
love Trump,” the winger volunteers at
the ensuing face-off. Soon, the Rabbits
are on a run, and the winger’s rallying
cry becomes a chorus, intensifying with
each new goal. “Fight! Fight! Fight!”
Say it loud, say it fast. Stick to sports:
a thing of the past.

In a way, it’s a marvel that it took
this long. Trump has forever been a
jocK’s politician, what with his invoca-
tion of locker-room talk and his swag-
gering refusal to countenance defeat.
But chants of “Lock her up!”and “Build
the wall!” don't easily lend themselves
to many athletic scenarios, and Trump’s
frequent dancing on the stump, how-
ever popular with the Convention
crowd in Milwaukee, is tinged with
camp and difficult to replicate in the
end zone without, say, a soundtrack of
“Y.M.C.A.” on cue.

Speaking of camp, might this all
shade sooner or later into irony, just
another meme in an endless TikTok
cycle? Perhaps. One thinks of George
W. Bush on the tee box, in 2002: “I call
upon all nations to do everything they
can to stop these terrorist killers.” Pause



for effect. Concerned nod. “Thank you.
Now watch this drive.” Plenty a duf-
ter who opposed the invasion of Iraq
and the privatization of Social Secu-
rity has gone on to invoke the line in
admiring jest.

But another version of this story—
fitting, with the Paris Games upon us—
begins at the Olympics in 1968, in Mex-
ico City. (The echoes of that year seem
increasingly inescapable.) That’s when
Tommie Smith and John Carlos, Black
sprinters, raised gloved fists on the
medal stand in a Black Power salute,
while listening to “The Star-Spangled
Banner.” They were met with a chorus
of boos from an audience that preferred
a simpler (some might say a whiter)
form of patriotism. “Divisive,” snifted
the Times. Expelled from the Olympic
Village for their gestures, the sprinters
then faced death threats, if not literal
assassination attempts. Yet the image
of those fists of resistance in Mexico
City endures. You can find it today on
T-shirts and coffee mugs, sometimes

along with the words “Fight the Power.”

And now here we are, nearly six de-
cades later, from “Fight the Power” to
“Fight! Fight! Fight!” (Those T-shirts
exist, too.) Leave it to Trump, the man
who inverted the meaning of “fake
news” for his own purposes, to co-opt
the resistance.

—Ben McGrath

THE PICTURES
COME A LONG WAY

larence (Divine Eye) Maclin de-

parted the “Today” show studio one
morning this summer and hopped into
the back of a waiting Escalade. He had
just been chatting on the air with Col-
man Domingo, his co-star in “Sing
Sing,”a new film based in part on Mac-
lin’s life, and he was headed out to visit
his old neighborhood, in Mount Vernon,
just north of the Bronx. His first stop:
Suit Man, a budget tailor, on Gramatan
Avenue, where he’s been buying two-
hundred-dollar suits since he was re-
leased from prison in 2012. “You gotta
support the people who support the

hood,” he said, as a guy with a squee-
gee and only seven toes wandered in
after rinsing the windows out front.
Maclin hollered, “How you been, man?”

“I'm alive,” the window-washer, War-
ren Coley, replied.

“That’s the good part, you got that

first blessing,” Maclin said. The two
embraced. “You gotta squint to remem-
ber who I am?”

Coley grinned and said, “That’s you,
goddammit!”

Maclin, who is fifty-eight years old
and had a diamond stud in each ear,
smiled. “I came a long way, right?”

“You came a Joooong way.”

“I used to have dreads all down my
back,” Maclin said, smiling. He had a
dark Caesar haircut, and, courtesy of
his new Hollywood stylist—“I'm get-
ting a little bougie over here!”—he wore
bespoke white linen pants with a match-
ing shirt. “Warren was the neighbor-
hood hustler when I was growing up,”
Maclin explained.

“He and I did prison time together,”
Coley said. “We used to be baaaad,
man. Ain’t nuthin’ that we wouldn’t
do—stick up, this, that, you name it.
That’s why I'm so glad to see him, cause
he looks good.” Coley went on, “To
make a long story short, we've been to
Hell and back. If there’s a Hell, he’s
been there, man!”

After Maclin finished a seventeen-
year stint at Sing Sing, the maximum-
security prison upriver from Manhattan,
he was approached by the filmmakers
Greg Kwedar and Clint Bentley about
making a movie inspired by his expe-
rience inside. Kwedar had happened
upon an Esquire article about a group
of men at the prison—including Mac-
lin—who had staged a time-travelling
musical comedy with the aid of a non-
profit called Rehabilitation Through
the Arts. “Between plays, skits, and act-
ing things out in the classroom, I'd say
I've done twenty-seven shows,” he said.
“Sing Sing,”which was released by A24
this month, chronicles the production
of one such performance, “Breakin’ the
Mummy’s Code,” whose dramatis
personae include a pirate, a cowboy, a
gladiator, Freddy Krueger, and Ham-
let. The majority of the “Sing Sing” cast
are alumni of R.'T.A.s theatre program;
the man behind Colman Domingo’s

character, John (Divine G) Whitfield,

Clarence (Divine Eye) Maclin

who was wrongfully incarcerated for
almost twenty-five years, makes a brief
appearance. (The movie will also be
shown at the San Quentin Film Fes-
tival, the first such film festival to be
held inside a prison.) The Maclin char-
acter’s reluctance to change his ways is
based on truth. “I really did carry a knife
every day, 'til the day I left,” he said.
“That’s when I gave away my knife, in
the steak shop, on the way out the door.
But that was my own insecurity. And,
when I revisit that, I realize that I still
have layers on the onion that I got to
peel back. The work is never done.”

At Suit Man, Maclin was joined by
Prince Mapp, an old friend who knew
him from when they were incarcerated,
as younger men. They headed to the
south side of town, where Maclin grew
up. Driving past a pediatrician’s office,
Maclin said, “That used to be Sue’s
Rendezvous, where Cardi B used to
strip.” Passing a basketball court, he
said, “The second time I saw someone
get killed was in that park.”

The two men talked about the dif-
ference between regret and remorse.
“Remorse is, like, when I was finally
disgusted with who I was,” Mapp said.

“That’s a fact,” Maclin chimed in. “I
don't blame anyone for what I've done.
This definitely wasn't my mother’s fault.
You ever been sitting in your cell and—"
He paused. “T used to picture my mom
walking in that building right there,
where we lived at, after doing a hard
day’s work, and people be pointing at
her, and not even for shit se did. For

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 5, 2024 1l



shit 7 did. That’s a fucked-up feeling!
That shit translates into tears. That shit
translates into putting curtains up on
the bars and crying into the mirror so
nobody sees you.” He added, “Now I
pour all of that into the character.”
The conversation turned to Maclins
next film. “I don’t want to do a gang-
ster or a thug or a drug dealer on the
corner,” he said. His friend nodded and
asked if he'd ever considered sci-fi, chal-
lenging him to a Black Spock impres-
sion. “ ‘Star Trek’» I'd work with that,”
Maclin said. “But I'd want to do Lieu-
tenant Worf.”
—Adam Iscoe

DEPT. OF DIMINISHMENT

&0 2 R,

my Surak, the archivist at Man-

hattan College, welcomed a visi-
tor to the school’s O’Malley Library
the other day. “Our air-conditioning
broke,” she said apologetically. “So it’s
a little toasty in here.” Manhattan Col-
lege was founded a hundred and seventy-
one years ago by the De La Salle Chris-
tian Brothers. The school’s name is a
local misnomer on the order of the egg

cream. It was originally situated on 131st
Street, but the school has been in the
Bronx since 1923.

Surak, wearing a sundress and hold-
ing a carabiner jangling a dozen keys,
went down an airless stairway to a cav-
ernous basement, where she works. As
she unlocked a door, she apologized
again, for the state of her office. Every
surface was covered with papers, pho-
tographs, books, manila envelopes, Bank-
ers Boxes, Rolodexes, binders, CDs, and
cassettes. “I'm not a hoarder, but I've
just been inundated with things,” she
said. In recent years, many De La Salle
Brothers schools and orphanages have
closed. “We call it diminishment,” Surak
said. “The Brothers are dying oft.” Ad-
ministrators at many institutions, be-
fore shutting their doors, have mailed
to Surak whatever material they felt
needed to be preserved. Ten years ago,
two Mack trucks loaded with castofts
from across the Midwest arrived, and
Surak has been playing catch-up ever
since. “At least three thousand boxes
came, and I have opened up about fif-
teen hundred of them,” she said. “I just
got twenty-five boxes yesterday from
D.C,, Catholic University.”

She motioned to a small cardboard
box (No. 1325) from the Mack-truck
shipment. “These are some relics of St.
Peter and Paul,” she said. The relics—

small fragments of holy bones—were
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It for you.”

stored individually in tiny plastic spec-
imen bags and labelled by hand. Surak
regretted that they were stored this way
and not placed in proper reliquaries in
locations where they could be vener-
ated. “St. Benilde is one of our Broth-
ers who was sainted,” she said, describ-
ing the French schoolteacher who was
canonized in 1967. “I feel bad. I have a
lot of pieces of him.” In a wooden box
on a shelf, Surak keeps a gumball-size
chunk of the iliac bone of Jean-Bap-
tiste de La Salle himself, a seventeenth-
century French priest and educator. This
relic is one of the few for which Surak
has something like a chain-of-custody
record. The provenance of most of the
others is obscure. “If something is so
powerful in your belief, and you think
it heals you, or it provokes deeper spir-
ituality, does it matter if it’s truly what
it says it is?” she said. “If you've ever
been to the Sistine Chapel, or at least
seen Michelangelo’s panels on the ceil-
ing, the center panel, where God and
man are almost touching, that’s the sort
of liminal space where these exist.”

Surak has had inquiries from peo-
ple interested in acquiring the relics, or
at least coming to worship them. Many
were once kept in priests’ pockets or
sewn into clothing, as talismans. She
picked up a six-inch metal crucifix and,
with some effort, turned it around and
undid a clasp, revealing saintly bone
fragments hidden inside, like a hand-
ful of toothpicks. “There’s one that’s
huge—it has, like, a hundred difterent
bones of all the apostles,” she said. “I
just don’t have anywhere to put it.” Most
recently, Surak received, through the
mail, two brass monstrances displaying
relics of St. Benilde. She had also been
sent a piece of cloth that had been
touched by James Miller,a De La Salle
Brother who was murdered by masked
gunmen, in Guatemala, in 1982 and be-
atified in 2019. “He’s in the process of
canonization,” Surak said.

Some of the cast-oft relics are prod-
ucts of the information age. Amid the
bones stood an ancient desktop com-
puter. When floppy disks of the Chris-
tian Brothers arrive, Surak goes through
them. “I massage that 1991 computer
with oil so it still stays alive,” she said.
“I have two VCRs.”

On awall in the office hung a French
flag, a gift given by Napoleon III to the



Christian Brothers for their work as
medics during the War of 1870. “Peo-
ple don't want to throw things away,”
she said. Whenever she makes head-
way on her backlog, another box arrives.
She wanted to catalogue everything,
and get word out about the collection’s
existence, and set up a reliquary in the
campus chapel to display the relics on
a rotating basis, for veneration. On her
desk, two plush dolls sat side by side,
one of Pope Francis and one of Ruth
Bader Ginsburg. She pulled a leather-
bound hagiography of De La Salle, pub-
lished in 1736, off a shelf and carefully
turned the pages. “Nothing is not im-
portant, if you will,” she said.

—FEric Lach

MOM GROUP
BABY BLUES

(S

-

even-thirty. Bedtime. The babies are

down; the moms are out. Not long
ago, Ania Poullain-Majchrzak and Flor-
ence Devereux, the lead singers of the
postpartum punk band Pushy Pushy
Pushy, arrived at Rooz Studios, in East
London, for a dress rehearsal. It was
the night before a headline gig at a fes-
tival in Stoke Newington, and they were
fretting about the 10 P.M. start time.
“Not the most mama-friendly,” De-
vereux had texted earlier. “The trials
and tribulations of being a punk mum!”

Punk motherhood: Late nights, early
mornings. Performing while covered in
milk. Lots of screaming. During the
past year, Poullain-Majchrzak, a video
journalist and filmmaker from Poland,
and Devereux, a curator and astrologer,
have taken to touring London venues
with their bandmates, attempting to
“help people give birth to their inner
child.”Onstage, they wear spandex body-
suits and belt lyrics about motherhood.
(“Why am I awake at 4 A.M./Throw
me a bone,I'm on my own.”) They both
sing, and Devereux plays the flute. “You
hear a lot of stories in the art world
where people say you can’t be a success-
ful artist and have a child,” Devereux
said. Her toddler, Ida Eve, is one and a
half; Poullain-Majchrzak’s daughter,

Frances Elektra, is three. “Carolee
Schneemann said that. Judy Chicago
said that. This definitely is a bit of a
middle finger to that idea.”

What’s more punk than a baby? They
don't care about the rules or how tired
you are. After Poullain-Majchrzak gave
birth, she fell into a funk. “I don’t think
I had proper postpartum depression,
but I had postpartum blues, and it was
hard,” she said. At forty-one, she had
been told that she was a “geriatric”
mother; she hadn’t planned on having
a baby. “Before motherhood, music for
me was a hobby, but after giving birth
it became a survival tool,” she said. “It
felt like gasping for air from under an
avalanche of nappies.” The two women
started playing together in 2019, but it
was only after having kids that things
started to coalesce. “Before, we were
really quixotic, this kind of fun band,
but nothing was happening,” Poul-
lain-Majchrzak said. Afterward, “we
got our shit together.” They found a
drummer and changed the group’s name
from Ania & the Amateurs to Pushy
Pushy Pushy.

“I think motherhood has made
us pushy, right?” Devereux said. “It’s
hard work!”

Poullain-Majchrzak agreed. “It’s
since babies that we've been doing gigs,
gigs, gigs.”

At Rooz Studios, the rest of the
band—three men, including Poullain-
Majchrzak’s partner, George—was
warming up. Devereux, who has blond
Stevie Nicks bangs, was wearing a ruf-

Pushy Pushy Pushy

fled mustard sweater and black pants;
Poullain-Majchrzak, who is lanky, with
rock-and-roll curls, had on patterned
leggings and cowboy boots. The band
had written most of the songs while on
a country retreat, with the kids climb-
ing onto their laps. “The lack of sleep—I
think it might bring something to the
songwriting process,” Devereux said.
“The delirium. Youre in a liminal space.
Your ego, that normally likes to control
things, isn't there.”

In preparation for the show, Poullain-
Majchrzak and Devereux had put up
posters outside local day-care centers,
asking mothers of all types to join them
onstage as part of the Punk Mother
Chaos Choir. “We've got ten,” Poullain-
Majchrzak said. Devereux added that
she'd had a message from a mom who
saw someone wearing a Pushy Pushy
Pushy T-shirt at a baby group—a stay-
and-play—and was planning to come.
“We're recruiting desperate mothers,”
Devereux said. “Or happy, settled moth-
ers—theyre also welcome.”

They played a song, “Lazy Domi-
natrix,” that starts with a series of sighs.
Poullain-Majchrzak’s daughter had re-
cently taken to imitating them. In an-
other number, they put on sheer capes
and wielded baby spoons; later, they
rolled on the floor. They moved their
hips in unison and shouted, “Rebirth
your ego!”In “Ciao Darwin,”a psyche-
delic song about motherhood, they
practiced calling the mothers in the
audience to the stage. Devereux sang
a verse: “I'm in a prison of my own
making/Gave birth to my girl while I
was shaking/I look beyond me and I
see a quarry/ But I've got perks, don’t
you worry.” Poullain-Majchrzak banged
a mini-gong and Devereux screamed,
“My sacred loins! My sacred loins! My
sacred loins!”

It was almost time to pack up. How
tired were the parents in the room? “I
had my best night’s sleep in months
last night, so I'm vibing,” Devereux said.
“Yesterday, I was on my knees.”

“George is tired,” Poullain-Majchr-
zak said.

The guitarist, Andrew Kipps, said
that his eleven-year-old still wakes him
at night.

“Not the news we want to hear!”
Devereux said.

—Anna Russell
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OUT THERE

In midlife, Gillian Anderson is proving that she’s not so buttoned-up.

BY REBECCA MEAD

T

« ave you turned me on?” Gillian

Anderson asked, as she walked
swiftly from her trailer on the back lot
of a studio in Calgary, swishing up the
hem of the long woollen skirt she
was wearing to check whether a micro-
phone transmitter affixed to a leather
boot was functioning. It was mid-
June, and Anderson had been based
in Alberta since May, filming “The
Abandons,”a lavish new Netflix drama
set in Oregon in the mid-eighteen-
hundreds. Her boots were scuffed and
grimy; the previous day, she’'d been
shooting scenes on horseback, on lo-
cation in the foothills of the Canadian
Rockies, in her role as Constance Van

J frf II .

i

Ness, a flinty matriarch who has in-
herited, and substantially increased,
the mining fortune made by her late
husband. “It’s dust, dust, dust for days,
and then mud, mud, mud for days,”
she told me, with relish.

Anderson’s career was forged in
Canada. When she was in her mid-
twenties, she was cast as the F.B.I.
agent Dana Scully in “The X-Files,”
the sci-fi drama that débuted on Fox
in 1993. “I got the job on a Thursday,
and I was needed in Vancouver on the
Saturday,” Anderson said. The first five
seasons were shot in British Colum-
bia, and the show’s dark, gloomy aes-
thetic was partly a product of the re-

1In the wake of “Sex Education,” she has edited “Want,” a book of sexual fantasies.
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gion’s meteorological conditions. “The
X-Files,” which ran for nearly a de-
cade, turned Anderson from a couch-
surfing unknown into a globally rec-
ognized star, and introduced a novel
kind of character to network televi-
sion. Scully, brainy and acerbic, more
than held her own with her fellow-
agent Fox Mulder, played by David
Duchovny, and, in contrast with the
proliferating starlet roles featured in
rival nineties shows such as “Beverly
Hills 90210” and “Baywatch,” Ander-
son’s character was notably frumpy and
invariably serious. (There are Reddit
threads devoted to discussing whether,
during the entire run of “The X-Files,”
Scully ever really smiled or laughed.)
Anderson told me that, while filming
ascene in an early episode, she sought
to add some shading to her character
by letting a tear roll down her cheek;
she got a call from the show’s creator,
Chris Carter, telling her that the ultra-
rational Scully wouldn’t have broken
down at that moment—*“that she was
basically a badass.”

Otto Bathurst, the director of the
first episode of “The Abandons,” told
me that Anderson’s ability to make the
repetitive pleasurable to watch—es-
sential to the success of a long-running
show—was one reason she had been
cast in what Netflix clearly hopes will
be a tentpole series. “It’s a real chal-
lenge to find actors who have the kind
of intrigue and depth that makes you
want to keep hanging out with them,”
Bathurst said. “That’s what she’s terrific
at—there’s something else going on
behind the eyes.” The show pits Ander-
son against an Irish immigrant played
by Lena Headey, best known as Cer-
sei Lannister in “Game of Thrones.”
Bathurst explained that Constance, “in
lesser hands, could be reduced to a
trope—there’s an element of Cruella
de Vil at first glance. But it’s a far more
interesting and intricate character.” For
Anderson, the role was a chance to
do something new. “I'd never done a
Western,” she said. She also noted, “I
haven't really played any baddies be-
fore, and Constance Van Ness has as
complex an operating system as any-
one I've ever inhabited.”

The show is partly shot in a purpose-
built town of wooden storefronts in a
valley about an hour outside Calgary.
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One day, on the sweltering upstairs
floor of the building that represents
the Van Ness mining office, Anderson
repeated the same few lines for hours—
first from a distance, then in closeup.
During breaks, she ducked into a small
room, hidden behind a frosted-glass
window, that was filled with incongru-
ent accoutrements of the twenty-first
century: a sleek swivel chair for An-
derson to sit in when her hair and
makeup were touched up; a place for
her to plug in her phone. While re-
charging, she proudly showed me sev-
eral videos of her two sons, fifteen and
seventeen, both of whom were in Eu-
rope competing in downhill mountain-
bike races. (She shares custody of them
with their father, Mark Griffiths, a Brit-
ish businessman, with whom she was
in a relationship in the early two-
thousands. Anderson, who is fifty-five,
also has a daughter, twenty-nine, from
an earlier marriage.) The boys were
tackling alarmingly vertiginous courses,
but Anderson didn’t seem worried.
“Their dad is very involved in that part
of their world, so I get to do my bit,
and trust that everything is well taken
care of,” she said. When I asked what
her bit was, Anderson let out a peal of
laughter and said, “Paying the bills.”

Anderson has often been cast be-
cause she’s gifted at capturing a char-
acter’s interiority and intelligence.
Bryan Fuller, the creator of the NBC
series “Hannibal,” in which Anderson
portrayed a serial killer’s therapist, told
me, “When Gillian is playing the smart-
est person in the room, you buy it im-
mediately.” Moreover, he added, “she
has one of those faces that can change
its structure and intent.” This talent for
metamorphosis has become a hallmark
of Anderson’s work. In Season 4 of
“The Crown,” she became an uncanny
simulacrum of Margaret Thatcher, with
a tilt of the head, a firming of the chin,
and a drop in vocal timbre. “It was
freaky,” Olivia Colman, who played
Queen Elizabeth in her middle years,
told me. “She was a little 700 good.”
When Anderson starred in “The Fall,”
playing Stella Gibson—a detective
seeking to capture a serial killer played
by Jamie Dornan—many dramatic con-
frontations were carried out through
minute facial movements. Dornan told
me, “She has that power where she can

move her eyebrow, like, a millimetre
and tell a huge chunk of story.”
Anderson has become so firmly
identified with portraying formidable
women—in Netflix’s recent film
“Scoop,” she played Emily Maitlis, the
fiercely tough journalist whose inter-
view with Prince Andrew upended his
royal career—that her capacity for free-
wheeling goofiness strikes a contrast
with her artistic seriousness. In the
course of several conversations in Cal-
gary, and at her home in London, An-
derson was funny, frank, and sometimes
profane. She was thoughtful without
always already having thought things
through, and as unguarded as a person
can be while remaining conscious of
how her every word might be spun in
a Daily Mail headline. When I men-
tioned to her an anecdote that she'd
blithely told James Corden a few years
ago, about the time one of her then
prepubescent sons unwittingly got an
erection, she was horrified to learn that
shed described her son as being naked.
“He was wearing little orange briefs!”
she exclaimed. “Oh, shiz, I wonder if 1
left that detail out?”—as if including
it would have rendered the story sub-
stantially less intimate. Anderson is
quick to claim that, in real life, she is
far less cerebral than many women she
has played. “I haven't read the books,
I didn’t pay attention in school,” she
said. “If you ask me most things about
history, or geography, or whatever, I
wouldn’t have a clue. My look, stage
left, is intellectual. But I literally could
be thinking about the washing.”
Anderson’s modesty is excessive:
she is culturally avid and intellectually
curious. (She mentioned at one point
that she has been enjoying the audio-
book of Miranda July’s novel “All
Fours.”) Her self-deprecation is itself
a form of intelligence: she is a rigorous
assessor of her own capacities. Sitting
in her trailer in Calgary, she explained
that she’d come by her scuffed boots
honestly. “The X-Files”moved its pro-
duction to Southern California after
Season 5, and Anderson relocated to
Malibu. “I didn’t have much time out-
side of filming, so when I say I stud-
ied Pilates I mean I did it four times a
year,” she told me. “But one time the
woman who did Pilates with me had
just come from horseback riding, and

she said it had been amazing, and she
told me there was a horse for sale. And,
for some weird reason, I thought in my
head, If the name of this horse has any
relation to me whatsoever, I am going
to buy it.” Anderson interrupted her-
self with a laugh: “I promise this is not
an indication of how I deal with ev-
erything.”The horse’s name turned out
to be one that Anderson frequently
uses as an alias when checking into ho-
tels, so she went ahead and bought it.
“You might think, What a rash and po-
tentially stupid thing to do! But it was
extraordinary,” she said. “The fact that
I made time for it, and spent the two
hours a day doing it, had a profoundly
positive influence on me—it was a level
of focus, discipline, and presence that
didn't really exist in my life, and prob-
ably hasn’t since.” She continued, “And,
at the end of it, when someone says,
‘You have been cast in this film where
you ride a horse,’ I can say, ‘Well, actu-
ally, I £now how to ride a horse.” Which
is very bizarre, because I don’t know
how to do anything else. I know how
to act, and how to ride a horse.”

hile in Calgary, Anderson has

been staying in a high-rise lux-
ury tower, in the kind of apartment
that a latter-day Alberta mining heir-
ess might keep as a pied-a-terre. The
elevator opens into a large living room
decorated in shades of greige, with
floor-to-ceiling windows. “I love a floor
plan,” Anderson told me when I vis-
ited her there one evening, explaining
that she moves every five years or so,
entirely for the creative pleasure of un-
dergoing a renovation. “I find deep
happiness in trying to make a space
work for my needs.” She went on, “The
irony is that I'm often not at home, so
I spend a lot of time and effort creat-
ing homes that I don’t spend much
time in.” Anderson was curled up on
a velvet couch, wearing black sweat-
pants and a black sweater and drink-
ing from a tall glass filled with her own
concoction: alcohol-free beer mixed
with stevia-sweetened lemonade. (She
poured me some, too, but after one sip
I left it untouched; she later told me
that, after I was gone, she downed my
glass as well.) She pointed toward a
window with a view of several other
high-rises, a few blocks away. “If I were
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in London, I'd be more nervous about
the fact that those blinds are open—
that somebody could be in that build-
ing over there with binoculars,” she
said, quietly acknowledging the ex-
traordinary contours of her existence.

Anderson was born in Chicago,
but from toddlerhood into elementary
school she lived in London, where her
father was attending film school. In
the seventies, the British capital was a
more economically depressed, and
grimier, place than it is now. “We used
to take a lot of buses, and my mum
would constantly say, ‘Don’t touch the
seats!”” she recalled. At school, she
learned to speak with an English ac-
cent—"her first language,” she calls it.
Anderson was an only child, and told
me that she “played a lot in the garden
by myself,”in part because she was bul-
lied by classmates for being a “Yank.”
It can serve an actor well to be “an im-
postor everywhere,” as her co-star in
“Scoop,” Rufus Sewell—who is Brit-
ish but lives in Los Angeles—remarked
to me recently. Today, Anderson’s ac-
cent shifts between lightly accented
American and proper British, mostly
without her being aware. The only time
she really becomes conscious of the
phenomenon, she told me, is when she’s
at a dinner seated between an Ameri-
can and a Brit: “Then I'll try to keep
it uniform, so that I don’t sound like
‘mid-Atlantic twat.”

In Anderson’s childhood imagina-
tion, America was sunny and glamor-
ous. When her family moved back to
the U.S., to Grand Rapids, Michigan,
the reality was somewhat different: the
city was cold and comparatively pro-
vincial. Having enrolled in middle
school, it dawned on Anderson that
she had a certain cachet as an outsider.
“Suddenly, everyone wanted to be my
friend, and I took advantage of'it,” she
told me. “Everyone wanted to give me
gum, and then I had an expectation of
gum.” Anderson was drawn to the coun-
terculture, and found a group of friends
within the city’s small but noisy punk
scene. “It felt like a scream, and that
was soothing,” she said. “The ‘fuck you’
form of rebelliousness—being rude to
people, and flipping the bird on the
street, and destroying property.I'm not
proud of that aspect of it, and if my
kid destroyed property I'd be bloody
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angry about it. But it’s the vibration
underneath—the need to act out in
that way. It was performative. We got
something from people gawping, scowl-
ing, yelling at us.” There was, Ander-
son said, “a lot of drink, and a lot of
drugs,and a lot of all that kind of stuff.”

In her teens, Anderson discovered
a different and more gratifying way of
being noticed. While looking in the
mirror, she realized that she had a ca-
pacity for self-transformation that
was “almost like shape-shifting.” There
was no theatre department at her high
school, but an English teacher encour-
aged her to get involved in the arts
anyway. She mounted a production of
Tom Stoppard’s “The Real Inspector
Hound,” single-handedly overseeing
the casting, directing, scenery-building,
program design, and ticket sales. An-
derson also joined a community-theatre
group, where she was cast in “And a
Nightingale Sang,” a British comedy
about the Second World War. “The
experience of becoming somebody else,
and then clapping,and then afterwards
people going, ‘Oh, my God—I went,
‘Oh, I like that.””

Anderson went to DePaul Univer-
sity, in Chicago, and enrolled in its
Theatre School. The program was chal-
lenging—thirty-six freshmen were ac-
cepted, their ranks whittled down by
half before graduation—and Ander-
son’s life was sometimes chaotic. “I
struggled,”she said. “Most of my friends
didn’t go to university.” At twenty-one,
she got sober: “I needed to slow right
down.” Apart from a brief period al-
most two decades ago—when she
learned that “the addict was still living
and breathing and ready to pounce”™—
she has remained a teetotaller.

After graduation, Anderson moved
to New York, where she lived in a tiny
apartment in the West Village, back
when such a thing was affordable on
an aspiring actor’s waitressing salary.
Anderson had dated both boys and
girls,and in New York she met a woman
with whom she lived for about a year.
“She was a lot older—from New York,
Italian—and had worked in fashion,
assisting photographers, for many
years,” Anderson said. “I was just out
of uni, and we were smitten. She was
like a mafioso in a woman’s body, but
with a big, generous heart. Great sense

of style—the quintessential nineties
New York lesbian-community white
Levi’s and Gucci loafers.” The rela-
tionship fell apart, but they remained
in touch. A few years ago, her ex died,
of a brain tumor, and Anderson went
public about the relationship, both to
honor her former girlfriend’s memory
and to acknowledge “the importance
of that relationship in my personal tra-
jectory and sense of self.”

Anderson has since had male part-
ners, but, she told me, “gender hasn't
meant anything, really, one way or an-
other, in terms of attraction.” She added,
“In the periods of time when I have
been with women, it has felt tempo-
rary in my head, no matter how I might
be showing up in the relationship.
Whereas that has not been the case
when I have been in a relationship with
men.” Anderson has been married twice,
and for the past eight years—except
for a short break—she has been with
Peter Morgan, the creator of “The
Crown.”“We do not live together,” she
said. “But, when I am not with my kids
or on set, we are together. It’s perfect
for us. We are both incredibly indepen-
dent and workaholics, and need that
space. Best of all worlds. I highly rec-

ommend it.”

hen Anderson first moved to

New York, her initial ambition,
to be a successful stage actress, seemed
to be heading toward fulfillment: in
1991, she was cast at the last minute in
a production of “Absent Friends,” the
Alan Ayckbourn drama, at the Man-
hattan Theatre Club, after Mary-Louise
Parker dropped out. The Times raved
that Anderson, playing a “sullen mal-
content,”was “hilarious, if frightening.”
She failed to secure another role,
though, and eventually followed a boy-
friend to Los Angeles, where she au-
ditioned for film and television instead.
Her first TV appearance was in 1993,
in an episode of a short-lived drama
on Fox, “Class 0f’96,” about a group of
Ivy League freshmen. Anderson played
an English major who, when discuss-
ing literature with a male student, says,
“Look at one of the most feminine
novels ever written, ‘Pride and Preju-
dice.” The end of that book is like the
female orgasm—Iots of highs, lots of
lows, and no single clear resolution.
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Lots of potentially limitless climaxes.”
The scene—a time capsule of the pro-
sex feminism of the early nineties—
culminates with her planting a kiss on
her classmate. It was just about the only
show of eroticism that the young An-
derson displayed onscreen.

Later that year, she was cast in the
role that defined her for almost a de-
cade. “The X-Files”—in which Ander-
son and Duchovny endlessly encoun-
tered inconclusive evidence of extrater-
restrial life—was all about withholding,
and Anderson’s artfully masked perfor-
mance was perhaps the most satisfying
manifestation of this theme. Two dozen
episodes were filmed each year, and
Duchovny told me that Anderson
“wasn’t going to let the crazy amount
of work get in the way of doing good
work,” adding, “She was always very
meticulous about not moving on until
she was satisfied that it was up to an
interior standard.”When I relayed these
comments to Anderson, she laughed.
“David was able to hold it really lightly,
which I only learned to do years later,”
she said. “But, yeah, there was a long
time where I properly did care about
the first two hundred episodes.”

In her private life, Anderson was
navigating her first marriage—to Clyde
Klotz, an art director on the show—
and early motherhood. While shoot-
ing Season 1, she became pregnant with
her daughter, who was reared largely in
Andersonss trailer. (Anderson split from
Klotz when the girl was still a toddler.)
Meanwhile, Scully’s pointedly strait-
laced manner proved more alluring
to viewers than anyone had expected.
“Because Scully, or me playing Scully,
became a sex symbol of sorts, the idea
of fantasy—and me being part of fan-
tasy—has been out there since my twen-
ties,” she said. “On the one hand, in my
early career, I just didn’t understand
it—it didn't make any sense to me at
all, particularly since I was playing a
very buttoned-up, nerdy scientist. With
a couple of the early photo shoots I
did, the point of them was showing the
opposite of that, and blasting through
that preconception.” She posed in lin-
gerie, lace, and rubber for the magazine
FHM, and on Jon Stewart’s MTV talk
show she exchanged bawdy banter about
“The Sex Files,” a porn parody of her

series. “But, by the same token, I was a

young mother, working ridiculous hours,
and not feeling connected in any way,
shape, or form to what was being pro-
jected onto me.”

When “The X-Files” ended its run,
in 2002, Anderson might have stayed
in Malibu and developed a career in
Hollywood as a film actor. She had
made a few features during the show’s
down periods, including, in 2000, Ter-
ence Davies’s adaptation of “The House
of Mirth,” in which she played Lily
Bart, Edith Wharton’s tragic heroine.
To watch the movie now, through the
lens of Anderson’s subsequent dramatic
renown, is to see how incrementally
she conveys Lily’s gradual demise—
her failure to capitalize on the privilege
of her beauty, and her unwillingness
to engage in the kind of ruthlessness
that comes easily to her inconstant
benefactors. At the time, though, the
casting of a genre actor in a period
drama was itself the cause of some
mirth, and some reviewers were unim-
pressed. Stephen Holden, in the 7imes,
witheringly declared that Anderson
“projects none of the innate refinement
necessary for Lily,” describing her as a
“big-boned redhead.” (She is a delicate
five feet three.) Anderson was devas-
tated. “I wanted to quit,” she said. “I
thought, If that’s what happens when

I put everything of myself into some-

thing, I am not meant to be doing this.”

Instead, she moved to the U.K. and
embarked on what was effectively a
second career, as a British actor. “In
the U.S., no A-list actors did TV in
that period—it was considered beneath
them,” she explained. Anderson was
inspired by the example of actors such
as Helen Mirren and Judi Dench: “They
would move between TV, theatre, and
film, and they weren't thought less of
for it. They'd do theatre, and your jaw
would be on the ground. And theyd
do Sunday-night costume drama, and
their level of respect was maintained.
Their talent was bigger than the me-
dium. I thought, Those are rea/actors.”
Before long, she was cast as Lady
Dedlock in a serialized adaptation of
Charles Dickens’s “Bleak House”; her
ability to conceal and betray a charac-
ter’s secrets behind a barely moving
visage was expertly deployed. A few
years later, she appeared in an adapta-
tion of “Great Expectations,” with a
critically acclaimed turn as a younger
than usual Miss Havisham. As the
Guardian admiringly put it, Anderson’s
take on the character was “quietly sad,
bitter and vengeful, cruelly manipula-
tive, and more than a little potty.”

In 2013, having established her
costume-drama bona fides, Anderson
took on another contemporary role: that




of Detective Superintendent Stella Gib-
son, in the thriller series “The Fall.” Set
in Northern Ireland, the show, which
was created by Allan Cubitt, broke with
genre convention by revealing from the
first episode the identity of the serial
killer, Paul Spector, whose crimes the
story chronicles. It was not a whodunnit
but, rather, an exploration of the mind
of a sexual murderer—and the mind of
his dogged pursuer. “The Fall” ran for
three memorable seasons, culminating
in an interview between Gibson and
Spector that unfolded for more than
twelve minutes—an eternity in televi-
sion. “It was very exciting to be in an
acting standoff with someone like Gil-
lian,” Jamie Dornan told me.

As Dana Scully had been two de-
cades earlier, Stella Gibson was a new
kind of woman on television. She
brought to bear a psychoanalytically
informed understanding of the child-
hood experiences that underlay her
quarry’s motives and methods, and she
drew on her own past—it was revealed
that she’d lost her father as a teen-
ager—to get inside the heads of Spec-
tor and those close to him. She also
possessed a confident sexuality, effort-
lessly initiating encounters with both
men and women. Not incidentally, she
owned a wardrobe the likes of which
Agent Scully could never have imag-
ined. Gibson stalked the grittiest streets
of Belfast in narrow skirts and high
heels, and inspired a desire among le-
gions of television viewers for shim-
mering silk blouses in unbesmirched
shades of cream and rose.

Playing Gibson, Anderson said,
helped her unlock something about
herself. “It wasn’t until “The Fall’ that
I actually even felt like I came into my
body, and took ownership of myself as
a sensual, sexual being,” she told me.
“When you are acting as if you are a
certain way, experiencing that for a few
hours a day—being conscious of the
male gaze, conscious of how you feel,
and how you are projecting yourself,
both for the audience and for the other
characters in the show—it was ever
present, in a way that I hadn’t really
experienced before, in a character or
in my life.”

Anderson was also having break-
throughs onstage: in 2014, she played
Blanche DuBois in a production of “A

18 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 5, 2024

Streetcar Named Desire,”at the Young
Vic. The role was one that she had as-
pired to perform for years. “It felt like
she lived in me since the first time I
became aware of her, at university,” An-
derson told me. As she had done on-
screen, she produced powerful emo-
tional effects with apparently minimal
choices: Blanche’s hands fluttered at
the wrist, a gesture that at first ap-
peared to be an affectation of elegance
but grew to look more like a hopeless

attempt to bat away the intolerable im-
peratives of reality. Wearing high heels
even when in slippers, she teetered
physically and emotionally; gradually,
her command of the trappings of fem-
ininity failed her, and by the play’s end
her lipstick was smeared across her
face. The production’s director, Bene-
dict Andrews, told me, “Gillian had a
great understanding of Blanche’s ab-
solute need, her hunger, and the ad-
diction that drives the character. She
understood that in her own nervous
system.” The performance earned An-
derson the reviews of a lifetime. In the
Guardian, Susannah Clapp wrote that
the play’s culmination, in which Blanche
departs with contrived, shattered grace
on the arm of an insane-asylum doc-
tor, was “a masterclass in how to make
audiences weep.”

While performing at the Young Vic,
Anderson told me, she was able to re-
main attached to her own life, espe-
cially in her role as a parent. But when
the show transferred to St. Ann’s Ware-
house, in Brooklyn, Blanche’s instabil-
ity loomed dangerously close. “My
whole existence was the play,” she said.
On days when there was a matinee,
her co-star Vanessa Kirby, who played
Stella, would pick up lunch for her,
Anderson explained, “because even at
one oclock in the afternoon being in
the proximity of other human beings
was too much—1I was so in the world
of the play.” Onstage, she “experienced

a level of presence that felt like a spir-
itual experience,” she recalled. “It was
magical, otherworldly. It was like I was
in her.” Anderson knew enough to rec-
ognize that there were risks to inhab-
iting Blanche’s derangement so com-
pletely. “All of a sudden, I started to
teel, ‘Oh, shit, this isn’t fun any-
more—I'm too far, I'm losing touch
with me,””she said. She ended up find-
ing places in the play—moments when
Blanche is by herself in the bathtub,
the dramatic focus elsewhere—where
she “could very simply ground myself,
and get out of her.” When a third run
of “Streetcar” was proposed, Anderson
knew that she couldn’t do it.“I thought,
It’s tempting fate,” she said. “I feel like
I got away with it.”

n early July, I caught up with An-

derson in London, to which she had
returned during a break from shoot-
ing “The Abandons.” She was staying
at Peter Morgan’s home in West Lon-
don, and we sat in a spacious living
room with a vantage over a large pri-
vate garden; shades were drawn over
the windows facing the street. Having
made her home in the UK. for more
than two decades, Anderson has not
so much been embraced as a trans-
plant as she has been reabsorbed,
shape-shifting from a Midwesterner
back into a Londoner. Even now, she
says, when she returns to her old neigh-
borhood, in the hills of North Lon-
don, the scent of its hedgerows brings
her back to childhood. “I find it so
comforting,”she told me. She does not
yet have a British passport—whenever
she gets close to having met the resi-
dency requirements, a long stint in a
place like Calgary throws things off—
but she has become a firm part of the
British establishment. In 2016, she re-
ceived an honorary O.B.E., or Order
of the British Empire, for her services
to the arts. (Morgan threw a dinner
party for her at a London restaurant;
she wore her medal on her dress.) And
in 2012, at a ceremony marking the
two-hundredth anniversary of the birth
of Dickens, she gave a public reading
from “Great Expectations.” The audi-
ence included Prince Charles and the
Duchess of Cornwall. When Charles
remarked, with pleasure, that it was
like having a bedtime story read to



him, Anderson said, “I can tuck you
in, too, if you like.” The future mon-
arch replied, “Yes, please.”

When we met in London, Ander-
son had just returned from the Glaston-
bury music festival, and her bare feet
were covered with Band-Aids from
wearing uncomfortable flip-flops. On
her phone, she showed me photographs
of the tiny shepherd’s hut where she
and a friend had shared a bed—she'd
waited too long to book more spacious
accommodations. They’d watched
Coldplay perform from an elevated
V.L.P. area above the throng. She re-
called, “All of a sudden, this roar comes
up behind us, and Tom Cruise has just
come onto the platform. And, of course,
he’s totally comfortable with this life
of his, and he gestures to his people—
his fans—and there are ripples and rip-
ples, and all the phones go up. I was,
like, ‘Is this what it’s like all the time?’
But he loves it.” Anderson showed me
avideo shed later taken of Cruise wav-
ing to tens of thousands during a sing-
along to Oasis’s “Don’t Look Back in
Anger.” When I pointed out that she,
too, had been in the V.I.P. area, she
protested, “I just feel like a regular per-
son. I Znow it’s ridiculous. But most of
the time I am literally going between
spending long hours on set and mak-
ing my kids chicken wraps. Whereas
he came in a helicopter.”

In the past few years, Anderson has
attracted a significant new tranche of
fans of her own, thanks to her role on
the popular Netflix comedy-drama
“Sex Education,” which last year con-
cluded its fourth and final season. The
show centers on the social and sexual
dynamics of a diverse group of Brit-
ish high schoolers, among them Otis
Milburn, played by Asa Butterfield.
Otis is the child of Anderson’s char-
acter, Jean Milburn, a sex therapist
with shaky personal boundaries and a
fondness for chic jumpsuits. To the
fictional teen-agers in the show—and
to the show’s TikTok-using core au-
dience—Anderson’s character is an un-
familiar and appealing kind of parent
figure: nonjudgmental, forthright, and
startlingly hot. One popular clip on
social media shows Jean zestfully hit-
ting a spliff in the company of the
headmaster’s delinquent son. Viewers
closer to Anderson’s age appreciate

that the discombobulations caused by
the hormonal changes common to
women in midlife—Jean learns at the
end of the second season that she is
both in perimenopause and pregnant—
are neither ignored nor played for
laughs at her expense. Anderson’s en-
actment of the complex emotions in-
volved in parenting an adolescent are
often poignant. When Otis complains
that Jean is treating him as if he is part
of her, she falteringly replies, “Well,
you are part of me.”

Anderson initially wasn’t sure if the
role was right for her. Morgan encour-
aged her to take it on. “He’s got really
good taste, and he gets Zeitgeists at
inception,” she said. “I seriously didn’t
get the humor when I first read it—I
thought it was way too broad. But once
I realized that Jean’s dubious moral
compass was part of what would make
her fun to play, rather than something
that needed to be fixed, then I suddenly
got it.” Nonetheless, she remained
wary of taking on a role for which the
crude acronym MILF might have been
invented. “I told myself, ‘But I'm not
old enough to fit that box!"” she said.
“But of course I was, and had been
for some time.” Anderson’s sons are
now the target age for “Sex Educa-
tion,” and she told me that, at a cer-
tain point, she asked them “if their
lives were made more difficult by my
job, and they kind of said yes—it was
embarrassing. But then we got to have
a conversation about how important
it was that that show was out there,
and that things that were embarrass-
ing needed to be addressed.” Both her
sons have claimed that they never
watched “Sex Education,” she said.
“But I think they have.”

What Anderson has discovered—
somewhat to her surprise, but also to
her delight—is that the show’s themes
have bled into her own life. She, no less
than Jean Milburn, has become an icon
of sexual frankness. The meme “Gillian
Anderson made me gay” has been
adopted by L.G.B.T.Q. people in rec-
ognition of the appeal of Anderson’s
characters and her public persona. She
has wryly embraced the elision. For the
past few years, her social-media ac-
counts have featured images of sugges-
tively phallic or vulval forms—a squat,
bulbous mushroom; a natural rock pool
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surrounded by lapping waves—accom-
panied by the hashtags #penisoftheday
or #yonioftheday. When, earlier this
year, she was nominated for a Golden
Globe for her work on “Sex Education,”
she wore to the ceremony an off-white
dress, designed by her friend Gabriela
Hearst, that was embroidered with what
the Telegraph referred to as “barely-there
vaginas.” (The design concept was An-
derson’s, though the subtlety was a col-
laborative effort. “People really took it
in a positive way,” Hearst said.) Last
year, in collaboration with one of Peter
Morgan’s sons, Anderson launched a
line of soft drinks called G Spot. When
I visited her in London, she gave me a
can of a flavor called Arouse—a mix-
ture of passion fruit and habanero chile.

This fall, Anderson is upping the
ante by editing “Want,” a collection
of women’s sexual fantasies that were
anonymously sent to the publisher
Bloomsbury after she publicly requested
submissions. The idea for the book was
hatched, Anderson explained, in col-
laboration with her literary agent, Claire
Conrad, who had been approached by
several publishers asking if Anderson
would be interested in writing a posi-
tive book about sex. The inspiration for
the format of “Want”is Nancy Friday’s
1973 best-seller, “My Secret Garden,”
an anthology of secret sexual desires
that Friday collected through inter-
views and correspondence.

The fantasies in Friday’s book range
from vanilla ones—an encounter at a
suburban garden party, flower-picking
included—to scenarios of rape, incest,
and bestiality. (One of the revelations
delivered by Friday was the extent to
which the family dog was not exclu-
sively man’s best friend.) There are no
such contributions in “Want”: Ander-
son’s publisher placed off limits any-
thing involving characters under the
age of eighteen, or anything depicting
rape, graphic violence, or intolerance
toward any individual or group. There
is no bestiality, unless you count a con-
tributor’s fantasy about having sex with
Bigfoot. And, though there are no mi-
nors, one contributor has submitted a
fantasy that includes having a three-
some with the Weasley twins from the
“Harry Potter” movies. To the extent
that “Want”includes fantasies of being
overcome and disempowered, they are
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couched in the rhetoric of safety and
consent. Perhaps the most shocking
aspect of “My Secret Garden” today is
how common race-based sexual fan-
tasies were among Friday’s (presum-
ably predominantly white) contribu-
tors, and how unremarkable Friday
seems to find them. No such submis-
sions were offered for “Want,” Alexis
Kirschbaum, Anderson’s publisher at
Bloomsbury, told me.

Anderson said of the project, “I think
in this day and age, if we were to in-
clude those types of fantasies, the book
would become controversial in a way
that in the end might make readers
and the women contributing feel un-
safe.” The intention was for it to be as
inclusive as possible. She went on, “It
fascinates me, because it seems to be
of our time that one needs to have re-
strictions.” Just as Friday’s book spoke
to her era, Anderson’s is reflective of
contemporary sexual mores. Whereas
Friday’s contributors were often trou-
bled by their feelings of same-sex at-
traction, Anderson’s book includes
contributions from lesbians who find
themselves secretly turned on by fan-
tasies of heterosexual encounters. And
although Anderson’s nameless contrib-
utors proudly identify themselves with
such descriptors as “pansexual” or “asex-
ual,” some express embarrassment and
shame when their urges conflict with
their politics, as if the domain of fan-
tasy ought to be—or could be—regu-
lated by the same notions of rectitude

that apply in the real world.

he experience of working on the
book made Anderson think about
her own sexual identity in terms she
had never before considered. “Now, at
the age of fifty-five, I am thinking, Oh,
am I pansexual? Am I bisexual?” she
said. Had her same-sex relationships
come to light when she was starting
out as an actor, Anderson told me, it
would have defined her in a way that
might have detracted from what she
sought to achieve artistically. In this
era, she is careful not to overstate her
sexual experience with women—not
out of fear of being labelled, but in
order not to be seen as appropriating
an identity to which she might not
truly be able to lay claim.
Having had the disconcerting ex-

perience of becoming a sex symbol in
the nineties, Anderson has now at-
tained a difterent kind of symbolic rel-
evance: as an avatar of the scrupulously
mindful, identity-affirming, progres-
sive sexual politics of today. Editing
“Want,” Anderson told me in Calgary,
involved some unexpected turns.
“When I started reading so many ‘clit’s,
it didn’t offend me, but so many feel-
ings came up,” she said. “The first few
I read, I thought, Oh, it’s men writing
these, women don’t use the word ‘clit.’
But apparently women really do use
the word ‘clit’!” She has contributed
introductions to each chapter, in which
she draws on her work as an actor, and
her experience as a celebrity, to illus-
trate the power of fantasy. “As some-
one who is watched for a living, I have
a complicated relationship with pri-
vacy,” she writes at one point. “If I had
my druthers, I would move about the
world invisibly. And indeed, at the very
heart of all my own fantasies, I am the
watcher, not the watched.”

Anderson herself contributed a sex-
ual fantasy to the book—an experi-
ence, she said, that taught her some-
thing about her own boundaries and
comfort levels. “It’s one thing to have
it in your head, and it’s another to ex-
press it to your partner—and it’s a
whole other thing to put it on paper,”
she told me late one evening in Cal-
gary. “I am not squeamish. I am not
prudish. I feel like I have experienced
alot. And yet actually describing some-
thing myself, and putting certain words
down—it was quite something.” Al-
though Anderson’s contribution is also
anonymous, she wondered aloud, as
she drank her alcohol-free shandy, how
she would react if a reader should di-
vine which fantasy is hers, and ask her
directly about it.

“I'd be really bad at pretending it
wasn't mine,” she said, laughing. “I'm a
really bad liar. My kids say so all the
time.”I responded with surprise—if any-
one can put on an act in a pinch, surely
an actor can. But Anderson was insis-
tent. “I don't know whether that’s a com-
mon thing among actors,” she said, her
eyes wide, simultaneously guileless and
mirthful. “T have to imagine that most
actors are probably really good at lying.”
And then she lied: “Maybe I'm just not
that good of an actor.” ¢



LUCI GUTIERREZ

SHOUTS & MURMURS

MY NEW THING

BY RIANE KONC

My new thing is journaling. It was

bullet journals, but now it’s jour-
nal bullets, which is where I make a quick
note anytime I see a magazine. No, the
other kind of magazine.

My new thing is pickleball, which is
where you get asked to please stop bring-
ing cucumbers wearing tiny handmade
dresses to the local rec center.

My new thing is going to be gather-
ing wildflowers, and then I'm going to
tell them to please calm down.

My new thing is learning to code,
but also learning to resuscitate myself,
so that all the emergency-room doctors
clap and maybe even toss a little some-
thing into the tip jar.

My new thing is teaching people my
technique for building wealth through
passive-aggressive income. It would prob-
ably change the entire world for the bet-
ter, but I guess no one I know loves me
or even cares enough to just give me a
bunch of money every month so that I
can get my dream business off the ground.

My new thing isn't going to be suck-
ing the marrow out of life, but it might
be just giving a respectful nibble, if you
guys wanted to order some for the table.

My new thing is getting a hobby-
horse and turning it into a career horse
by tucking a five-dollar bill into its bri-
dle and sternly saying, “It’s time to grow
the rest of your body.”

My new thing is teaching people
about something called the Cambridge
comma. It’s really similar to the Ox-
ford comma and maybe even s the
Oxford comma; it’s just that I'm an
American and only medium smart

and honestly very tired. Please leave
me alone.

My new thing is embracing my spir-
itual nature and becoming a large, which
is a job in which I communicate only
with humongous ghosts.

My new thing is being a proponent
of slow fashion. It’s where I make upside-
down clothes for sloths. What are upside-
down clothes? God, this is exactly the
kind of question the sloths would never
trouble me with.

My new thing is doing everything
kind of both thanks to and despite myself.

My new thing is throwing gander-
reveal parties, where the whole thing is
just, like, I invite you over to watch me
pull back a curtain with a flourish and a
goose is just standing there, blinking.

My new thing is I'm going to find that
lady who keeps writing things like “drink”
on cups or “eat”on plates and tell her very
softly but firmly that we've got it from here.

My new thing is being so kind and
gentle, and the secret to how I got that
way is something I haven't figured out yet.

My new thing is Canadian Girl dolls.
They’re very similar to American Girl
dolls,but . .. why don't you tell e what's
different about them, just to be safe?

My new thing is to turn both the ag-
onizing pain of being alive and the dev-
astating knowledge that someday I will
die over and over in my mind, smooth-
ing the cosmic impossibility of existence
the way a river smooths a stone, while
also somehow earning a sizable passive
income along the way.

My new thing is a sourdough finisher.
It’s me, and I'm hungry. ¢
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PERSONAL HISTORY

PLAYING THE NUMBERS

My mother, the gambler.

BY VICTOR LODATO

The author as a baby, with his parents and his older brother in New Jersey.

« ive me three numbers, baby.” My

mother made this request often—
so often, in fact, that when I try to re-
member her voice this is what I hear. I
can see her, too. She’s in the kitchen,
sitting at the white Formica table, the
green wall phone behind her, the phone
she’ll soon pick up to place her bet. She’s
smiling, because this moment is capa-
cious: everything’s possible. It’s a mo-
ment in which—unless you're a pessi-
mist, and my mother is not—Fortune
is on your side.

She’s dressed for the occasion, in a
flower-print top and stretchy yellow
slacks, as if to advertise her innocence
before breaking the law. Of course, for
along time I didn't know that what my
mother was doing was illegal. She cer-
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tainly didn’t look like a criminal, sitting
there with her blond hair intricately
coiffed. The stylist had made it look
like a sfogliatella, a kind of Neapolitan
pastry that we often had in the house.
My mother’s hair possessed the same
golden hue, the same artful construc-
tion of multilayered swoops. Plus, the
glossy lacquer of Aqua Net was not un-
like the sugar on the pastry. That this
delectable human might want my ad-
vice made me feel giddy.

I don’t recall her ever asking my
brother for numbers. My brother was
older, more confident, more defined as
a person. Perhaps, as such, he lacked
mystery. So my mother looked to me,
the quiet one.

Possibly my inwardness gave the im-

pression I might be in contact with what-
ever invisible forces were responsible for
luck. No doubt shed also noted my fer-
vent superstitions, which involved the
need to arrange things perfectly or to
perform an action a certain number of
times. It was important, for instance, that
the hanging bits of my shoelaces not
touch the floor and that everything on
my desk be an equal distance apart. When
leaving for school, I made sure to touch
three separate leaves on the maple tree
just outside our door. These rituals, done
correctly, could stave off doom—though
perhaps my mother interpreted my be-
havior not as an attempt to avoid mis-
fortune but as a spell to invoke success.

What would later be diagnosed as
obsessive-compulsive disorder was, at
this point, just another aspect of what
was openly called my oddness. I had
heard my father say to strangers that he
had no idea where I'd come from. Some-
times he said he'd found me in a gar-
bage can. I was also referred to as “the
Polack,” since I was light-haired and
fair-skinned, unlike my swarthy parents
and my brother, who looked robustly
Italian; the one-quarter Polish heritage
from my paternal grandmother had
staked its claim in me.

Atleast I had my mother’s nose, and,
more important, I had inherited her be-
lief in magic. Both of us understood that
in order to survive it was necessary to
arrange things in a certain way. You had
to take life’s terrifying unpredictabilities
and rally them, by ritual or formula, into
an army that would do your bidding.

There was a period of several months
when I kept suggesting my mother play
the same three numbers. Seven, one,
four. Something about that arrangement
seemed friendly, not to mention that the
numbers added up to twelve, which,
when added again—one plus two—gave
you three, meaning the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit. I saw no sacrilege
in this reference to the Trinity. Gam-
bling, I sensed, was a kind of prayer—
though my mother didn’t always direct
these prayers toward God. Sometimes
she invoked the dead, playing the birth
date of a deceased relative, often her
grandmother. Such bets were akin to
lighting candles in church, which you
had to pay for, too. Both transactions
were a request to be remembered by
Heaven—to be helped, or saved.

COURTESY THE AUTHOR



And we needed help. We were poor—
though this word was not one my fam-
ily used back then. “Hardworking,” my
mother might have said with a smirk,
rightly indicating that the people who
worked the hardest often had the least
to show for it. “No pot to piss in,”as my
father liked to put it. A waitress and a
barber, they could get only so far.

Welfare, for which we likely would
have qualified, was unthinkable. My par-
ents, the descendants of immigrants
who had never been naturalized, had
inherited a residue of fear and shame
when it came to the government. They
didn’t want their names iz the system or
on a list.

Besides, we weren't starving,and we'd
recently moved to a house in the sub-
urbs of New Jersey. The first time I sug-
gested the numbers seven, one, four to
my mother, she said, “Do you mean
seven, one, two?” The address of the
apartment building in Hoboken where
we used to live was 712 Adams Street.
“The penthouse,” my father called it—a
tenth-floor walkup, with ill-lit stairwells
reeking of urine. The tiny cold-water
flat had no heating system other than
the stove in the kitchen, which explains
why in holiday photographs from that
time my brother and I sit under an ar-
tificial Christmas tree as if dressed for
an Arctic expedition.

Still, my mother occasionally played
the old number—712. Her commitment
to the past was baffling. Why look to
that horrible apartment building for luck,
especially now that we had a house of
our own?

My mother’s parents had moved in

with us, too, as had my father’s
widowed mother, pale and skinny—the
other Polack. At first, my grandmothers
seemed less than happy. In Hoboken,
they’d been able to walk everywhere.
Now a car was required, and neither had
ever learned to drive. In fact, neither had
attended high school. They were quiet
and humble women who, for many years,
had worked as laborers—one in a laun-
dry, the other as a housekeeper. But their
real vocation appeared to be religion. My
nonna and my babciawere so devout that
they seemed like witches. When mum-
bling their prayers over rosary beads, their
tongues turned thick and foreign. And,
in their bedrooms, they kept a menag-

erie of plaster saints—figures that lived
in a flickering garden of ever-blooming
candles. To me, those tiny altars were the
pilot lights of our house.

I'loved my grandmothers with an in-
tensity that was almost febrile; I flushed
in their presence, greedy for attention,
as well as in the knowledge that it would
be given. They were the women who fed
me, dressed me, put me to bed. To have
both of them now under the same roof
was the epitome of luck.

When I was feeling particularly anx-
ious, I would sit beside my Polish grand-
mother; I'd take her hand and, using
one of her fingers like a pen, trace cir-
cles on my palm. At a certain point, she
would understand what I needed and
begin to trace the circles herself. But
eventually she'd toss my hand away and
say, “Enough.”

Downstairs, in a separate apartment
on the first floor, my Italian grandmother
was always ready to receive me. Even if
I'wasn’t hungry, I'd claim that I was, and
soon I'd be offered a piece of crusty bread
with butter, or a bowl of steaming farina.

My mother had always taken a back
seat in regard to child rearing, but now
she had more freedom than ever and
could focus more fully on her passions.
In addition to playing her numbers, the
so-called Italian lottery, she bet heavily
on football. Watching the games on tele-
vision, she would shout at the screen,
gesticulating with her perfectly mani-
cured hands. Shocking four-letter words
emerged effortlessly through scarlet lips,
in a voice deeper than my father’s.

Often, she watched with my uncles,
and the shouting grew so loud that it
terrified me. At the time, I didn’t under-
stand how much money was riding on
the outcome. I was aware only of the
cheering that would lift my mother and
the men from their seats or the swear-
ing that would make my grandmothers
retreat into the kitchen. I would escape,
too, usually to the closet in my bedroom.
It was around this time, when I was eight
or nine, that I learned the comfort of
tight spaces and the pleasure of rocking
my body—both of which seemed to
short-circuit the fear centers in my brain.

I also began to keep notebooks in
which I wrote poems with tyrannical
meters—another kind of rocking. I drew
pictures, mostly animals, and kept lists,
often mundane—the titles of all the mov-

ies I'd seen or the first names of the kids
in my class. I might record an overheard
conversation, one that had confused or
upset me. Some days, all I could man-
age was to scribble endless spirals, or to
write the word “win” over and over, doing
my part to help my mother prosper.

My father wasn't a gambler, though
he had come from one. His father was
a truck driver whod once, in an all-night
poker game, won enough to buy a ve-
hicle and start his own short-haul de-
livery business. I was also told that he'd
won a horse named Lollipop—a name
he thought demeaning and quickly
changed to Lady. My grandfather’s
plan was to train her to race, illegally,
on bush tracks. But Lady, kept at a cheap
stable in Weehawken, died of colic. The
following year, after another winning
streak—this time on boxing matches—
my grandfather died, too, of cirrhosis
of the liver.

The cycle of the gambler—from de-
spair and lack to hope and reward—was
endless, both frustrating and beguiling.
My father had experienced this long be-
fore hed met my mother. He understood
how her addiction could lead the fam-
ily in one of two directions—either up
the ladder or down.

Living in a new house seemed like a
miracle to me; I didn’t understand how
precarious our situation was, finan-
cially—the growing debts, the heavy
burden of the mortgage. Nor did I un-
derstand the kinds of people my mother
was involved with. My father has never
been completely forthcoming about those
years, but I do know that the down pay-
ment for the house was funded in part
by gambling wins.

During those early days in the sub-
urbs, my mother seemed as optimistic
as ever. She'd managed to secure a num-
ber of credit cards, on which she could
access cash advances. Perhaps it was these,
along with the occasional windfall from
the Italian lottery, that accounted for
some of the over-the-top Christmases I
experienced as a child—holidays in which
my brother and I received a ridiculous
amount of presents. There were Easters
when, instead of dyed eggs, our egg hunts
featured plastic eggshells stuffed with
money. Certain years, the bills were sin-
gles, but other years there were fives and
tens, even twenties.

In September, before school began,
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my mother would drive my brother and
me to Schlesinger’s, a clothing store in
West New York, where we were each
allowed to pick out ten items. My mother
was usually in a good mood and, for the
most part, unconcerned with price or
appropriate attire. She'd let my brother
buy two pairs of sneakers or five foot-
ball jerseys. But once, when I found a
skintight shirt with a sparkly rose em-
blazoned across the chest, my mother
seemed hesitant. “You're skinny enough,”
she said—focussing more on the fit than
on the fact that I'd chosen something
clearly meant for a disco queen. “It looks
like diamonds,” I said. The comment
was strategic. My mother had recently
lost the stone in her engagement ring—
or had she sold it> Anyway, I managed
to sway her. “Just don't wear it to school,”
she said. I promised—a lie. When my
brother scowled, I understood the rea-
son. Kids in the neighborhood had
started to call me “faggot.”

I knew the word, though in my mind
then it meant something like “girl"—
or, rather, a boy who was like a girl. And
though the insult stung I could bear it
by reminding myself that my favorite
people were women, and these women
had once been girls.

very Friday, my parents went out to

dinner. Sometimes they attended a
concert or a Broadway show. Other ac-
tivities my mother did alone. On a whim,
shed get dolled up and go to the track.
Some weekends, she drove to a private
club, where she liked the blackjack table.
I remember my father, one day, accus-
ing her of straying too far. After that,
she did what she could to make her fun
at home. Once or twice a month, she
hosted late-night card parties. These
parties were attended mostly by women,
many of whom, like my mother, sported
impressive confections of hair. Ciga-
rettes dangled intrepidly from their
lips—cigarettes they could inhale with-
out the use of hands. All it took was a
deft smirk, leaving their fingers free to
focus on the cards.

The games were played around our
kitchen table, after my brother and 1
had gone to bed. My father hovered at
the periphery, watching TV in the liv-
ing room until he fell asleep on the
couch. Even from down the hall,I could

smell the women’s perfume, my moth-
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er’s Opium coming through the stron-
gest. As the night progressed, the scents
grew wilder as they mingled with the
women’s sweat. These gatherings, I later
learned, were high-stakes affairs. Hun-
dreds could be lost or gained.

The day after a card party, my mother
would stay in bed later than usual. Be-
fore leaving for school, my brother and
I would slip into her room to ask for
money. She always allowed us to peel a
few singles from the roll of bills she kept
in her pocketbook. Sometimes that roll
was skinny; other times it was as fat as
a ball of mozzarella, and just as tempt-
ing. But, even as I could read my broth-
er’s mind (“Why not take a little extra?”),
my mother could read it, too. “Don’t
even think about it,” she'd growl, her
voice thick with slumber.

N ot long after my eleventh birthday,
the house began to hum with a
new energy. The phone rang constantly.
“Your mother’s friends,” my father called
them. “Is Sophie there?” theyd ask, if I
happened to pick up the phone.

By this point, she was not only play-
ing her numbers but also taking bets for
others. There was a pad beside the phone,
on which she would write the caller’s
name and a dollar amount, along with
their hopeful chain of digits. Sometimes
the word “box” or “straight”was included.

Since my mother was often out, she
instructed my Polish grandmother to take
down the information in her absence.

When she asked what it was all about,
my mother said she was doing someone
afavor. Once, she said it was a game some
girls were playing at work. No one ques-
tioned her, not even my father.

Now and then, the calls would come
during dinner. My mother always sat
closest to the wall where the phone
was. Nearby, she had a tiny metal table
on which she kept her pad. Mostly
shed finish these mealtime transactions
quickly, but occasionally she'd get up,

pulling the phone, which had an extra-
long cord, all the way into the living room.

Whatever secrets she had seemed
connected to our growing prosperity.
During the summer, we were able to go
to the shore for a week, stay at a hotel,
eat three-course dinners in restaurants
that looked like fishing boats. In the
evenings, on the boardwalk, we'd play
the wheels, shoot the guns, toss the balls.
Wohen the vacation was over, we drove
home with the fruits of our good for-
tune—stufted animals, cartons of ciga-
rettes, goldfish in plastic bags. My
brother and I put the fish in a water
pitcher or a mixing bowl, hoping they
wouldn’t die. Eventually, my father in-
stalled a pond in the yard, and the gold-
fish flashed around for years, remind-
ing us of our luck.

That is, until the day my brother and
I came home from school to find po-
lice cars parked in front of the house.
My fear, always a trickster, convinced
me that the police cars had something
to do with me; I was not a normal per-
son, and I knew that one day I'd be pun-
ished. My impulse was to get away,
maybe hide in the woods near our house.
But then my brother ran up the front
steps and through the door, and I fol-
lowed him.

Inside, all the lights were on—some-
thing my father never allowed. There
were men everywhere, some in uniforms,
some in suits. I rushed down to my non-
na’s apartment, but neither she nor my
grandfather was there. When I climbed
the stairs again, a female neighbor was
stationed in the kitchen, saying shed take
me and my brother to her place. I re-
fused. “Where are my grandmothers?” I
kept asking. Watching the men opening
drawers and looking in closets, I felt a
kind of nauseous outrage. When I saw
the strangers in the hallway outside my
bedroom, I thought of my notebooks.
“You can't go in there!” I screamed. My
brother, in a moment of tenderness,
touched my arm. “Let’s go,”he whispered.

For days after the raid, I worried that
the police had read my notebooks—
all that incriminating evidence. I felt
certain they would return to fetch me.

Of course, the cops had no interest
in the scribblings of an eleven-year-old
boy. It turned out they had my Polish
grandmother on tape, implicated in what



I heard called a “numbers racket.” She
was arrested, as was my mother. The two
of them were booked, their photographs
taken, their fingerprints. My grand-
mother was humiliated. I was told that
she asked to remove the crucifix around
her neck before they photographed her,
but that this request was denied.

I prayed at her bedroom altar, kept
her candles lit. My grandmother was
released. The authorities believed her
when she said she had no idea what she
was doing. Besides, the police were after
bigger fish—one of them being my big
blond mother.

But she got off, too; I'm not sure how.
“Friends in high places,”I recall my fa-
ther saying, while my brother, using
pulp-fiction logic, had the audacity to
ask my mother if shed turned other peo-
ple in. I was sure she was going to slap
him. But she fell into a stunned silence,
and tears came to her eyes.

“I would never do that.”

any years later, long after my

mother died, I spoke with her
brother, my uncle Frank, and asked him
about the people my mother had worked
for. My uncle tilted his head: “Let’s just
say they weren't people you wanted to
screw with.” He mentioned some names
and then immediately encouraged me
to forget them. He was cagey and kept
trying to change the subject.

But, in the end, he did tell me a lit-
tle more about the nature of the busi-
ness. “Your mother was a runner,” he
said. “Like a salesman. She brought bets
to the bookie, got a commission.”

“But what were the numbers?” asked.
“How did that work?”

My uncle explained that, every day,
there'd be a notice in the newspaper
which listed the previous day’s earnings
at a New York racetrack, and that the
game was to guess the last three num-
bers of that amount.

When I asked about the meaning of
“box” and “straight,” he looked at me
like I was an idiot.

“You could play the numbers in their
exact order,” he said. “That’s straight.
Or you could box them, which meant
that if your numbers came out in any
order youd win something. It cost more,
but you won less.”

I was curious if my mother had ever

won big. My uncle shrugged. “What’s

big? Sometimes it gave her a little extra.
Your mother hated having no cash in
her pocket. She said it made her feel
naked.” He added that most of what
she'd won had gone to the princes.

I assumed my uncle was speaking
about the men my mother had worked
for. But when I asked, “Who were the
princes?,” he said, “Don’t be stupid. You
and your brother.”

For a while after my mother was ar-
rested, she seemed to be a changed
woman. At this point, she was working
as a waitress in the skyboxes at Giants
Stadium. She often pulled double shifts
and came home exhausted. There were
no more card parties. At night, she'd
drink coffee and watch police proce-
durals on television. She slept very lit-
tle. Sometimes she played electronic
poker on a small device whose chirps
and dings I could hear in my bedroom.
In the mornings, I'd find her sitting at
the kitchen table, paying our bills or fig-
uring out the household budget.

Strangely, even with my mother’s pro-
pensity for gambling, my father had al-
ways let her take care of the finances; he
claimed that she was better with numbers.

Now and then, my Italian grand-
mother would climb the stairs to check
on her daughter. “Tutto bene?” she'd ask
unsteadily, clearly out of breath. Shed
started to speak more often in her na-
tive tongue. Curses? Prayers? Accusa-
tions? I comprehended none of it.

My other grandmother resumed her
housekeeping duties with a demented
vigor, as if the scrubbing and polishing
could remove the stain of her sins. She
rarely spoke to my mother, the tension
between them palpable. The silence
was toxic; I could feel it in my chest,
like smog.

My mother was too proud, or per-
haps too ashamed, to apologize; and my
grandmother, I assume, was too aware
that she lived in our house by the grace
of my parents’ kindness.

After the arrest, my babcia was eas-
ily overcome by emotion. Sometimes
the cause of a breakdown seemed triv-
ial. Once, I heard my father ask her what
was going on with the towels—why were
they so rough, shouldn’t she be using
fabric softener? My grandmother made
a strange gulping sound and walked out
of the kitchen. I found her downstairs,
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crying as she stood beside the washing
machine. “He treats me like a servant,”
she said. “Your mother, too.”

A moment after her outburst, she
wiped her eyes and began to defend my
father: “I know he works hard. I know
he didn't mean it.” She was petting my
face now, in an effort to distract me from
her brush with honesty.

I understood then that there was a
warning here. It seemed that if you didn’t
express yourself you ended up a prisoner.
And, though you might blame others
for this, in truth the jailer was yourself.
I was a prisoner, too. There were many
things I couldn’t bear to say; instead,
I buried them in notebooks. I was a
coward, and my silence, like my grand-
mother’s, had a lot to do with shame.

No one in the house was speaking
honestly. We went about our days, as
before, but all of us were just pretend-
ing things were fine. Every time the
phone rang, I could see the worry on
my father’s face.

But, as the months passed and noth-
ing happened, life resumed its ease. My
parents had even befriended a priest.
My mother, who never cooked, once
spent a whole afternoon making cream
puffs before he came to visit. I watched,
disgusted, as he ate five, then six, then
seven. I counted, of course, and later
wrote the number in my notebook.

The priest wasn't from our church;
I'm not sure where my parents met
him—maybe at a party. In addition to
having a sweet tooth, he drank a lot of

wine, and his smile was often counter-
teit; I could tell by the way his eyes failed
to participate.

My grandmothers, however, seemed
charmed by him. When my babcia asked
him to bless the house, he happily
obliged, using a tiny vial of holy water.
I recall feeling upstaged; apparently my
own rituals were no longer sufficient to
insure our safety.

Sometimes I wondered why I was
working so hard. The worst had hap-
pened and my family had survived. Per-
haps I could learn to resist the tyranny
of my compulsions. Slowly, I let down
my guard. When I tapped the maple
leaves now, it was out of habit rather
than as an obsessive act of magic. My
grandmothers became less vigilant, too.
Every so often, I would notice that, in
one of their bedrooms, no candle was
burning. Even today, I blame this lax-
ness for what was yet to happen.

bout two years later, I was sitting
at the dinner table with my fam-
ily when suddenly my brother began to
cry. The moment was disorienting be-
cause my brother rarely shed a tear.
My father seemed more annoyed
than sympathetic. “What?” he said.
Finally, my brother looked up. “Are
you selling the house?” he asked.
My father was scowling now. “What
are you talking about?”
When my brother spoke again, his
words came out in jagged, breathless
shards—something about a kid at school,
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“Free Wi-Fi and unlimited refills are nice,
but frankly I was expecting more.”

something the kid’s mother had read in
the newspaper.

Apparently, there was a notice in
the paper that our house was up for
sale. “Don't be ridiculous,” my mother
said. My father added, “Your friend is
full of shit.”

My father didn't rush through din-
ner, which calmed us. But, afterward,
he got up and went into the living room,
sat in his easy chair, and unfolded the
local paper, where he learned that what
my brother had said was true. Our house
was to be auctioned off at the end of
the month—not by my father but by
the county sheriff.

I'm not sure what happened next;
there’s a gap in my memory. Certainly,
there must have been an argument, ac-
cusations, apologies. I have a vague rec-
ollection of my mother saying some-
thing about “a mistake.” My memory
wakes up a few days later. My parents
are whispering in the kitchen. And then
the whispering turns to shouting. My
mother, defending herself, sounds like
an unrepentant child: “It’s not my fault!”

I later came to understand that for
nearly a year my mother had failed to
make the mortgage payments. Shed also
secured a line of credit against the eq-
uity, and it seemed that my father’s sig-
nature on this loan was forged.

The money, most likely, had gone
toward more of my mother’s prayers—
numbers and horses and blackjack. “I
was almost there,” she said once, her
martyred eyes looking toward the ceil-
ing. If there was sadness, it didn't appear
to be about what she'd done; it seemed
to be about the fact that her magic had
tailed her.

y father had a new voice now,

hammering, unkind; he had no
patience for any of us. I was often afraid
to talk to him. My father says he doesn't
recall this part of our life; other times
he actively denies his aggressive behav-
ior. My brother denies it, too. But I clearly
remember the way my father would sud-
denly turn violent. “Get on my bed!”he'd
scream, marching us toward his room.
I'd hear the jangle of buckles as he opened
the door to his armoire, inside of which
his belts hung. I knew my father was
taking things out on us that hed never
take out on my mother. Although he
yelled at her, he never struck her. Some



days, I feared that if my father did not
whip my brother and me he might end
up killing our mother.

Discipline became the doctrine of
the house. There were new rules, new
lines my brother and I had to be care-
tul not to cross. When my father saw
me in a ripped T-shirt I'd let dangle off
one shoulder, he said I looked like a
pansy. I tried to defend myself, saying
the shirt had come that way and the rips
were part of the style.

“Are they?” my father said. He walked
toward me, grabbed the collar of my
shirt, and proceeded to rip it further. In
my memory, this assault feels more ter-
rible than the whippings. I am flayed,
ridiculed, reduced.

Everything about my presence seemed
to irritate him. Noise was a particular
issue—the volume of the television, the
way I closed a cabinet, the clamor of my
laughter. Of course, my father’s voice
wasn't subject to such rules. During one
particularly loud argument between my
parents, my grandfather lumbered up the
stairs—I assumed to defend his daugh-
ter. But, instead, he joined my father and
began to shout at her: “What are we sup-
posed to do, girl? Live on the fucking
street?” As he turned to go back down-
stairs, his grumbled invectives descended,
too, into his dark Neapolitan dialect.

Later that night, I heard my father
crying. The sound jerked out of him in
strange squeaks, as if someone were wip-
ing a mirror. My grandmothers, in their
rooms, were crying, too.

Despite the chaos of those weeks, my
father came up with a plan. He talked to
relatives, friends, colleagues, and, though
it must have pained him to do so, he
asked each of them for a loan, any amount
they could spare. Some folks could offer
only a few hundred bucks, but others
gave more. My mother said she could
borrow a little money, too, but my father,
suspicious of her sources, said no.

My mother was no longer herself.
A few days after we learned about the
loss of the house, she cut her hair. She
now had a short, dense bristle, almost
mannish. She looked like a thug, or a
Buddhist nun. It was hard to under-
stand if her new style was an act of ag-
gression or of renunciation. While my
father made frantic telephone calls, my
mother was often pacing in the back
yard, smoking cigarettes.

Sometimes, through a window, I'd
watch her; if she spotted me, she'd offer
a little wave, shake her head. I always
thought she was saying, “Leave me alone,
go away.” But now I think perhaps she
was trying to tell me something else,
the same thing she kept saying to me
when she lay dying: “I'm sorry, baby.”

My father kept track of his loans in
a ledger, which he stored in the bottom
drawer of his armoire. Before
the auction was held, he
managed to borrow enough
to save the house—though
what should have been a tri-
umph felt more like a fu-
neral. My father was pale,
his features frozen.

As the years passed, hed
pay oft what he could. At
the end of every week, he'd
place his hard-earned cash
in envelopes, many of which he'd hand-
deliver, in increments of ten or twenty
dollars. All accounting went into the
ledger. My father’s penmanship was like
a child’s; he wrote in print, having never
learned cursive. When I finally left for
college, he was no longer the slim, fit
man hed been in his youth. His hair
had thinned, then grayed. I didnt rec-
ognize him.

It was the same with my mother.
She was a mystery to me, her undeni-
able generosity chafing against the fact
that she was willing to risk everything
our family had.

Ultimately, my father made good on
all his debts. When I asked him once
how long it took, he said, “Years! 1
wanted to strangle your mother. But I
always knew what I was getting into.
Your mother was trouble from the start.”

Even as he said this, though, I could see
the smile held in check.

y the time my father had paid ev-
eryone back, he and my mother ap-
peared to have made peace with each
other. I'd moved to Arizona, but when
I came to visit for the holidays I'd no-
tice my parents laughing together, and
sometimes I'd see them kiss. My father
didn’t even seem to mind when my
mother said she wanted to take a trip
to Las Vegas with some of her cousins.
I flew out from Tucson to meet her.

I wasn't a gambler, but, still, I enjoyed
watching her at the blackjack table, with

her short blond perm, a Scotch-and-
soda sweating in her hand. Whenever
she won—not often—her shout was
loud, and always directed upward, as if
to the invisible ones whod facilitated
her good fortune.

My mother seemed happy again—
but soon after turning sixty she was di-
agnosed with breast cancer. Once the
treatments began, she had very little en-
ergy. There were no more
visits to Las Vegas. My fa-
ther told her to quit her
waitressing job, but she said,
“How can I?” The medical
bills were piling up.

By then, I was deter-
mined to make my living as
awriter—and though most
of my family, especially my
father, didn’t seem to under-
stand my ambitions, I could
tell my mother did. Now that she was
no longer gambling, she began to put
all her chips on me. When I won my
first literary award, she threw a party
that clearly cost more than the amount
of the small cash prize I'd received.

“Risk everything” had always been
her motto. And she seemed to under-
stand that this was exactly what I was
doing in choosing to become an artist.

Late into her illness, I began writing
my first novel. After she learned I was
dedicating it to her, she always referred
to it as “our book.” “What’s going on
with our book?” shed say. “How much
are they giving us?”

“It hasn’t sold yet,” I had to keep
telling her.

“It will, baby.” I could feel her shak-
ing the dice in her hands.

The book sold a month after she
died, on her birthday. I didn’t get a for-
tune, but it was more money than I'd
ever made in my life, and surely more
than my mother had ever won at any
of her games. It was hard not to feel su-
perstitious—that my luck was somehow
related to her.

Lately, I can see my mother clearly.
I can see her sitting at the kitchen table
with her shining tower of hair, playing
cards or placing bets. Despite all the
darkness and loss that was to come, I
can glimpse the romance behind her
schemes. And so I often think of my
own work as a bet I'm placing for her.

Let’s do it, Mom. Let’s win. ¢
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THE POLITICAL SCENE

UNCONVENTIONAL

No fear and loathing in Milwaukee, just confidence.

BY ANTHONY LANE

sha, Wisconsin, on Route 59, mak-

ing for Milwaukee, there are cus-
toms to be observed along the way. Be
sure to bow your head in homage as
you pass through the suburb of West
Allis, for it is the birthplace of Liber-
ace. Once in the city, hang a hard left
onto South Sixth Street and gun your
engine as you approach the Harley-
Davidson Museum. A straight run will
take you over the Menomonee River.
Resist the temptation to swing right
for a view of the Bronze Fonz, a perky
yet not entirely convincing statue of
Henry Winkler, thumbs erect for all
eternity. Continue your northward quest.
It will bring you to the Fiserv Forum,
the home of the Milwaukee Bucks.

Last Halloween, the Fiserv Forum
played host to Shania Twain, who, in
a set lasting more than two hours, en-
raptured fans with songs such as “I'm
Gonna Getcha Good,”“Don’t Be Stu-
pid (You Know I Love You),” and
“Pretty Liar.” All part of her Queen of
Me Tour, and, it could be said, a haunt-
ing premonition of the spectacle that
descended from July 15th through 18th
upon the same arena. For four days, in
the broiling summer heat, the Repub-
lican National Convention came to
Milwaukee. Close to the Fiserv Forum
and the Wisconsin Cheese Mart, a sign
in a storefront window reminded vis-
itors that Milwaukee is the place
“Where Curd Is King.” Not when Don-
ald J. Trump is in town. If there was
any evidence of a Curdish Separatist
Movement, it was quickly suppressed.
Forget the Queen of Me. It was time
for the Emperor of Him.

Trump arrived on Sunday, July 14th,
fresh from Pennsylvania, where he had
been nicked by a gunman’s bullet the
day before. The world may have been
agog at that near-miss, replaying every
wrinkle in the story, but the R.N.C.

is not the world. It is a small, noisy

I t you head due east from Wauke-
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universe unto itself, and what was ex-
traordinary, as the first day of the Con-
vention dawned, was the comprehen-
sive lack of trauma. Neither within the
cavernous space of the Fiserv Forum
nor on the lips of the delegates and the
guests as they flocked outside were the
details of the attempted killing, let alone
the motives of the shooter, the princi-
pal topics of discussion. It was as if
some ancient prophecy had been ful-
filled—as if the stalwarts of the Re-
publican Party had expected not only
that a heinous act would be commit-
ted against their champion but also
that he would, being Trump, survive
and rise. The Convention was always
going to be a crowning. Now, however,
thanks to his deliverance, it had swelled
into something more. It was Easter.

In one minor respect, the resurrec-
tion of Trump diverged from Holy
Scripture. Whereas Jesus spoke to
Mary Magdalene outside the empty
tomb, Trump spoke to Bret Baier, of
Fox News, on the phone. “He’s amazed
that it happened. He understands he’s
blessed to be where he is today,” Baier
reported, adding, “He had a couple of
posts on Truth Social that called for
unity in the country. He expressed that
he is going to make that a theme here
in the Convention.” Unity in the coun-
try, not merely in the G.O.P.? Briefly,
one had dim visions of young pro-
Palestine activists pouring onto the
stage of the Fiserv Forum and laying
down their banners, the better to be
enfolded within the embrace of a con-
tritely sobbing Ted Cruz. Imagine Mar-
jorie Taylor Greene on her knees, plead-
ing for forgiveness from a drag queen.
Truth Social would set us free.

This prospect of a beautiful truce
was sustained by Melania Trump. Is it
the case that she and her husband
are now consciously uncoupled, like
Gwyneth Paltrow and Chris Martin,
or Thomas the Tank Engine and

The Republican National Convention was



always going to be a crowning, but Donald Trump’s survival of an assassination attempt turned it into something more.
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Clarabel? Ours not to inquire too deeply
into private pacts. Whatever the case,
the letter by Melania that was made
public in the wake of the Pennsylva-
nia shooting was nothing less than a
prose poem. It urged us “to fight for a
better life together, while we are here,
in this earthly realm,” which presum-
ably includes Wisconsin. “Dawn is here
again,”Mrs. Trump asserted, like a dru-
idess arriving at Stonehenge to greet
the summer solstice. “Let us reunite.
Now.” Bravest of all, in a surge of or-
thodox Lennonism, she informed us
that “differing opinions, policy, and po-
litical games are inferior to love.”

Then the games began. On the ap-
proach to the Fiserv Forum, I walked
and talked with Ashley Cash, a wife
and mother from Lubbock, Texas, who
was proud to wear her Republican heart
on her sleeve—or, to be exact, on her
resplendent red dress, on her loosely
knotted Stars and Stripes scarf, and on
the badges reading “GOD BLESS AMER-
ICA” and “TRUMP” that were pinned to
her outfit, brightly spangled to match
the cross around her neck. Cash was
primed and ready to go. “The teach-
ers’unions and the school boards have
a stranglehold on our education sys-
tem, and they mostly lean toward the
liberal side,” she said. In a similar vein,
“Our news media is just like the pro-
paganda of China, but it’s for the Dem-
ocrat Party.” Cash harked
back, approvingly, to the
era of Walter Cronkite. “It
was more true. He told us
the facts, and everyone was
able to make up their own
mind, whereas now you're
being fed a narrative. Po-
tentially by both sides, but
it leans heavily, heavily left.
And they protect Biden,
and they protect the Dem-
ocrats, and they go hard core after any-
one who is a conservative,” she said.
And what did she make of Biden him-
self? “His whole premise is to take
from some to give to others. That’s
total socialism, right?”

Two chords were struck in this con-
versation. First, there was not a hint of
hostility in Cash’s demeanor, and the
mood of the following days confirmed
that media-pummelling, of the more
brutish variety, has slipped out of vogue;
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if you want to get spat at, try the back
of a Trump rally in 2016. Second, I
would say that Cash, in her friendly
fluency, rattled through more areas of
Republican doctrine in five sunlit min-
utes than were addressed during any
of the backside-numbing sessions in
the Fiserv Forum, most of which lasted
longer than four hours. There was no
debate on education, for instance, the
subject on which Cash had been most
keen to expatiate; indeed, there were
no debates at all. Instead, we got bul-
let points—dumdums, fired off with a
loud report, and hitting the same few
bull’s-eyes over and over again. Gro-
ceries and gas are too expensive; bor-
ders are porous; fentanyl and illegal
immigrants, both of them lethal, are
flowing into America; the nation has
been enfeebled by Joe Biden; and Don-
ald J. Trump is the savior of mankind.
Oh, and one more thing: that middle
initial is mandatory. Jesus H. Christ,
guys, get it right!

f you asked me what happened at

the Republican National Conven-
tion, I would have to reply, “Nothing.”
It was not a show about nothing, like
“Seinfeld,” and there was no want of
cacophony, but almost no shocks were
delivered in either word or deed. The
least surprising surprise was the arrival
of Trump in the Fiserv Forum on Mon-
day night—not to speak
but to behold a portion of
the evening’s proceedings
and, more important, to
be beheld. Even his fierc-
est detractors will concede
that he is a maestro of the
image, and of the means
by which that image can
most efficiently be burned
into the public retina. Once
he had evaded the Grim
Reaper on Saturday, in Pennsylvania,
it was inevitable that he would turn up
in Wisconsin, two days later. Simply
by making his presence known, and by
keeping his silence, he said it all: “I will
not be scythed.”

Trump took his seat in a peculiar
tiered bank of low armchairs that faced
the stage. That would be his appointed
perch for Tuesday and Wednesday, too.
A rectangle of white bandage covered
his right ear. Sure enough, some of his

admirers would soon be sporting sim-
ilar patches. (I saw one enterprising
guy with a miniature Stars and Stripes
on his ear.) Who else could so swiftly
engender a new tradition? Admit it:
Trump is the embodiment of the
American Meme. Occasionally, he
stood to applaud, but most of the time
he was pleased to wear an expression
of froggy beatitude—a soft wide grin,
ascending far above smugness to
achieve a kind of gratified peace. Thus
would a medieval liege lord have ac-
cepted obeisance from his vassals; all
that was missing was the flicker of
torchlight and the haunch of venison
turning on its spit. At the risk of hy-
perbole, I would venture to say that
Trump looked even more contented
than the Bronze Fonz. Happy days.
The folks in the hall, of course, would
argue that he was entitled to such joy.
He had come to Milwaukee to be con-
firmed as the Presidential candidate of
the G.O.P,, and, lo, his work was done.
The administrative business had largely
been concluded midway through Mon-
day, as the states were invited, one by
one, to pledge their votes to the nom-
inee of their choosing. This process
had a certain awkward charm, as each
announcer in turn seized the opportu-
nity to advertise her or his particular
chunk of America. Mississippi laid
claim to “Elvis, Faulkner, and the best
catfish in the entire world.” Oklahoma,
apparently, is the first state “to have a
President Donald J. Trump Highway.”
(Extra marks for sucking up.) Louisi-
ana, we learned, has “the lowest utility
rates in the country.” It was stirring to
be told that Alaska can boast “the larg-
est moose” but disappointing to find
that, for reasons of security, the Fiserv
Forum would remain completely
mooseless. How Bostonian Democrats
will feel about hearing their home state
described, on the floor of the Conven-
tion, as “the great commonwealth of
Magachusetts” remains to be seen.
And then, suddenly, it was finished.
As Florida’s votes were declared, the
screen behind the podium burst into
capitalized life. “OVER THE TOP,” it
read. We could have been watching a
game show. Jackpot! The math meant
that Trump was now unbeatable—not
that he had even the ghost of a rival
for his throne. All the challengers had



been vanquished long ago, in the pri-
maries, and from that moment on this
triumphant result was a cert. It made
one hunger for Madison Square Garden
in 1924, and the hundred and three bal-
lots that were required before John W.
Davis was finally picked as the Dem-
ocratic Presidential nominee. The Gar-
den had frequently housed a circus,
and, according to the historian Rob-
ert K. Murray, “Seven tons of chemi-
cals had not completely eradicated the
smell of lions as the delegates slowly
began to gather.” Little wonder that
what ensued was, as Murray says, “a
snarling and homicidal roughhouse.”
And what were we treated to in Mil-
waukee, a century later? A concerto for
rubber stamp and orchestra.

The question of the Vice-Presidency,
it is true, was still in the air as the week
began. Thrillingly,a woman on the Jet-
Blue flight from New York to Milwau-
kee told me that someone had told Aer,
at the Trump International Golf Club
in West Palm Beach—in other words,
practically from the horse’s mouth—
that the V.P. slot was already locked in
for Tulsi Gabbard. Which only proves
that you shouldn’t believe what the
horse whispers, especially when his
hooves are stuck in a bunker. By the
end of Monday, the mystery was solved,
and the name of J. D. Vance, the au-
thor of “Hillbilly Elegy,”rippled around
the auditorium long before his official
acceptance of the role, on Wednesday.

At the Republican Convention of
1988, in New Orleans, the selection of
the hapless Dan Quayle as George H. W.
Bush’s running mate provoked wide-
spread bemusement. On CBS, Dan
Rather called it “the thunderbolt that
hit the Superdome.” This year, by con-
trast, at the Fiserv Forum, there was
no bolt, although a curious conundrum
arose: Do we really believe that writ-
ers, of all people, are wise enough to
be handed the reins of power? Not
many of us, I suspect, given the roster
of nonfiction best-sellers in the Times
on January 22, 2017, and asked to pre-
dict which of the authors would one
day become second-in-command to
the President of the United States,
would have opted for Vance. Among
the other candidates were Trevor Noah,

Bill O’Reilly, Thomas L. Friedman,
Michael Lewis, Ron Chernow, and

‘Tve made huge gains in not caring.”

Megyn Kelly,who between them cover
quite a range. Carrie Fisher had two
books, “Wishful Drinking” and “The
Princess Diarist,” on the list, although
her dominance, alas, was posthumous.
If she had taken the reins in her prime,
she would have been galactically great.

To judge by the speech that Vance
delivered on the penultimate evening
of the R.N.C,, traces of the profes-
sional writer linger within him—veins
of verbal color that still gleam in the
hard and stubborn stone of political
rhetoric. It was not a good speech,
marked as it was with stuttering gulps,
but it quickened into life, here and there,
when Vance allowed himself to men-
tion a lone incident or an individual
character. He recalled sorting through
his grandmother’s effects, after she died,
and discovering nineteen loaded hand-
guns around the house, and that par-
ticularity came as a relief. It was the
first and last time that I laughed in
pleasure, rather than alarm, at anything
said at the podium. At a breakfast the
next morning, Vance paid tribute to
Jules, the hit man played by Samuel L.

Jackson in “Pulp Fiction,” calling him

“one of my favorite theologians.” Again,
not a bad gag, except that Vance, with-
out ado, then pivoted and stiffened into
piety, explaining how the touch of God
had granted him the benison of a de-
cent sleep before his speech. Not to
impugn his faith, but I can’t help won-
dering what it feels like for an accom-
plished storyteller to shepherd his words
and pen them in, under the edict of a
higher demand.

The standard of oratory, at the Fiserv
Forum, could politely be described as
mixed. A popular trick was to add a
splash of aggression to one’s vocabu-
lary, whatever the topic at hand. What,
for example, was Representative Mike
Wialtz talking about, on Monday, when
he exclaimed, “We’re going to send a
cruise missile right into the heart of
it”? Tehran? Harvard? George Cloo-
ney’s villa on Lake Como? The answer
was “inflation.” Waltz, who hails from
Jacksonville, Florida, was formerly a
Green Beret, and he had other prom-
ises tucked into his kit bag. “We will
flood the world with clean, cheap Amer-
ican oil and gas,” he said, adding the
familiar nostrum “Drill, baby, drill!” His

THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 5, 2024 3l



audience eagerly took up the chant—a
rousing one, and I trust that we shall
hear it sung afresh in October, with
a ring of even greater confidence, at
SmileCon, the annual gathering of the
American Dental Association.

One advantage of attending a Con-
vention, rather than watching it at
home, is that you get to gauge the im-
pact—or the lack of it—that the speak-
ers make on what is, by any reckoning,
a loyal crowd. And one disadvantage
is that you can’t snatch the remote and
press the mute button. I felt genuinely
sorry for some of those who addressed
us; their sincerity may have been be-
yond reproach, but their voices were
not, let us say, designed for raising. 1
can’t have been the only one who
flinched at the macaw-like sound of
Julie Harris, the president of the Na-
tional Federation of Republican
Women. “Joe Biden has never built
anything of his own. He uses the gov-
ernment to destroy things,” she cried.
Harris told us that she has five chil-
dren and eleven grandchildren, which
must cost her a fortune in earmuffs.
Conversely, such was Kari Lake’s con-
trol of her audience that, for a while,
she made no utterance at all; she just
stood on the stage, with a hand to her
heart, emitting little gasps of incredu-
lity at the love in which she was being
drenched. It was ardently returned, with
one proviso. “Actually, I don’t mean
that—I don’t love everyone in this
room,” Lake said. “You guys up there
in the fake news, you have worn. Out.
Your. Welcome.”

Among the lustiest cheers all week
was the one that rose when Tim Scott
told the assembled throng that Amer-
ica is “not a racist country.” If there’s
one thing more spiritually scrumptious
than being absolved of your sins, it is
being reassured that you didn't have
any in the first place. And, to be fair,
inside the Fiserv Forum, the consum-
mate rhetoricians were men of color—
Byron Donalds, Wesley Hunt, Vivek
Ramaswamy, and, the most fervent of
all, Lorenzo Sewell, a pastor from De-
troit. (Tom Cotton, who had only to
open his mouth to convince everyone
that now was the ideal time for a bath-
room break, must have listened to them
and wept.) Here, in each case, was the
permanent paradox of eloquence: even

32 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 5, 2024

as you disagree, perhaps profoundly,
with what is being proposed, you find
yourself being swept along in the rush.
Does the force of that momentum ob-
scure the gist of the ideology, or soothe
it, or excuse it? Or would an anxious
Democrat, hearing the hubbub in Mil-
waukee, argue that the threat is never
more perilous than when the phrasing
is alive with bite and fire?

The shape of that anxiety, and the
tactics with which the Democrats will
seek to repel the charges laid against
them at the R.N.C., has changed sub-
stantially since the end of the Conven-
tion. President Biden dropped out of
the race on July 21st, rupturing a tran-
quil Sunday afternoon, and endorsed
Kamala Harris as his replacement. Will
the transition be as frictionless as Biden
intends, with the Democratic National
Convention just around the bend? It
runs from August 19th through 22nd,
in Chicago. The Trump team, ever mis-
chievous, will be hoping for a repeat
of the Conventions of 1968, when the
marshalling of order and impetus, in
the Republican camp, was followed by
disarray and violence at and around the
D.N.C. One outcome of that summer
was Norman Mailer’s “Miami and the
Siege of Chicago,” which strikes me as
the most engulfing of his books, not
least because it refuses to lie down and
stay still, as history should. “We see
Americans hating each other, fighting
each other,”a lamenting Richard Nixon
said to the G.O.P, in Florida. Mailer,
avid to anatomize “these new modern
horror-head times,” and seldom shy-
ing away from prophecy, foresaw one
way ahead for the Republicans: “They
were looking for a leader who could
bring America back to them, their lost
America, Jesusland.” Now, in 2024, they
think they have him.

O nce the Convention virus has en-
tered your bloodstream, behav-
ioral decisions that would seem bizarre,
at any other time and in any other spot,
acquire the sheen of normality. It was
high noon on a warm Wednesday in
Milwaukee, with the revels at the Fiserv
Forum not set to commence for an-
other six hours; hell, why 7of go to a
Hogs & Dogs party at the Harley-
Davidson Museum? In a large tent
pitched near the museum, G.O.P.mem-

bers from the Northeast loaded their
plates with pulled pork and baked
beans, listening to Scott Brown and
the Diplomats storm through cover
versions of the Monkees. (Brown was
indeed a former diplomat—a senator
from Massachusetts who became the
Ambassador to New Zealand and
Samoa, under Trump, in 2017.) Some
folks sang along: “We’re the young gen-
eration, and we've got something to
say.” The second half of the line was
accurate; the first, less so.

At the museum, we were encour-
aged to revisit our wild youth, or to pre-
tend that we'd had one, by mounting a
scarlet Harley—a Hydra-Glide Revival,
with fringed saddlebags. The motor-
bike company was founded in Milwau-
kee,in 1903, and why the R.N.C. chose
not to exploit this sturdy local connec-
tion with more vigor is frankly baffling.
If Sarah Huckabee Sanders had roared
onstage astride the Harley-Davidson
Silver Bullet, a legendary double-engine
dragster fed by nitromethane, “a vola-
tile fuel that packs 120% more power
than gasoline,” and enhanced by “a
smooth rear slick,” her speech on Tues-
day evening would, no question, have
landed with twice the bang.

Other Wisconsin brands had bet-
ter luck. Milwaukee is Beer City, and,
as long as you're in residence, don't you
forget it. As you pass one glorious logo
after another—Schlitz, Pabst, Miller,
Leinenkugel's—you begin to wonder
whether the stuff was actually brewed
in the neighborhood or whether it just
fountained out of the ground, at the
touch of a divining rod. Delegates leav-
ing the Fiserv Forum at the end of a
marathon session, aglow in their souls
but parched in their throats, had to
travel less than fifty yards before reach-
ing the oasis of a booth, where thirsts
could be slaked with a cooling draft of
Lakefront Hazy Rabbit.

A short step away, on the far side
of the security cordon, lies Mader’s.
This is a palace of porky gastronomy,
founded in 1902, and one of the few
sites in America where lederhosen can
still be glimpsed in their natural hab-
itat. As if in remembrance of the great
movement that first brought German
immigrants to the Midwest, in the
nineteenth century, an inscription
painted over an arch outside Mader’s



reads simply “Willkommen.” Inside,
the welcome is made flesh, in the stout
shape of Bavarian weisswurst with fried
pickles and Beer Cheese Spread. Din-
ers are notified that the most popular
dish is the German Sampler, although,
to be honest, I doubt that it found
many takers among the G.O.P. Ac-
cording to the menu, the cast list for
this noble creation features “Wiener
schnitzel, Kassler Rippchen, Rhein-
ischer sauerbraten, potato dumpling,
sauerkraut and red cabbage. Inspired
by John F. Kennedy.”

If Mader’s is full, and you’re not,
have no fear. Teutonic cravings can be
satisfied with equal generosity at the
Milwaukee Brat House, farther down
the street. From what I could see, this
soon became a restaurant of choice for
the many branches of law enforcement
that had been summoned from across
the United States to police the R.N.C.
If they felt at home, the reason was not
hard to deduce: Wisconsin is an open-
carry state, which means that, among
other things, responsible citizens have
a right to bear a loaded bratwurst in a
public area. On Sunday afternoon, no
sooner had the Miami-Dade cops sit-
ting at the table next to me paid and
left than officers from Knoxville, Ten-
nessee, took their place, thus height-
ening the possibility that I would be
arrested for ordering a salad.

The niceties of gun ownership, need-
less to say, were parsed with particular
care at the R.N.C.If you weren't abreast
of the current legislation regarding
bump stocks and pistol braces, there
were plenty of cognoscenti who could
set you right. Some of them were mill-
ing around on Tuesday morning, in the
Pfister Hotel—otherwise known as the
holy of holies, for this was where Trump
was staying, if the awestruck rumors
were correct. It was also the arena for
a trenchant discussion that had been
arranged by the United States Con-
cealed Carry Association, and I arrived
just in time, thank heaven, to hear Chris
LaClivita, a senior adviser to the Trump
campaign, remind the audience that
“the last thing on earth you want to do
is pull it out.” Wise advice, which, if
heeded by Trump on several occasions,
would surely have saved everyone a
heap of trouble.

The event had a catchy title: “De-

fend and Protect: The Critical Role of
Safety, Self-Defense & Standing Up
tor Our Constitutional Rights in the
2024 Election.” Snappier by far was
the standout guest, Wesley Hunt, who
flew Apache helicopters in the mili-
tary and now represents the Thirty-
eighth Congressional District of Texas.
At a Convention that seemed to me,
on the whole, regrettably non-dapper
(Reaganite elegance is no longer a la
mode), Hunt was an immaculate ex-
ception, and his sharp silver tongue
was in keeping with the cut of his suit.
He talked fondly of his five-year-old
daughter, and of his plans for her well-
defended future: “Next year, we get her
started on a .22 with my Navy SEAL
sniper buddy.” Pause. “My wife didn’t
hear that.” A good line, nicely aimed,
all the more so because his wife, Emily,
was sitting a few feet away.

As the week went on, the attempted
slaying of Trump, in Pennsylvania, was
pondered more openly, and, as you
might expect, those at the U.S.C.C.A.
gathering had much to say. One of
Hunt’s fellow-guests, Representative
Kat Cammack, spoke in a tone at once
thankful and wistful about the avoid-
ance of calamity. “Absolutely the hand
of God was on President Trump,” she
said. “A slight breeze, a tilt of the
head ...”Becky E. Hites, the president
of a company called Steel-Insights,
pointed out to me that Trump had been
spared because “he was looking at an
economics chart. Made my little econ-
omist’s heart beat faster.” Hites, who
ran as a G.O.P. congressional candi-

date in Georgia in 2020, was accom-
panied by her former campaign man-
ager, a towering figure who told me
that he was impressed by the calm of
the Convention in the wake of the
shooting. “Business as usual,” he said.
“Like when someone gets hurt at Day-
tona in a crash. Drivers get back in
their cars and carry on.”

Everyone to whom I talked at the
Convention agreed on one twist of the
narrative. In the instant when Trump,
cheating death in Pennsylvania, stood
up with blood on his face, raised a fist,
and shouted, “Fight, fight, fight!,” the
election in November was won. The
rally at the Butler Farm Show grounds
became, to all intents and purposes, a
victory rally. That was certainly the
opinion in the Hogs & Dogs tent, be-
side the Harley-Davidson Museum.
What with the brouhaha of the band,
it was hard to hear oneself think, let
alone engage in psephological confab-
ulation, but, by leaning over my po-
tato salad, I could just about harken
to Val Biancaniello, a G.O.P. state
committeewoman from Pennsylvania.
After watching the shooting on TV,
she had sensed a political shift. “Peo-
ple who weren't previously Trump sup-
porters were calling me and texting
me and saying, ‘We’re in,”” Bianca-
niello told me. And the atmosphere
that has prevailed since then, both in
the Party and at the R.N.C.? “Resolve,
resolve,” she said.

It is a mark of Trump—as cheering
to his allies as it is terrifying to his foes—
that, were he to become President once




again, his conquest will have been as-
sured through iconography. The frailty
of Biden, previously denied with in-
dignation or mooted in fretful mur-
murs, did not become an acknowledged
fact until the televised debate with
Trump on June 27th, and that distress-
ing revelation hastened his political
twilight. Similarly, had Trump been
shot away from the cameras’ gaze,
watched over by nobody except the Se-
cret Service as he clambered to his feet,
he and his supporters would not be
sniffing victory with glee. His instinct
is not merely to beget the decisive mo-
ment but also to compose himself at
the center of it, and, to that extent, he
is scarcely a politician at all. At bot-
tom, it is not votes that interest him.
He wants ratings. America has already
had a President whose celebrity was
nourished at the movies; what could
be more logical than to elect a man
who bloomed in the hothouse of TV?
A postmodernist would contend that
live television, to our red-rimmed eyes,
is somehow more alive than life, and
that the Convention in Milwaukee ex-
isted only for, and on, our screens.
Maybe so. Yet I was there, and, believe
me, those golden balloons were real.

To assume that the Fiserv Forum
rang to the sweet strain of noth-
ing but politics while the G.O.P. was
in town would be a grave mistake. Cul-
ture, like grace, was abounding. The
house band at the R.N.C.was Sixwire,
from Nashville, who gamely filled the
air,and the airtime, whenever we paused
to catch our breath between the
speeches. Before the opening session,
on Monday, July 15th, we were hon-
ored with Sixwire’s rendition of “Sep-
tember,” by Earth, Wind & Fire, to
which the crowd responded with gusto.
There is dad dancing, and then there
is Republican lunchtime dancing, which
entails staying in your designated seat
and waving your Trump placard over
your head in approximate time to the
beat. Play that funky music, white boys!
Whether Stevie Wonder would brim
with satisfaction to learn that massed
ranks of Trump-lovers hopped and
bopped to “Signed, Sealed, Delivered”
is not for me to say. If the members of
Sixwire had found the courage to play
“Living for the City,” Wonder’s great
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hymn of rage against racial injustice,
from 1973, they would have been es-
corted from the building.

As for literature, who could cope
with the profusion of riches on July
18th? My suspicion is that only those
who ate lavishly at the prayer break-
fast in the Pfister Hotel, hosted by the
Faith and Freedom Coalition, would
have been strong enough to race be-
tween competing book signings in the
afternoon. Donald Trump, Jr.,and Peter
Navarro were both set to wield their
pens at two oclock, with Kari Lake due
an hour later. Navarro, a former White
House adviser to Trump, had just served
four months in prison for contempt of
Congress—a sacrifice that, to the noses
at the R.N.C,, lent him a whiff of the
heroic. (Subpoenas required Navarro
to submit documents relating to the
January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol.
He refused, and paid the price.) Re-
leased from the Miami Federal Deten-
tion Center on the morning of July
17th, he hightailed it to Milwaukee in
time to speak, or at least to ululate, at
a gonzo night in the Fiserv Forum—*1
went to prison so you don't have to,”
he hollered—and then to sign his book
the following day. As a display of au-
thorial suspense, it was quite the feat.
If Anne Tyler, say, wants to sell more
copies of her next novel, she really needs
to work on her crimes.

Films that were screened at the
R.N.C.included “Trump’s Rescue Mis-
sion: Saving America,” starring the
actor Donald Trump, who previously
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appeared in “Home Alone 2: Lost in
New York” and various courtroom dra-
mas. Also showing was “Theocracy of
Terror: A Documentary—Murder, Op-
pression & the Rise of Iran’s Radical
Regime,” which should make a zippy
double bill with “Despicable Me 4.”
The main attraction was something ti-
tled “Reagan,” with Dennis Quaid in
the leading role. Lord knows what #hat’s

about. Set for general release on Au-
gust 29th, it was widely advertised in
Milwaukee, even underfoot on side-
walks, allowing the shoes of the faith-
tul to touch the face of God. Sadly, the
press was forbidden to watch the movie.
On the evidence of the trailer, the quiff
of Quaid is a monument for the ages.

Reagan is one of four Republican
Presidents who were available for wor-
ship at the R.N.C. The other three
were Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, and
Trump. Nobody else made the grade,
which must have been shattering news
for fans of Calvin Coolidge. Or any
given Bush. In truth, the whole affair
was defined as much by what it ex-
cluded as by what it contained. There
were almost no references to abortion,
or the alleged stealing of the 2020 elec-
tion—issues that might repel a waver-
ing voter. In short, the 2024 Conven-
tion was a formidable exercise in party
discipline: a calculated blend of lock-
step and barn dance, such as the Dem-
ocrats, right now, can only dream of.
Who knows, it may well be that Glenn
Youngkin, the ambitious governor of
Virginia, expressly requested to tear
his shirt off at the podium, only to be
censured by senior managers at the
R.N.C. for trying to steal Hulk Ho-
gan’s thunder. Order was everything.
All participants had to know their place.
Dirilled, baby, drilled!

The minutiae of policy, likewise,
were slight. On Monday night, at the
RWB bar, opposite Mader’s, it was
“Jamboree at the R.N.C.,” and the
T-shirts of the serving staff were em-
blazoned with the slogan “NO TAX ON
TIPS.” This is a recent G.O.P. proposal,
and a crafty one. (Trump disclosed that
he got the idea from “a very smart wait-
ress” at one of his restaurants.) Un-
veiled in advance, on July 3rd, it suited
the social texture of the Convention,
with its accent on ordinary workers—
an emphasis that was most pronounced
when Sean O’Brien, the president of
the Teamsters, addressed the hall, ful-
minating against employment condi-
tions at Amazon. The cockles of whose
heart were most likely to be warmed
by such a speech? J. D. Vance? Bernie
Sanders? At the Saint Kate, one of
Milwaukee’s grander hotels, I asked
Greg Swenson, the affable chairman
of Republicans Overseas in the UK.



and a founding partner of Brigg Mac-
adam, a merchant bank, what the world
of old money would make of so pop-
ulist a pitch. “It’s an interesting play,”
Swenson said.

The man we really need, at this hour,
to survey such weird tensions is Frank
Capra. He was a vehement Republi-
can, whose later years were soured with
antipathy, yet most of the masterworks
that he directed—“American Mad-
ness,” “Meet John Doe,” “Mr. Smith
Goes to Washington,” “It’s a Wonder-
tul Life,” and so forth—are a paean to
the potency of the regular Joe, whose
will to stand up for himself can wreak
both miracles and havoc. Think of
James Stewart as Mr. Smith, and his
unstoppable filibuster on the Senate
floor. Every time I watch the movie,
his lunging good will, however princi-
pled, edges ever closer to hysteria.

Tremors of that angry hilarity could
be detected on Thursday evening, July
18th, as the R.N.C. approached its dé-
nouement. The major players, the foot
soldiers, and the clowns were present
and correct in the Fiserv Forum. Also
there, seraphic and silent, was Melania
Trump, her emotions and her cogita-
tions eluding our mortal grasp. Hulk
Hogan posed a question that was more
menacing, not less, for being couched
in comic terms: “What you gonna do
when Donald Trump and all the Trump-
amaniacs run wild on you, brother?”
He yielded the platform to the Rever-
end Franklin Graham, at whose sober
bidding innumerable heads were low-
ered in prayer. One marvelled at a mul-
titude that could be swayed so rapidly
in its passions, to and fro between the
vengeful and the devout—and then
at Trump, who took to the podium for
an hour and a half and proceeded to
sway himself.

As sermons go, it was strange be-
yond all measure. He began by recount-
ing his impressions of what had befallen
him in Pennsylvania and voiced his de-
sire for the healing of divisions in Amer-
ica. Then, as if he had sipped the milk
of human kindness and found it not to
his taste, he reverted to contumely, de-
riding Biden (“I'm not going to use the
name anymore, just once”) and lauding
Hannibal Lecter. I know people who
cannot abide Trump but who, despite
themselves, and to their dismay, con-

I mostly do this to show the trees who’s boss.”

tinue to find him amusing. They may
be comforted to learn that, in person,
he is much less funny. His rolling riffs
of invective come across as more errant
than energetic, devoid of improvisa-
tional zest. If there was one dash of in-
spiration on this climactic night, it arose,
tellingly, when Trump took a detour
into apocalypse. “It’s nice to get along
with someone who has a lot of nuclear
weapons,” he said of Kim Jong Un,add-
ing, “I think he misses me.”

At last, it was over. Trump was joined
onstage by his extended family, and
they lingered there, as though not just
unwilling but unable to depart. Not far
below them, we strolled through mead-
ows of fallen balloons, which seemed
at once merry and forlorn. It was like
leaving a children’s birthday party, held
on a spectacular scale; I was hankering
for a gift bag, stuffed with candy, on
the way out. Making our final exit from
the Fiserv Forum, we passed through
security, as if through a looking glass,
and onto the streets of Milwaukee. On
which side of the mirror, though, did
life make more coherent sense? One
bold soul held up a poster that showed
the face of Thomas Matthew Crooks,
the young man who had shot Trump.
Below it were the words “An Ameri-
can Hero.” Another sign was no less
confident: “Jesus Will Vomit You out
of His Mouth.”

Some delegates, and many journal-

ists, return to political conventions like
migrating birds. Already they will be
aflutter at the very thought of the
D.N.C,, in Chicago, where so much
will now be up for grabs. Good luck
to them. If you value your sanity, I
would say, not to mention your sleep
patterns, once is more than enough.
The memories of Milwaukee will be
hard to shake. On the one hand, the
sight of Kimberly Guilfoyle striding
to the podium made me want to crouch
under my desk and wait until the tor-
nado had blown over. On the other
hand, I now have a standing invitation
to join a “Maga Patriot Hangout in
Waikiki,” on the first Friday of every
month. (“Meet up by Honolulu Zoo.”)
Foolishly, I failed to pick up a box of
Trump cereal—“greatness in every
bowl.” But I do now possess a finely
bound hardback copy of the “Collected
Poems of Donald Trump,” in which
the former President’s tweets are laid
out in verse form, with a semi-solemn
nod to E. E. Cummings. Talk about
the art of power:

I like
thinking big.
I always have.
To me
it’s very
simple: if
you're going
to be thinking anyway,
you might as well
think big.
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ANNALS OF CRIME

BLOOD RELATIVES

Did the UK.s most infamous family massacre end in a miscarriage of justice?

hitehouse Farm stood in open
\ ; s ) fields, facing the bleak Essex
salt marshes, its columned

portico lit by the moon. It was a mid-
summer night, nearing 4 A.M., when a
patrol car sped toward the property. Three
police officers got out at the end of the
driveway, and a silver car pulled up be-
hind. The driver, Jeremy Bamber, was the
twenty-four-year-old scion of a local
farming dynasty; his parents, Nevill and
June, occupied the Whitehouse. Bamber
had phoned the police half an hour ear-
lier to report a panicked call from his fa-
ther. His sister, Sheila, had “gone ber-
serk,”he said. Her six-year-old twin sons
were asleep upstairs, and she had a gun.

Two of the officers told Bamber to
follow them. The Whitehouse lay around
a bend, concealed by tall trees, and they
crept through the darkness until its rear
wall came into view. Lights were shin-
ing in three windows: the kitchen, a bath-
room, and the bedroom where Sheila’s
twins were sleeping. But the only sound
from within was the faint whining of a
dog. They cut across a field to the front,
where light filtered through the curtains
of the master bedroom. Seeing a shadow
looming at the window, the men ducked
behind a hedge and braced for shots.
When none came, they raced back to-
ward the patrol car, the officers radioing
for reinforcements.

At the car, Bamber made a confes-
sion. The previous night, before heading
home from work on the farm, he had
taken his father’s .22 Anschutz rifle out
to shoot rabbits—and he had left the
weapon in the kitchen, its magazine still
loaded. “Oh, God,” he said. “I hope she
hasn’t done anything silly.”

Bamber urged the officers to go to his
relatives’ aid—"“They are all the family
I've got,” he said—but they refused to
enter without backup. It was almost 5
A.M.when avan finally thundered up the
lane, carrying a squad of armed officers.
Bamber accompanied them to a staging
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area, a cattle barn facing the back of the
house. For two and a half hours, as the
sun rose over the fields, officers remained
in place, calling through a bullhorn for
Sheila to surrender. The only answer was
the dog’s continual yapping.

At about seven-thirty, a raid team was
finally authorized to enter. Inching to-
ward the house, a forward officer reported
seeing a woman on the kitchen floor, but
it took time to get a better view. The back
door was locked, requiring several blows
with a sledgehammer to open. When the
officers spilled inside, they encountered
a gruesome scene. Nevill Bamber lay
slumped over an upturned chair by the
kitchen hearth, blue pajama pants around
his knees, his face resting inside a coal
scuttle. Brain tissue spilled from gunshot
wounds to his head, and blood had pooled
on the floor. He had been shot in the
shoulder and the arm, and he appeared
to have been battered in a struggle; shat-
tered crockery and shards of a light fix-
ture were scattered on the floor.

The woman whom the officer thought
he had spotted was nowhere to be seen.
The raid team proceeded quietly, com-
municating in hand signals and whis-
pers. After hearing movement from
above, they used an extending mirror to
survey the upstairs landing. As they tilted
the glass toward the master bedroom,
they saw a woman collapsed in the door-
way, her nightgown soaked in blood.

It was Bamber’s mother, June. A bullet
had been fired between her eyes, and six
more through her head, neck, chest, and
limbs. The officers found the dog, a Shih
Tzu named Crispy, cowering under the
bed. Then, across the room, they saw
Sheila. She was on her back, in a turquoise
nightgown and jewelry. Her father’s rifle
lay atop her body, her fingers by the trig-
ger, its barrel pointing at a fatal gunshot
wound through her chin. Beside her, a
bloodstained Bible lay open to Psalms 51-
55. The line “Save me from blood guilti-
ness”was underscored with a streak of red.

In the twins’room, officers found the
boys in bed. Daniel was curled on his
side with his thumb in his mouth; Nich-
olas lay on his back, the covers pulled up
to his chin. Five bullets had been fired
through the back of Daniel’s head. Nich-
olas had been shot three times in the
face. The officers paused, stricken. Then
they radioed in the news.

Outside, an officer approached the
patrol car where Bamber had been told
to wait and tapped on the window. “I'm
really sorry, Jeremy,”he said. “We've found
everybody dead.” Bamber closed his eyes
and began to cry. Another officer climbed
in beside him.

“You said everything would be all
right,” Bamber said.

“I know,” the officer said. “We like to
think things will work out.”

Seemingly unable to process the news,
Bamber begged to speak to his father.
When he was reminded that Nevill was
dead, he broke down again. “Sheila ought
to be in a nuthouse for what she’s done,”
he muttered. Shortly afterward, he was
seen retching in a field.

Detective Chief Inspector Taff Jones,
a bluff, ruddy-faced Welshman, was or-
dered to lead the police inquiry. He ex-
amined the windows and doors, deter-
mining that the house had been locked
from the inside. The police surgeon and
the coroner’s officer examined the bod-
ies and confirmed that Sheila appeared
to have slaughtered her family before
turning the gun on herself. As more de-
tectives arrived, Jones told them that they
were dealing with a clear-cut murder-sui-
cide—a horrific crime, but one with a
simple solution.

N ews of the shooting, which took
place on August 7, 1985, tore
through the sleepy rural community of
Tolleshunt ID’Arcy, where the Bambers
were regarded as local gentry. The next
day, the massacre filled the front pages
of the national newspapers. Sheila had
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The Whitehouse Farm murders were an unusual case, because from the outset there were only two plausible killers.
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been a successful model—known to the
press as Bambi—and the papers printed
her portrait under such headlines as
“FARMHOUSE OF DEATH.” In Britain,
where gun ownership is tightly con-
trolled, mass shootings are rare, and the
public’s shock was heightened by the
Bambers’ social status. Nevill, a former
fighter pilot with silver hair and peri-
winkle eyes, was a staunch Conservative
and a longtime magistrate; June was a
devout Christian who ar-
ranged church flowers and
regularly stepped out in her
tweed skirt to bring food to
the poor. The Bambers'mur-
der instantly became one of
the most infamous crimes
in the country’s history.

The story gained new
salience when reporters dis-
covered that Jeremy and
Sheila had been adopted:
his biological father was a senior Buck-
ingham Palace official who had con-
ceived him during an affair, while her
mother was the teen-age daughter of a
chaplain who participated in the Queen’s
coronation. The Whitehouse itself—a
Georgian manor set in the landscape
that featured in Susan Hill’s famous
ghost story “T’he Woman in Black™—
acquired a kind of ghoulish celebrity.
The occupant before the Bambers turned
out to have drowned himself in a water
tank. His father had also died by sui-
cide, drinking poison in his room.

The Bambers had kept their personal
affairs private, but as police began mak-
ing inquiries a troubling picture emerged.
June had been racked by mental illness
since soon after their wedding, appar-
ently brought on by grief at their inabil-
ity to conceive. She had been hospital-
ized with depression, psychosis, and
paranoia, undergoing multiple courses
of electroshock therapy. Her psychia-
trist told police that her illness had
caused a “distortion of her already strong
religious beliefs,” so that she saw “ev-
erything in terms of good and evil™—a
pathology that, he said, had done terri-
ble harm to her daughter.

Sheila had complained that, from her
earliest years, her mother had treated her
coldly. In her teens, June called her “the
Devil’s child” and ascribed her youthful
behavior—flirting with boys, sunbathing
naked—to satanic impulses. By seven-
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teen, Sheila had left for London, launch-
ing her modelling career and falling in
love with an artist named Colin Caffell.
The couple moved in together, but the
relationship was turbulent. “Violence was
just below the surface,” Caftell later wrote.
“There were even times we could have
killed each other.” When Sheila became
pregnant, June insisted that they get mar-
ried—but, soon after the ceremony, the
baby was stillborn. Another pregnancy
ended in a miscarriage, and
Sheila, who saw the losses
as divine punishment, came
to believe that she exuded
an “evil aura.” After she fi-
nally gave birth to Nicholas
and Daniel, Caffell left her
for another woman.

Alone with the twins in
her London flat, Sheila un-
ravelled. Besieged by hallu-
cinations and paranoia, she
contacted social services and said that
she feared she might harm the babies.
When the twins were four, her family
arranged for her to be treated at St. An-
drew’s Hospital, the exclusive facility
where her mother had undergone elec-
troshock. June’s psychiatrist, Dr. Hugh
Ferguson, saw clear symptoms of para-
noid schizophrenia. “Sheila had bizarre
delusions,” he later told police. “She
thought her sons would seduce her and
saw evil in both of them’—particularly
Nicholas, who she feared was “a woman
hater” and “a potential murderer.” Her
gravest concern was that she might be
capable of killing the boys. Yet Ferguson
considered this unlikely. He prescribed
an antipsychotic and discharged her.

On her own, Sheila began skipping
her drugs and self-medicating with can-
nabis and cocaine. She said she was hear-
ing voices and being chased by the Devil.
Five months before the killings, she was
home with the twins in London when
she flew into a frenzy, beating the walls
with her fists and accusing people who
approached of trying to kill her. “I was
extremely scared for everyone’s safety,” a
friend who was present told the police,
noting that Sheila “was behaving like a
person possessed.” She claimed to hear
the voice of God.

Nevill arranged for his daughter to
be readmitted to St. Andrew’s, where
Ferguson noted that she had “relapsed
into an acute psychotic state” and that

she believed those around her were con-
spiring in “an attempt by the Devil to
take away her godliness.” He discharged
her a few weeks later with a prescription
for a new antipsychotic—to be admin-
istered intravenously each month, so that
she couldn’t skip a dose.

By then, Sheila’s modelling career
had crumbled, and she had picked up
cleaning jobs, where supervisors com-
plained that she turned up dishevelled
and dirty and stared blankly into space.
Her condition seemed to worsen during
visits to the Whitehouse. On one occa-
sion, left alone with her thirteen-year-
old cousin, Sheila offered the girl drugs,
talked about suicide, and described her-
self as a “white witch.” She told her fa-
ther’s secretary that “all people are bad”
and that some “deserve to be killed.” Yet,
a month before the murders, when she
received the last injection of her anti-
psychotic, Sheila persuaded the doctor
to give her a half dose.

The day after the shootings, detec-
tives assembled in the dining room of
the Whitehouse to discuss their find-
ings. The officers concluded that all the
evidence suggested Sheila had suffered
a breakdown and had murdered the
family before shooting herself. The pa-
thologist who had conducted the autop-
sies confirmed that he had not found
“anything to contradict the suicide the-
ory.” He said that, though Sheila had
sustained two gunshot wounds, one to
her neck and the other under her chin,
the first of these would not have been
immediately fatal, and the second was
consistent with suicide.

With the matter settled, officers were
instructed to clean up the scene. They
hurled bloody mattresses, bedding, and
carpets from the upstairs windows, tell-
ing farmworkers to burn them. The bod-
ies were released for cremation. To all
intents and purposes, the case was closed.

he morning after the killings, Jer-

emy Bamber was at his cottage,
talking to police, when his cousin Ann
Eaton appeared at the door, having
learned of the tragedy from a neighbor.
Ann, an angular, inquisitive woman of
thirty-five, came in and perched on the
sofa, holding Bamber’s hand as he con-
tinued his statement. Listening to him
describe how he had left the murder
weapon in the kitchen, she began to



watch more intently. As she recalled later,
“I became puzzled, more puzzled, then
suspicious of Jeremy and then bloody
suspicious of Jeremy.” She rifled in her
pocket for a scrap of paper and furtively
began taking notes.

Ann’s family had long been wary of
Bamber. He was a delicate-featured young
man who described himself as “a bt vel-
vet”and flouted the conventions of coun-
try life, keeping bohemian company and
sometimes wearing makeup. Ann’s fa-
ther, Robert Boutflour—an upright man
with a helmet of white hair, who was
married to June’s sister—was particularly
disdainful. “He scorned the Young Farm-
ers Club, to which most farmers’sons be-
longed,”Robert wrote in his diary.“Those
remarks that he did make to any of his
relatives, were designed to give displea-
sure.” He considered his nephew a degen-
erate with a “constant craving for money.”

Bamber had been a lacklustre student
at Gresham's—one of the country’s most
prestigious boarding schools—and had
infuriated teachers by brewing beer and
sneaking out to watch punk bands. Rob-
ert liked to note that Bamber’s class-
mates had called him “the Bastard”; he
wrote in his diary that, after the other
students learned of his adoption, “he
never made another friend.” Back home
after leaving school, Bamber had grown
cannabis behind the cattle shed and scan-
dalized the family by carrying on an af-
fair with a married mother of three.
Though he helped his father on the farm,
he could be unreliable, taking off to go
travelling, and flirting with careers as a
scuba diver and a cocktail waiter. Nevill
had hoped that his son would eventu-
ally take over Whitehouse Farm, but
Robert disapproved. “Why don't you
throw the bugger out?” he urged.

Though the Bambers and the Bout-
flours weren’t on especially intimate
terms, their farming and business affairs
were intertwined. Among their most
valuable shared assets was the nearby
Osea Road vacation park, on the River
Blackwater. That spring, there had been
a break-in at the park’s office, in which
almost a thousand pounds was stolen,
and the relatives considered Bamber the
prime suspect. Now they began to won-
der whether he had murdered his fam-
ily to seize control of his parents’ estate.
Their alarm intensified when Bamber
returned from a visit to an accountant

and announced that, owing to inheri-
tance taxes, he would have to begin sell-
ing off assets. “I felt on duty, wide awake,
and trying to catch everything Jeremy
said,” Ann wrote about that day.

Listening to Bamber talk to the po-
lice, Ann was outraged by his stark ac-
count of his mother’s mental illness; she
felt that he was “screwing Aunt June
into the ground.” Then Bamber’s girl-
friend arrived at the cottage and told of-
ficers that, on the night of the murders,
he had called to say, “There’s something
wrong at home,” before he headed to
the Whitehouse. Ann was shocked. Why
had he delayed hurrying to his family’s
aid to make such a call?

At Ann’s farmhouse, the family con-
ferred about the crime. Robert thought
it obvious that “Jeremy had shot the fam-
ily and tried to put the blame on Sheila.”
He considered his niece “a featherbrained
girl” who would have been incapable of
firing a rifle accurately. Ann agreed. She
noted that Sheila was so uncoérdinated
that she sometimes missed the cup when
pouring tea,and wondered how she could
have overpowered her father—a tall, fit
man of sixty-one who she felt sure would

have “gone after Sheila like a lion-tamer.”
They all thought it bizarre that the ri-
fle’s silencer, which was usually attached,
was not on the gun when it was retrieved
from Sheila’s body. Reasoning that the
silencer would have made the rifle too
long for Sheila to reach the trigger and
shoot herself, they concluded that Bam-
ber must have unscrewed it and concealed
it after committing the murder. “It was
a frightening moment,” Ann wrote. “We
all became extremely worried that Jer-
emy might realise we suspected him and
come after us.”

In the morning, Bamber’s cousins
went to the local police station and asked
to see Taff Jones, the head of the inves-
tigation. In his office, they insisted that
Sheila “couldn’t possibly have methodi-
cally killed everybody” and explained
their suspicions. Jones was impatient; in
his view, the case was closed. He rose to
his feet and thundered, “I can't put up
with all this nonsense!” before marching
the family out. “He was like a RAVING
RED BULL,” Ann noted later.

They made their way back to Bamber’s
cottage, where they found him crying.
Ann held him as he sobbed, taking the

My kid could paint that.”



opportunity to examine his bare arms for
marks of a struggle, though she saw none.
Eventually, a doctor arrived and wrote a
prescription for Valium. Still, Bamber
said he couldn’t bear to go back to the
Whitehouse; he was haunted by his fam-
ily’s faces. Ann volunteered to be the of-
ficial key-holder to the crime scene.

The following morning, she stood in
the Whitehouse kitchen and said, “Give
us a clue, Uncle Nevill.” Then she no-
ticed a pair of bloodstained underpants
soaking in a bucket—Sheila had been
menstruating. She took them to the sink,
and as she stood there she studied the
window, wondering if Bamber could have
escaped through it and locked it from
the outside.

Later that day, Ann's father and brother
joined her to search the property for ev-
idence and valuables, agreeing to take
them away “for safekeeping.” Ann gath-
ered jewelry, while her father checked
Nevill’s clothes for cash, and her brother,
David Boutflour, hunted for firearms, re-
trieving five guns. Only toward the end
of their search did they find the missing
silencer. Peering into a cupboard under

the stairs, David spotted it protruding
from a cardboard box containing a few
hundred rounds of ammunition. They
put it in Ann’s car, along with the guns
and the jewelry, and took it back to her
house for closer inspection. Later, Rob-
ert told the police that their officers had
overlooked a crucial clue. The silencer
appeared to be daubed with blood.

n the day of the Bambers’ funeral,

mourners lined the narrow streets
of Tolleshunt ID’Arcy, and camera crews
surrounded the village’s small stone
church. Delivering the eulogies, the vicar
praised Nevill and June as “valued lead-
ers” of the parish, and asked “God’s mercy

for Sheila, sadly and tragically deranged.”

As the congregants emerged into a
burst of flashbulbs, Bamber cried out,
and his legs seemed to buckle. He was
filmed shaking with sobs, supported by
his girlfriend as he struggled toward the
hearses. His relatives watched bitterly.
They had unsuccesstully urged police to
bug the funeral cars, hoping to catch
Bamber in a confession. Now, as the pro-
cession pulled away, he seemed to give

1 hired you to work full time and here I find
you at home at night asleep in your bed.”

4

them a knowing smile. “Little bugger,’
Ann’s husband, Peter, said. “He thinks
he’s got away with it.”

By then, the relatives had found an
ally on the police force: Detective Ser-
geant Stan Jones (no relation to Taff).
Jones was a grizzled murder cop, an in-
stinctive investigator who spoke fast and
tended to wear his tie askew. Ann had
taken him aside at Bamber’s cottage to
intimate that she was “strongly suspi-
cious”of her cousin, and he had privately
agreed. When the family discovered the
silencer, Jones was delighted. “I was look-
ing for something to go and arrest Bam-
ber for,” he said. Examining the device
at the Eatons’house, he noted what ap-
peared to be blood on its end, as well as
a spot of red pigment that the family
believed was paint scraped from the
Whitehouse kitchen hearth as Nevill
struggled to wrest the gun away from
his killer. The silencer was sent off for
testing, and Jones arranged for a paint
sample to be taken from the hearth.

Four days before the funeral, Ann had
invited Bamber to the Whitehouse, to
observe his reaction to the crime scene.
Robert, who came along, wrote in his
diary that Bamber arrived in a “terrible
state,” trembling and pale, obviously heav-
ily dosed with Valium, and “hardly able
to walk or talk.” Ann thought it odd that
he showed no desire to know the details
of how his family had died. “He looked
absolutely petrified and never asked any
questions,” she recalled.

After being shown around the house,
though, Bamber settled in his father’s
kitchen chair and noted that valuable
items appeared to be missing. He an-
grily instructed Ann not to take any-
thing else. Later that week, she returned
to find him with an appraiser from So-
theby’s, examining an ancestral portrait,
a collection of silverware, and a Meis-
sen china clock. Her father reported
soon afterward that he had spotted Bam-
ber filling the trunk of his car with “fam-
ily treasures.”

After the funeral, Bamber was largely
absent from Tolleshunt ID’Arcy. To the
family’s disgust, he and his girlfriend
left the reception and went to a local
Caribbean restaurant, where they spent
the evening drinking champagne and
cocktails with friends, before heading
off on a windsurfing vacation. They re-
turned briefly for the twins’ burial in



London, then sailed to Amsterdam to
buy marijuana.

With Bamber gone, Ann and Rob-
ert let themselves into the Whitehouse
and discovered that it was indeed pos-
sible to climb out the kitchen window
before pulling it closed from the out-
side. Ann also sneaked into Bamber’s
back yard hunting for evidence; she had
learned that June had bought a bicycle
shortly before her death, and she sus-
pected that Bamber had used it as a
getaway vehicle. She found the bike
propped against Bamber’s wall, and
Robert spent hours traversing the fields
between Bamber’s cottage and the
Whitehouse, plotting out a viable route.
Then he sat up all night constructing
an elaborate theory of the crime, which
he outlined in his diary.

Robert imagined his nephew cycling
through the moonlit fields and creeping
into the Whitehouse, where he armed
himself with his father’s rifle. During a
struggle with Nevill in the kitchen, the
silencer collided with the hearth. As he
killed his parents and nephews, Bamber
sprayed their bodies with bullets to “make
it look like the work of a maniac.” Then
he roused his sleeping sister, saying,
“Wake up Sheila, Mummy wants you to
say prayers with her,” before guiding her
into the master bedroom, where June lay
dead. Robert imagined him saying, “Lie
down here darling, put the bible on your
chest,” then shooting Sheila and escap-
ing through the window. “I am convinced
that Jeremy has sold his soul to the Devil,”
Robert wrote.

As the family conducted its private
investigations, they urged Stan Jones to
pursue their theory of the case. “I had so
much pressure being heaped on me,”
Jones later wrote. “The family knew I
believed them.” Though the official view
of the crime had not changed, several
officers now shared his skepticism.
Among them was Mick Barlow, a junior
detective with a prominent brown mus-
tache, who had noted at the funeral that
Bamber appeared to be wearing dark
makeup “to give others the impression
he was looking drawn and emotional.”

Barlow began meeting with the rel-
atives, sharing information about the
case and absorbing their theories. He
went to the Whitehouse to conduct ex-
periments on the kitchen window, and
visited Bamber’s cottage, where he, too,

found June’s bicycle. When Taft Jones,
the lead detective, learned of Barlow’s
unauthorized sleuthing, he ordered him
to stop. “He gave me a proper dressing
down,”Barlow (who couldn’t be reached
for comment) wrote later. “He wanted
no more of it.”

After Robert appealed to the chief
constable of the Essex Police,a high-rank-
ing officer was assigned to review all the
evidence. When the results came back,
though, they confirmed that everything
pointed to Sheila. “It was clear to us the
investigation was stagnant and going
nowhere,” Robert wrote. Then, the fol-
lowing day, a fresh development trans-
formed the case. Exactly a month after
the shootings, Bamber’s girlfriend came
forward to accuse him of plotting his
family’s murders.

ulie Mugtord, a twenty-one-year-old

student teacher with gap teeth and
dark curls, had met Bamber while wait-
ing tables at a pizza parlor called Sloppy
Joe’s. Bamber was moonlighting as a bar-
tender there, and he dazzled her. But she
told investigators that the relationship
had been tempestuous and increasingly
clouded by his hatred of his family.

Mugford was interviewed by Stan
Jones, who had taken her into protective
custody. She told him that Bamber had
been planning the killings for more than
a year. “He said he would like to com-
mit the perfect murder,” she said, add-
ing, “All Jeremy wanted was money.”
Bamber had told her that he would ar-
range the scene to frame his sister, then
slip out through the kitchen window and
escape by bicycle. “I got very upset and
cried and insisted that he did not men-
tion it again,” Mugford said.

Before the murders, she said, Bam-
ber had called and said, “The crime will
have to be tonight or never.” She had
been smoking marijuana and had sim-
ply told him “not to be so stupid.”When
he called again after 3 A.M.and told her
something was wrong at the farm, she
was feeling “dozy,” and didn't appreci-
ate what he meant until after she re-
turned to bed. Then, she said, “I knew
that Jerry had murdered his family.” She
told the police that Bamber revealed the
details in the ensuing days. He had tried
to toughen himself up by strangling rats
with his bare hands, but had eventually
realized that he couldn’t do it—so he

had decided to hire a hit man, a local
plumber. Bamber had paid him two
thousand pounds and told him to call
from the Whitehouse once the crime
was complete.

Taff Jones was attending a dinner dance
at his golf club when he was summoned
to the station. “Thhis had better be fucking
good,”he declared. When he was told that
Mugford had implicated Bamber, “Taff’s
face went from red to white in a split
second,” an officer told me. Bamber was
immediately named the prime suspect.

Taff Jones travelled to London, where
Bamber was staying at Sheila’s former
apartment. Early the next morning, he
pounded on the door and Bamber opened
it drowsily. “I am arresting you on suspi-
cion of murdering your mother, father,
sister, and her two children,” Jones said.
Bamber stared at him. “I don't believe
what I am hearing,” he said. “It must
be something else you want me for—
not murder.”

Back at the station, Bamber insisted
that Mugford had invented the story
after he broke off their relationship. “If
she could put me behind bars then no-
body else could have me,”he said. (Mug-
tord did not respond to requests for com-
ment.) In his cell that night, he asked an
officer to pass Mugford a solicitous note:
“Thinking about you. Sorry for splitting
up.Ilove you!!” He signed it with his pet
name, Stinko.

As the interrogations continued, Bam-
ber insisted that he loved his parents. He
acknowledged that his relationship with
his mother had been both “rough and
smooth,”and that they had clashed over
her religious views, but he said that they
had recently found “much more com-
mon ground.” Asked if he disliked Sheila,
he replied, “I loved my sister but could
not understand in the last few years her
mental illness.” When Taft Jones sug-
gested that he had sometimes seemed to
be surprisingly cheerful since the murders,
Bamber ascribed it to “manic depression.”

Privately, the detective still doubted
Bamber’s guilt. “I think we are barking
up the wrong tree,” he told a colleague.
Before long, Stan Jones was brought in
to take a more aggressive approach. Bam-
ber mostly remained calm under ques-
tioning, but he lost his temper when told
that more than twenty bullets had been
fired into his family members’ bodies.
“You'’re a hard bastard,” he said. Stan
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Jones told the stenographer,“I would like
you to note that the accused is continu-
ally staring at me.”

Though Bamber steadfastly denied
any involvement in the crime, he made
two important admissions. First, when
asked if there was a way to get into the
Whitehouse when it was locked, he re-
vealed that he had known since child-
hood how to jimmy the windows. Sec-
ond, he admitted to carrying out the
theft at the Osea Road vacation park. I
knew I would be the No. 1 suspect but
that they couldn’t prove it,” he said.

The police couldn't prove his guilt in
the murder case, either: Mugford’s tes-
timony was crucial, but she was an im-
perfect witness. She had confessed to
helping Bamber perform the Osea Road
burglary—and to conducting a string of
check frauds with one of her housemates.
Then the plumber whom she had ac-
cused of being a hit man turned out to
have an irrefutable alibi. After holding
Bamber for five days, the police were
forced to concede that they had noth-
ing concrete connecting him to the kill-
ings. He was charged with burglary and
released on bail. When he left the sta-
tion, in a friend’s white Jaguar, plain-
clothes detectives tailed him. He went
out for the night, first to a wine bar and
then to an upscale strip club called
Stringfellows, before returning to Shei-
la’s apartment at dawn.

s Bamber tried to go on with his

life, the suspicions about him spread.
Four days after he was released, the Sun
caused a sensation by reporting that he
had been “trying to cash in on the hor-
ror” of his family’s deaths by selling “top-
less and full-frontal nude” pictures of his
sister. Bamber, the article said, had of-
fered the images “for a substantial sum,”
promising that they “show everything
right down to the last detail.” The next
day, Bamber left the country with a friend,
bound for Saint-Tropez.

By then, Taft Jones had been side-
lined, and the inquiry had a new leader:
Detective Superintendent Mike Ains-
ley, a narrow-eyed, jowly man with a
reputation for investigative vigor. Ains-
ley requested Boutflour’s notes on the
case and became even more convinced
of Bamber’s guilt. Officers on the scene
the night of the murders suggested that
they had found Bamber’s behavior
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strange. Instead of calling 999, the U.K.s
emergency line, he had taken the time
to look up the number for the local po-
lice station. When they passed his car
on the way to the Whitehouse, he
seemed to be driving suspiciously slowly.
Some said that he appeared oddly calm
during the siege, or that his displays of
weeping and retching felt false. The of-
ficer who escorted Bamber home said
that he “showed little signs of any emo-
tion.” As soon as they reached his cot-
tage, he made himself a cup of coffee
and a bacon sandwich.

New forensic testing also raised doubts
about Sheila’s guilt. Swabs taken from
her hands found unusually little lead for
someone who had repeatedly loaded and
fired a rifle, and her feet were surpris-
ingly clean. The paint sample taken from
the hearth at the Whitehouse matched
the red paint on the silencer that the rel-
atives had discovered—and scratches
matching its surface were found on the
underside of the mantel.

DNA testing was not yet widely used,
but scientists retrieved a flake of dried
blood from the silencer’s internal bafHes
and made a decisive discovery: the blood
type matched Sheila’s. An expert con-
cluded that the blood was back spatter
from the wounds to Sheila’s throat, and
tests confirmed that she would have been
unable to reach the trigger of the rifle to
shoot herself with the silencer attached.
The police were now ready to assert that
Sheila had been murdered.

Ainsley sent a report to the director
of public prosecutions, describing Bam-
ber as a “calculated killer”who had mur-
dered his family for the “vast wealth”
he stood to gain. Returning from
Saint-Tropez in late September, Bam-
ber was arrested in the customs hall at
Dover. The following day, he was ar-
raigned on five murder charges and held
without bail. As he was driven away to
Norwich Prison, he spotted a group of
friends and threw them a smile. The
resulting press photograph of the ac-
cused killer grinning in the back of a
police van became one of the most no-
torious images of the crime.

amber’s attorney, a distinguished
Queens Counsel named Geoffrey
Rivlin, had serious concerns about his
client’s case. The blood in the silencer
presented a grave difficulty. Bamber sug-

gested that his relatives had planted it,
but Rivlin dismissed this as too “far-
fetched” to present in court.

As the trial approached, a preternat-
ural calm seemed to descend on Bam-
ber. “Why should they convict an inno-
cent man of such a terrible charge?” he
wrote to a friend. He appeared in court
wearing a double-breasted blue suit, a
fresh white shirt, and a striped tie. Pre-
sented with five murder charges, he
pleaded “not guilty” to each.

The prosecution argued that he was
a “skilled, cold, calculating killer,” and
witnesses said that he despised Nevill
and June. Robert Boutflour recalled
Bamber saying, “I could easily kill my
parents.” Nevill's secretary, Barbara Wil-
son, described how Bamber had asked
her to clean out his father’s office after
the murders, instructing her in an “ar-
rogant and nasty” tone to dispose of ev-
erything. Several people who knew Sheila
attested to her inexperience with guns.
Her psychiatrist, Dr. Ferguson, acknowl-
edged her previous breakdowns and her
troubled relationship with June—but
said that he could not envisage her harm-
ing her father or her sons.

Mugtord, wearing a prim floral blouse
and a pencil skirt, spent more than five
hours in the witness box, trembling and
sobbing as she described Bamber’s plot.
Asked why she had concealed his crime
for so long, she said, “I was scared—just
scared—what Jeremy might do.”

“How were you able to cope with re-
maining in his company, going out to
dinner with him, sleeping with him?”
Rivlin asked.

“This was the only reason I went to
the police,” she said. “Not because I felt
he was slipping away from me, but be-
cause I could not cope with such a hid-
eous thing.”

When Bamber took the stand, his
testimony was so quiet that the judge
frequently had to tell him to speak up.
He insisted that he loved his parents
and had never talked of harming them,
suggesting that witnesses’ recollections
had been skewed by the allegations
against him. “It’s a psychological thing,
isn't it?” he said. Asked why his own
uncle might have lied about him, he
replied, “I can only surmise reasons,
and I think it is very dangerous to do
so.” Bamber lost his composure only
once under cross-examination, when
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asked why he had left a gun lying around
in a house where two children slept. “I
was being lackadaisical,” he said in a
whisper. “I didn't know what was going
to happen.”

After seventeen days, the prosecu-
tion and the defense had rested their
cases, and Judge Maurice Drake, in ac-
cordance with British legal custom,
summed up the evidence for the jury.
Peering down from the bench in an
elaborate white wig, he acknowledged
that Sheila was “quite clearly a disturbed
woman” but said there was “certainly
no evidence”that she was in a psychotic
state on the night of the murders. She
was slender, making it “very unlikely
indeed that she fought and overcame
that tough farmer father,”and her hands

—Dobby Gibson

and feet were so clean as to make it
“inconceivable” that she had commit-
ted the killings. The paint on the si-
lencer proved that it had been on the
gun during the struggle in the kitchen,
he went on, and experts said that the
blood inside it was “overwhelmingly
likely” to be Sheilas.

Following several hours of delibera-
tions, the jury announced that it had
reached a verdict, with a majority of
10—2. The courtroom was silent, except
for the sobs of two jurors. As the fore-
man read out five guilty counts, Bam-
ber sank into his chair, his features con-
stricted in horror. The judge ordered
him to stand. “Your conduct in plan-
ning and carrying out the killing of five
members of your family was evil, almost

beyond belief,”he said. Bamber was sen-
tenced to life in prison.

Outside the court, Robert Boutflour
gave a triumphant speech. He described
Sheila as a “fun-loving gir]”and thanked
Ainsley for his “painstaking and dili-
gent”work on the case. For decades, until
his death, he would refer to his nephew
by his prisoner number. “We cried with
absolute RELIEF,” Ann Eaton later wrote.

The police were mocked in the press
for having been fooled by Bamber. The
News of the World printed a cartoon of
a corpse being hauled from a river, its
feet sheathed in cement and an axe in
its mouth, while a detective declared,
“It’s an open and shut case—suicide.”
The chief constable held a lunch at po-
lice headquarters to offer the family a
formal apology.

Bamber was incarcerated alongside
many of the country’s most prolific rap-
ists and murderers at Wormwood Scrubs,
a Victorian prison whose own warden
had described it as a “penal dustbin.”The
poet Ken Smith, who taught writing
classes there, recalled Bamber as a slen-
der, boyish figure, who talked constantly
about his determination to clear his name.
“What struck me was the strength of his
conviction, and the strength it must have
taken to maintain it day by day,” Smith
wrote in a book about his time at the
prison. “He would have to be a very good
actor, or a very clever psychopath, or a
very innocent man.” Yet, as time went
on, Bamber seemed to fade. “He grew
greyer, yellower, more withdrawn, turn-
ing into the colour of old newspapers,”
Smith wrote. “Prison was beginning to
drown him in its silence.”

wenty-three years later, Sarah Han-
over was at loose ends. She was
thirty-seven and living alone in a re-
mote Midlands hamlet; a long-term re-
lationship had ended, and her business,
asmall art gallery, had gone bust. Search-
ing for something to occupy her mind,
she picked up a book about the White-
house Farm killings and found herself
engrossed. Bamber was one of Britain’s
most reviled murderers—a “resident
monster of the public imagination,” in
Ken Smith’s words—but as Hanover
read about the evidence that had se-
cured his conviction she began to ques-
tion his guilt.
The prosecution’s assertion that Sheila
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I talk to myself because I listen.”

couldn’t have dominated her father phys-
ically seemed to overlook the fact that
Nevill had evidently been shot four times
upstairs before he was finally killed in
the kitchen. “You could easily overpower
aman that had been shot and was bleed-
ing,” Hanover told me. She also puzzled
over Mugford’s role. “If my boyfriend
had access to guns and he told me he
was going to murder his family, I would
have gone to the police,” she said. She
became increasingly preoccupied with
the case. Eventually, at a friend’s urging,
she wrote to Bamber.

By then, Bamber had been through
two failed appeals and had made multi-
ple unsuccesstul applications to the Crim-
inal Cases Review Commission, which
examines potential miscarriages of jus-
tice. He had complained repeatedly about
police malfeasance, but those claims were
dismissed after inquiries by the City of
London Police and Scotland Yard. Yet
he wrote to Hanover that he remained
determined to prove his innocence.

They began corresponding, and after
a few months he invited her to visit him
at Full Sutton, the prison in the North
of England where he was being held under
maximum security. When she saw him
in the visiting hall, she was taken aback.
He was tall and burly—nothing like the
waifish figure she remembered from the
front pages—and his dark hair was gray-
ing. She told me that she found him warm
and easy to talk to, though she saw “a
depth and a sadness” in his eyes.

After the visit, Hanover and Bam-
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ber spoke almost every day on the phone,
sometimes for hours. She learned that
he had undergone multiple psychiatric
assessments in prison, which had deter-
mined that he was not a psychopath.
His most recent assessment, from 2009,
also placed him within the “low-normal”
range for “impression management,”
meaning that he was not especially
skilled at influencing the way others
perceived him. “It is hard to sustain the
view that Jeremy Bamber is so expert
in deceptive self-presentation as to main-
tain this front over a variety of differ-
ent assessors, different assessment in-
struments, and different times,” the
psychiatrist had concluded.

In time, Hanover had come to be-
lieve Bamber. “You know from his na-
ture that he didn’t do it,” she told me.
“I would trust him with my life.” She
decided to help him reéxamine his case.
He sent her copies of thousands of rec-
ords that he kept in his cell, and, after
contacting attorneys who had repre-
sented him over the years, she drove up
and down the country collecting docu-
ments. Then she took them all back to
her thatched cottage and started to read.

I_I anover was surprised to discover
that many of the people who had
been instrumental in securing the ver-
dict against Bamber were enriched by
his conviction. Since murderers are for-
bidden to inherit money from their vic-
tims, June and Nevill's fortune had passed
to his aunt, his uncle, and his cousins.

The rural dynasty that Bamber had
been adopted into occupied a series of
impressive properties. June and Nevill
inhabited the Whitehouse. June’s elderly
mother, Mabel Speakman, was living out
her last days in a white-fronted mansion
called Vaulty Manor. She also owned the
farm where her older daughter, Pamela,
lived with Robert Boutflour.

Ann and her husband, Peter, were in
a more precarious position at the time
of the murders. They had significant
debts, and were hoping to profit from
Little Renters, a modest fifty-acre farm
that Nevill had bought at their request.
Ann had dreamed of living at Vaulty—a
prospect that seemed to be drawing
nearer as Speakman grew increasingly
frail. But, a few weeks before the shoot-
ings, Bamber had told her that his fam-
ily intended to buy Vaulty for them-
selves, using money gained by selling
Little Renters. She was so furious that
she tore down all the wallpaper in her
bathroom. “What Jeremy had told me
was a threat,” she said to police.

After the murders, the jeopardy only
heightened. With June dead, Bamber
stood to inherit half of his grandmother’s
estate. Robert Boutflour was so alarmed
that he arranged for Speakman, on her
deathbed, to cut Bamber out of her will.
Still, Bamber remained June and Nev-
ill's heir—meaning that he could sell
Little Renters whenever he chose. (Ann
and Peter Eaton mostly declined to an-
swer questions for this story, but the
family has strongly denied that their
suspicions of Bamber were influenced
by financial considerations.)

The jury was largely unaware of these
family tensions, even though they had
played out while the Eatons and the
Boutflours were securing much of the
crucial evidence in the case. Not only
had they found the silencer; Robert Bout-
flour had given the police a dossier out-
lining a vision of the murders that De-
tective Superintendent Ainsley appears
to have followed closely. Some of Rob-
ert’s theories were strikingly eccentric;
upon hearing that Bamber had gone
windsurfing after the funeral, he became
convinced that he had worn a wetsuit
during the killings, then washed away
the “blood splashings” in the sea. Ac-
cording to Mugford, Bamber had actu-
ally borrowed a friend’s wetsuit for the
trip. Still, Ainsley told prosecutors that



he suspected Bamber had worn the suit
that night. He also clung to the theory
that Bamber had escaped through the
kitchen window and locked it behind
him, even after inspections proved that
it was impossible to close one of the two
latches from the outside.

Hanover was interested to learn that,
as Julie Mugford recounted what Bam-
ber had told her about the crime, some
of her testimony bore notable similari-
ties to the family’s version. Mugford had
stated that the Bible was placed on Shei-
la’s chest—something a police officer
had told Ann, even though it had actu-
ally been beside her body. She also iden-
tified the kitchen window as an escape
route and the bicycle as the getaway ve-
hicle. (The family has denied discuss-
ing their theories with Mugford.) Other
claims were plainly incorrect: that Nev-
ill had been shot seven times, rather than
eight—a detail erroneously reported in
several newspapers—and that June had
been shot in her sleep, when she had
died in the bedroom doorway.

Bamber admitted to Hanover that he
had treated Mugford badly. He had been
unfaithful, and the relationship had grown
more tumultuous after his family’s deaths.
Mugtford had become jealous when a gay
friend came to visit Bamber, complain-
ing to a friend of hers that the two were
“always cuddling together.” After over-
hearing Bamber making a date with an-
other woman, she became so enraged
that she slapped him and smashed a mir-
ror, before he shoved her onto a bed.
When Bamber eventually told Mugford
that he no longer loved her, she tried to
smother him with a pillow. “If you were
dead you would always be with me,”she
said. Only after he finally broke off the
relationship for good had she gone to
Stan Jones to accuse him of murder. Even
Judge Drake, who strongly encouraged
the members of the jury to return a guilty
verdict,warned them to approach Mug-
ford’s testimony with “a great degree of
caution,” noting the “possible motive she
might have to tell lies.”

Attesting to Mugford’s credibility, the
prosecution had said during the trial that
she had not sold her story to the tab-
loids. But, immediately after the verdict,
she sold an interview to the News of the
World for twenty-five thousand pounds.
The resulting article, which ran under
the headline “I TRIED TO SMOTHER

THE SLEEPING BAMBI BEAST,” gave de-
tails of the couple’s sex life, and included
a semi-nude photo shoot. After Bamber
pointed out in his second appeal that she
had sold the story, Mugford insisted that
her testimony had not been motivated
by the hope of profit. She did, however,
allow that the fee could be considered
“blood money.” She added, “All I can say
is that I bought a flat.”

Another detail from the appeal in-
trigued Hanover. Prosecutors had opted
not to pursue Mugford for her check
frauds, after her bank agreed not to press
charges. When the bank manager was
questioned about it, he indicated that
Stan Jones had accompanied Mugford
when she came in to ask for leniency.

The police denied influencing the
bank’s decision, and Jones strongly dis-
puted going there with her. “You wouldn't
have dreamed of it because that would
come out later on and spoil our case,” he
said. But that wasn't the only question
around the detective’s role. Colin Caf-
tell, Sheila’s ex-husband, complained
shortly before the trial about Jones’s han-
dling of a statement that he'd submit-
ted. In the original handwritten version,
Caffell recalled Bamber offering sympa-
thy because “I'd had a rough deal all along,
in respect of Sheila’s illness.” Yet, when
the statement was typed, the pronoun
was changed to suggest that Bamber felt
hedbeen mistreated. Caffell wrote to the
police that the error altered “the whole
inflection of the sentence,”but that Jones

had told him it didn’t matter. “Whatever
you do don't say anything about it in the
witness box,” he said, according to Caf-
fell. “It’ll cause all sorts of trouble.”
The trial judge had cited Dr. Fergu-
son’s testimony—that he did not con-
sider Sheila likely to harm her father or
children—as key evidence. As Hanover
dug into the psychiatrist’s background,
she learned that this was not the only
time he was involved in a case of mass
shooting. Ferguson had assessed a teacher,

Paul Paget-Lewis, who had begun
stalking one of his pupils, and concluded
that he was not mentally ill and should
be allowed to keep his job. After Paget-
Lewis threw a brick through the boy’s
window and slashed his father’s car tires,
Ferguson recommended that he be trans-
ferred to teach elsewhere. The teacher
subsequently shot four people, killing the
boy’s father and the son of the school’s
deputy headmaster. When he was ar-
rested, he asked the police, “Why didn't
you stop me before I did it? I gave all
the warning signs.” (Ferguson did not
respond to questions about his assess-
ments of Sheila and Paget-Lewis.)

Still, the blood in the silencer seemed
to render everything else irrelevant. The
biggest breakthrough for Bamber’s case
came in 2001, after the first DNA tests
were run on the device and failed to find
Sheila’s profile. Scientists did find DNA
from at least two other people, whom
they could not identify, because the blood
evidence in the case had been mysteri-
ously destroyed a few years earlier. None-
theless, the absence of Sheila’s DNA was
enough for the Criminal Cases Review
Commission to refer Bamber’s case for
a fresh appeal. If Sheila’s blood was not
in the silencer, the commission stated,
the remaining evidence would not be
“sufficiently secure so as to maintain the
safety of a conviction.”

The following year, the Court of Ap-
peal dismissed the DNA evidence—
along with fifteen other grounds for ap-
peal. The judges decreed that Sheila’s
blood could have been degraded by the
“passage of time,”and that the other pro-
files could belong to scientists, jurors, or
others who had handled the silencer.

Hanover was outraged. James Clery,
a leading DNA expert, told me that the
ruling was contradictory. “Blood is a rich
source of DNA,” he said. The idea that
the “considerable quantity” that scientists
had reported finding inside the silencer
had disappeared and been replaced by res-
idue from people who simply touched the
device was “not a reasonable proposition.”
Michael Turner, the barrister who repre-
sented Bamber, told me that the judges
were “never going to allow this appeal,”
regardless of the strength of the evidence.
“There are certain cases that get into the
British psyche and the judicial psyche,
when they decide someone is guilty,”
he told me. “The Court of Appeal can
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be a dreadfully closed-minded place.’

Bamber was devastated by the news,
but a little hope remained. Turner had
discovered as he prepared for the ap-
peal that the police had millions of pages
of evidence, only a tenth of which had
been disclosed before the trial. Since
Bamber’s conviction, the rules around
disclosing evidence had become far more
favorable to defendants; a team from
Scotland Yard was tasked with review-
ing the previously unseen files and turn-
ing over anything that would now be
considered relevant.

After Hanover took charge of the
new material, her kitchen filled with
towers of boxes. Realizing that the task
was too vast to tackle alone, she re-
cruited volunteers—some from the In-
ternet, where true-crime enthusiasts ex-
changed views about the case, and
others from among the hundreds of pen
pals Bamber had accrued over the years.
They combed through documents, hir-
ing forensics experts to help examine

evidence, and in 2021 filed a new appli-
cation to the C.C.R.C., outlining mul-
tiple grounds on which Bamber’s case
should be referred for a fresh appeal.
Then they waited.

“I t is better that some innocent men
remain in jail than that the integ-
rity of the English judicial system be
impugned,” Lord Denning, the most
celebrated English judge of the twenti-
eth century, said in 1988, two years after
Bamber’s conviction. Denning was dis-
cussing the Birmingham Six, a group of
Irishmen who were convicted of bomb-
ing two pubs and then spent more than
a decade protesting their innocence. The
Court of Appeal had dismissed their
case, and Denning himself had thrown
out allegations of police corruption, de-
scribing the suggestion as “such an ap-
palling vista that every sensible person
in the land would say that it cannot be
right.” After activists and journalists took
up the issue, Denning complained that
itwould have been better if the men had
all been hanged. “They’d have been for-
gotten and the whole community would
be satisfied,” he said.

The Birmingham Six were finally
freed in 1991, after it emerged that po-
lice had indeed fabricated evidence. Their
case was one of several in the eighties
and nineties that eroded faith in the Brit-
ish justice system. Enough convicts were
found to have been framed by corrupt
officers that they came to be known by
shorthand: the Tottenham Three, the
Bridgewater Four, the Maguire Seven.

‘Two judges caught up in these scan-
dals were involved in Bamber’s case, too.
Maurice Drake, the judge in his trial,
also presided over the Bridgewater case,
in which he was accused of misdirect-
ing the jury with a biased summing-up.
Bamber’s lawyers argued during his first
appeal that Drake had done the same
thing to their client. “The jury was not
led gently by the hand,” Rivlin said.
“They were pushed hard from behind.”
(A detective from the Essex Police con-
firmed this impression to me, recalling
that the jury foreman had told an offi-
cer that “it was only the judge’s sum-
ming-up” that led to Bamber’s convic-
tion.) Bamber’s appeal was dismissed by
Lord Lane—the judge who, two years
before, had thrown out the appeal of the

Birmingham Six.

Judges on the British Court of Ap-
peal have extraordinary power. They
routinely refuse to overturn convictions
unless fresh evidence has come to light—
often locking out cases in which juries
may simply have returned the wrong
verdict, or in which the defense has over-
looked important evidence. The sole
way their rulings can be overturned is
by the Supreme Court, which will hear
cases only on points of law that affect
the general public interest—making it
impossible to challenge even glaringly
perverse decisions if they turn on the
facts of an individual case.

As a public outcry grew over wrong-
ful convictions, a royal commission rec-
ommended forming an autonomous body
to investigate them. The Criminal Cases
Review Commission started operating
in 1997. The C.C.R.C. was designed as
an independent check on the Court of
Appeal, yet from the beginning the gov-
ernment curtailed its remit. Though the
commission was intended to call for new
hearings if there were any “reasons for
supposing that a miscarriage of justice
might have occurred,”it was empowered
to refer cases only if there was a “real
possibility” that the Court of Appeal
would overturn them—forcing its case
workers to think like judges rather than
like investigators. Its effectiveness has
been further diminished by the Conser-
vative government’s program of auster-
ity. After 2010, the C.C.R.C. lost more
than a third of its funding. Yet its com-
missioners—who now mostly work one
day a week, from home—have seen their
caseloads double.

In 2021, a cross-party inquiry issued
a damning report, concluding that the
C.C.R.C. was “too deferential to the
Court of Appeal.”Wrongful convictions
in the U.K. have repeatedly been traced
to failures by police or prosecutors to
hand evidence over to the defense, but
the C.C.R.C. made few inquiries into
undisclosed material—and its work was
routinely hampered by officers’ destruc-
tion of forensic evidence.

Two years later, it emerged that the
C.C.R.C.had repeatedly overlooked ex-
culpatory evidence in the case of An-
drew Malkinson, a former security guard
who served seventeen years for rape.
Malkinson was convicted after the vic-
tim picked him out of a police lineup,
though his appearance did not match



her description of the attacker and there
was no DNA evidence linking him to
the crime. Malkinson was exonerated in
2023, after his lawyers commissioned
DNA tests. It turned out that police and
prosecutors had known for at least four-
teen years that another man’s DNA was
found on the victim’s clothing. Outside
the court, Malkinson said that he had
been “kidnapped by the state.”

The C.C.R.C. had made similar er-
rors in the case of a postman named Vic-
tor Nealon, whose rape conviction was
overturned only after his lawyers discov-
ered another man’s DNA on the victim’s
clothes. It had also rejected scores of ap-
plications related to the Post Office Hori-
zon scandal, in which hundreds of post-
masters were wrongly convicted of fraud
based on faulty software.

Michael Naughton, a scholar of so-
ciology and law at the University of
Bristol, told me that the C.C.R.C. had
come to serve the opposite of its intended
purpose—it was effectively insuring
“that miscarriages of justice don't come
to public attention, because they dimin-
ish confidence and trust in the criminal-
justice system.” In 2004, Naughton be-
gan launching innocence projects at
universities across the U.K., emulating
a movement that has exonerated hun-
dreds of convicts in the United States.
The network closed down after eleven
years, having overturned just one con-
viction. “People tend to say terrible things
about America, but they have this real
commitment to innocent people not
being convicted,” Naughton said. “We
don’t have that focus on innocence in
this country.”

Dennis Eady, a criminology scholar
at Cardift University, runs one of Brit-
ain's remaining innocence projects. When
I called him, last October, he said that
Jeremy Bamber’s case was an “obvious
miscarriage of justice” and a singular il-
lustration of the intransigence of the
British system. If Bamber were guilty,
he said, it was inconceivable that “more
disclosure, more anomalies, more and
more suggestions of innocence” would
still be coming out almost forty years
later. “The C.C.R.C. must know that
this is an unsafe conviction, to put it
mildly,” he went on. “But they simply
do not want to refer it. They’ve dug so
far in the hole—and that’s what worries
me—that there might be a continuation

of the coverup. Because revealing this
now is going to be a catastrophe for the
criminal-justice system.”

wrote to Bamber the next month, and

he agreed to talk by phone. “I've been
awake in jail a billion seconds,” he told
me, in our first conversation. Bamber
is now sixty-three, and he has been
imprisoned for almost forty years.
His voice was raspy, from
abad case of pleurisy, his hair
had turned white,and he had
lost a lot of weight. When I
asked him to share the doc-
uments from his case—hun-
dreds of thousands of files—
he readily agreed. “I didn't
murder my family,” he said.
“I promise you.”

Bamber and I spoke
every day as I sifted through
the records. There were some questions
that the documents couldn’t answer,
about his behavior on the night of the
crime and afterward—the perplexing
acts and omissions that had allowed
the prosecution to present him as a
cold-blooded villain. When I asked why
he hadn't dialled 999 to report his fa-
ther’s distress call, he exhaled wearily.
“People don’t understand that Dad,
Mum, and I had been looking after
Sheila since she was about eighteen,
managing her schizophrenic episodes,”
he said. “So, when Dad rang; it didn't
shock me that Sheila had flipped.” It
was obvious that this episode was a bad
one—*“She had never grabbed a gun
before,” he said—but it was unclear ex-
actly how serious it was, and after the
line went dead he couldn’t get through
to his father to find out what sort of
help he needed. Calling the local sta-
tion had seemed more measured than
involving the emergency services.

“I should have driven over there
straightaway,” he told me. “And, you know,
I suffer terrible, terrible, terrible feelings
of if-only.” He explained that he hadnt
raced to the farm because he was ner-
vous about arriving before the police. But
he wondered if he was also subconsciously
resentful of his sister: “It’s the inevita-
bility of mental illness that it’s quite emo-
tionally tiring for those around—to keep
that level of concern and love.”

At the scene, he had tried to maintain
his composure, though he had “no one

¥y

holding my hand.” When he heard that
his family was dead, his first thought was
to blame the armed police who raided the
property. “I just thought, Oh, my God,
they’ve gone in and shot everybody,” he
said. “I couldn’t imagine Sheila killing her
children in a million years.” Buried among
the files, I found an officer’s handwrit-
ten notes confirming that Bamber had
voiced this suspicion at the scene. ‘I put
that comment down to him
being distraught,” the offi-
cer wrote. Though some ob-
servers reported that Bam-
ber was oddly unemotional,
plenty of others recalled
that he had seemed genu-
inely grief-stricken.
Jié One of the most damag-
ing accusations against
Bamber was that, after the
killings, he had rushed to
see his accountant and to sell oft his par-
ents’ belongings. In fact, he had visited
Nevill’s accountant, Basil Cock, who told
police that he'd requested the meeting
to discuss “immediate business relating
to the farm,” and had also arranged the
valuation of the house’s contents. Bam-
ber said he started removing items only
once he realized his relatives were tak-
ing things. “It felt like they were peck-
ing my mum’s eyes out,” he said.

Julie Mugtord had testified that Bam-
ber seemed shockingly carefree in the
weeks after the tragedy—Dbut other wit-
nesses had told police a different story.
“He looked shattered. His eyes were pop-
ping out of his head,” one friend said.
Another observed that he looked “pale
and drawn like he'd been through Hell.”
The manager of the restaurant where
Bamber drank champagne after his par-
ents’ funeral told police that he had been
“very quiet, subdued, and seemed to be
under heavy strain,” and had come out
at his friends’ insistence.

Bamber said that it pained him when
people questioned his grief: “Everyone
thinks I'm a psychopath and don't have
any emotion, but it’s just not true.” Still,
he acknowledged that he sometimes
held himself apart from his feelings. “I
was brought up where I wasn't allowed
to cry,” he told me. After the murders,
he had also been taking significant
quantities of Valium, though he con-
sidered it a “cop-out” to use that to ex-
plain his behavior. “I'm sure I'm to blame
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for some of the strange stuff that went
on,” he said. “Irying to feel a bit more
loved, trying to figure out that life was
worth living.”

Bamber said that he'd been drink-
ing and taking Valium when he dis-
cussed selling Sheila’s nude pictures to
the Sun. “You can see the outrage, of
course,” he told me. “It was just stupid.”
A reporter had asked whether any such
photographs existed and then offered
to pay for them, Bamber said, and he
had briefly entertained the prospect. “I
was easily manipulated,”he added. “But
I also justify in my own head, I must
have been feeling really angry at Sheila—
having just killed everyone, killed her-
self, and ruined my life.”

Bamber broke down frequently when
he talked about his parents. He told me
that he often relives childhood mem-
ories to ease the loneliness of prison—
learning to swim in the river with June,
raiding Nevill's pockets for lemon sher-
bets and riding beside him in the fam-
ily’s old Morris Oxford. “I'm trying to
find the feeling of love that I had at
certain times,” he said, and began to
cry. “That emotion when Mum wraps
you in her arms.”

For decades, Bamber has lived in cells
stacked with hundreds of binders of care-
tully ordered evidence. Sometimes he
stays up at night, poring over files. “I'm
trying to cling on to threads, I suppose,”
he said. His case has been taken on by
the lawyer who successfully overturned
Victor Nealon’s conviction—a combat-
ive advocate named Mark Newby. But
since his latest C.C.R.C. application was
filed, in 2021, the commission has re-
viewed only three of the nine grounds.
At that pace, it could be six more years
before the review is finished. He would
be nearing seventy. “Time is ticking away,
and he is very aware of that,” Hanover
told me. At times, Bamber’s faith that
he would eventually prove his innocence
seemed to falter, but he urged me to keep
digging. “Maybe you'll find something

we've missed,” he said.

he Whitehouse Farm murders were

an unusual case, because from the
outset there were only two plausible kill-
ers. If Sheila was murdered, rather than
dying by suicide, then Bamber’s call to
the police, reporting that she was men-
acing the family, made him the obvi-
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ous suspect. “Jeremy crucified himself,”
his cousin Anthony Pargeter told me.

The case against Bamber was founded
less on evidence that he committed the
killings than on an argument that he
framed his sister. At the trial, the pros-
ecution evoked a grisly tableau: a bloody
Bible propped against Sheila’s arm to
create the impression that she had killed
the family in a religious frenzy; a strug-
gle in the kitchen that she was too weak
to win; a bloodied silencer removed
from the murder weapon and hidden
by her killer.

At Bamber’s last appeal, he produced
several records indicating that officers
may have interfered with the crime scene,
including by knocking over furniture in
the kitchen—but the Court of Appeal
emphatically rejected this suggestion.
One of the justices said, with an air of
finality, that for an “officer to disturb the
scene is a moral sin.” But evidence has
since emerged that the scene may have
been disturbed in other ways. The crime-
scene photographs show Sheila lying
with her head at an awkward angle against
a bedside table, the Bible open against
her right shoulder. Its unnatural position
accorded with the prosecution’s argu-
ment that Bamber had placed it there,
and the Court of Appeal noted in 2002
that the smudged bloodstains on its pages
indicated that it had been shut and then
“reopened by someone to lie beside the
body.” Yet, according to records discov-
ered more recently, members of the fire-

arms squad queried the veracity of the
photographs. After viewing the images,
one officer noted that Sheila’s body was
“not in same position as when I saw it”
and that the Bible had been found not
against her shoulder but at her waist. A
second officer recalled that he and a col-
league had raised similar concerns with
Detective Superintendent Ainsley, but
had been “reassured” that nothing was
moved. “I'm happy to accept this fact
now although in the back of my mind

still a shadow of doubt,” the officer wrote.

Detective Inspector Ron Cook, the
lead crime-scene officer, died several
years ago. But when I spoke to his dep-
uty, Detective Sergeant Neil Davidson,
he made a startling revelation. During
the examination of the bodies, Cook had
“lifted the Bible up and had a look at
it,”he said. “It was one of those ‘Oh, shit’
moments.” Davidson recalled that Cook
had stood “fumbling”with the Bible, be-
fore asking which page it had been on,
and had then put it back by Sheila’s body
before the pictures were taken to “re-cre-
ate what we just screwed up.” This kind
ofincident had earned Cook a nickname
on the force. “We called him Bumbling
Ron,” Davidson said. “Chaos reigned
wherever he trod.”

Cook oversaw the cleanup of the crime
scene, and Davidson helped dispose of
bloody carpets and bedding. After Bam-
ber was declared the prime suspect, “The
shit hit the fan, big time,” Davidson said.
“‘What can we salvage? Who can we
blame?’” Cook spent weeks “chasing
about, red in the face,” trying to find
scraps of evidence, Davidson told me.
“He was trying to dig himself out of the
hole. The whole forensic thing was re-
ally a shambles, because nothing was pre-
served.” Watching the chaos unfold had
left him conflicted about the case. He
told me, “I would not be surprised if, one
day, someone comes along and says, Here’s
definitive proof that he didn’t do it.”

he linchpin of the case against Bam-

ber was forensic evidence gathered
from the silencer. Yet, even leaving aside
the mystery of why a calculating killer
would meticulously stage the scene and
then stash the bloodied proof of his guilt
under the stairs, there were questions
about its provenance. Before Bamber’s
relatives reported finding the device,
Cook and several other officers had
looked inside the cupboard, and none of
them had seen it. David Boutflour told
police that he had spotted the blood and
the red paint immediately, but Ann Eaton
testified that the family had noticed the
“jam-like” blob on the end of the device
only later, as they examined it around
her kitchen table.

There were other irregularities in the
time line of the silencer’s discovery. Bur-
ied in Ann’s notes from the weeks after
the murders, I found a list of questions



apparently written before she met with
police on the ninth of August. The first
read, “Look at silencer. Blood?” Yet, in
the relatives’ account, they did not re-
trieve the silencer from the cupboard
until August 10th. Shortly beforehand,
the family had summoned Barbara Wil-
son, the farm secretary, to the house,
and she told me she suspected that the
discovery had been staged for her ben-
efit. “I would say that they'd already
found it, but they wanted someone to
prove that theyd found it,” she said.
(Ann declined to comment on the cir-
cumstances in which the silencer was
found, but David insisted that “never
was there a ‘re-staging.””)

After taking the silencer to Ann’s
farmhouse, the relatives stashed it at the
bottom of a wardrobe, and two days
passed before they relinquished it to the
police. Stan Jones drove over to collect
it, securing it in a paper-towel tube be-
fore stopping to share a bottle of whis-
key with Peter Eaton. He then threw it
into the back of his car and drove to the
station. “Mr Eaton was not impressed
by this display of drink driving and never
thought when the drink was offered that
DS Jones would consume such a large
amount,” officers from the City of Lon-
don Police later noted.

At the station, Jones failed to enter
the silencer into a property log, instead
locking it in his desk drawer. The next
morning, he handed it to Cook. Both
officers noticed a gray hair caught in the
muzzle end of the silencer—but by the
time Cook took it to the forensics lab
this bit of evidence had been lost. None-
theless, the hair was described to the jury
as an indication that the silencer had
been used to strike Nevill on the head.

Scientists conducted initial tests to
establish that the blood was human, and
examined the small red pigment stain
on its end under a microscope. Then
Cook took the silencer back to the sta-
tion. For the next seventeen days, he did
not keep records of its whereabouts.
During this time, he tested for finger-
prints, but claimed not to have found a
single discernible print—despite the
many ungloved hands that had handled
the silencer since its discovery.

Meanwhile, Cook had secretly re-
turned to the Whitehouse along with
Stan Jones and Ann to take a paint sam-
ple from the hearth. Officers from the
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City of London Police later asked Ann
if the detectives had used the silencer to
scratch the paintwork. “The answer is
NO,” she replied. “If such a thing had
happened then I would have been abso-
lutely dumbfounded.” She did, however,
remember Jones telling her that she had
“not seen anything.” (Jones claimed that
he had simply been trying to keep the
visit secret from Bamber and denied that
any officer scratched the mantel with the
silencer.) Afterward, the officers returned
to the Eatons’ house and drank another
bottle of whiskey with Peter.

Later, the silencer was returned to
the forensics lab, and scientists noticed
a piece of tape covered with paint flakes
stuck to the barrel. They were told that
Cook had placed it there to protect the
silencer during his fingerprint tests. Nine
layers of paint were then removed from
the silencer’s knurled end, containing
not only red but also blue, green, white,
and gray flakes, all of which matched
those recovered from the hearth. Yet the
records of the earlier laboratory exam-
ination make no mention of any flakes
of multicolored paint.

Despite the chaotic handling of the
silencer, and the risk of contamination
in the weeks between its discovery and

the forensic tests, the results that came
back from the lab played a central role
in the trial. If the paint on the silencer
was important to the prosecution’s case,
the analysis of the blood was critical. As
the jurors deliberated, they wrote a note
to the judge asking him to clarify whether
the blood was a “perfect match”for Sheila.
The judge assured them that it did not
match anyone else. They returned their
guilty verdict twenty-one minutes later.

As I delved through the case files,
though, I was astonished to see that there
had been another match. Days before the
trial, scientists had belatedly tested sam-
ples from the relatives and discovered
that Robert Boutflour had the same blood
type as Sheila. Though Robert denied
touching the silencer in the days before
the family gave it to the police, he was
never cross-examined directly about
whether his blood could be in the device.

The police had also harbored private
concerns about the value of the blood as
evidence. After Ainsley learned that Ann
Eaton had found Sheila’s bloodied un-
derpants in the Whitehouse kitchen, he
had warned her that the defense could
accuse her of using them to contaminate
the silencer. Ann fiercely denied doing
this, and though Bamber’s lawyers did
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not ask her about it during the trial, the
prosecutor prompted her to mention that
she had quickly disposed of the under-
wear. Yet Ann’s notes from the days after
the crime suggest that she had thrown
the underwear into a trash bag that she
later took home.

Ann declined to answer my ques-
tions about whether she had kept the
underwear, but, when the City of Lon-
don officers visited her six years after
the murders, she told them that she had
saved a trash bag from the scene. She
and her family had by then moved into
the Whitehouse, where she had other
evidence gathered during her private
investigations—apparently including
Sheila’s bloodstained nightgown. She
said that her cousin’s “dress”was upstairs
in her laundry basket, still unwashed.

From the outset, there were plenty of
clues that Sheila might have been
responsible for the killings: the locked
house, the fact that she was holding the
murder weapon, her psychiatric history.
All of these were explained away by pros-
ecutors, and again by Judge Drake in his
summing-up. Yet, as I examined the case
files and interviewed witnesses and po-
lice officers, the evidence pointing to
Sheila grew.

When police arrived at the White-
house, there were indications that Sheila
might still be alive inside. First,as Bam-
ber and two officers approached, a shadow
seemed to move in the master-bedroom
window. One of the officers testified in
the trial that he had quickly realized the
shadow was simply “a trick of the light”—
but the leader of the firearms squad, Doug
Adams, told me that the officer had pre-
sented it at the time as a “genuine”sight-
ing. Then, as Adams’s team approached
the property, an officer reported seeing
awoman's body through the kitchen win-
dow. The officer later said that it was ac-
tually Nevill, whom he had mistaken for
awoman—even though he was unclothed
from waist to knees. Bamber’s lawyers
have posited that Sheila was in the
kitchen beside her father’s body when
the team members approached and began
battering down the door, but then fled.
When officers reported finding her dead,
more than thirty minutes later, two of
them noted “blood leaking from both
corners of her mouth.”

During the trial, the judge told the
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jury that there was “no evidence at all”
that Sheila “was used to loading and fir-
ing guns.” Yet she had been on a three-
day shooting trip with David Boutflour,
during which she had fired a gun, and
had attended at least one shooting party
with Peter Eaton.

Philip Boyce, a firearms expert who
has produced reports for Bamber’s law-
yers, told me he had no doubt that Sheila
could have fired the murder weapon. The

.22 Anschutz uses low-velocity ammu-
nition, reducing its recoil, and its long
barrel makes it hard to miss when firing
at close quarters. “If youre close enough
to anybody with a rifle of that length,
youre not even really aiming it, you're
just pointing it,” he said. A ballistics ex-
pert for the prosecution stated privately
before the trial that the .22’ subsonic
ammunition is quiet enough that it would
have been possible to sleep through the
shots, even without a silencer attached.
On the night of the murders, police
created two separate logs noting that
Sheila was wielding a rifle. At 3:36 A.M.,
an officer took down Bamber’s report
that his father had called to say, “Your
sister has gone crazy & has the gun.”
Another log, created by a dispatcher and
given a time stamp ten minutes earlier,
seemed to relate a message from Nevill
himself: that his daughter had “got hold
of one of my guns.”The police have main-
tained that both logs refer to Bamber’s
call, and that the discrepancy in timing
was simply an error. Bamber’s team re-
cently commissioned a review by a doc-
ument-forensics expert, who concluded
that, while an error was possible, the mis-
match was “more simply explained if
there had been two telephone calls.”
Another hint came from Mugford.
She testified that Bamber had told her
late on the evening of the killings that
it was “tonight or never,” and had called
back in the early hours to report that
something was wrong at the farm. Read-
ing through her diary, I found another

account. Bamber, she wrote, had told her,
“Sheila has gone mad,” adding, “His fa-
ther didn't know what to do.”

Such discoveries were striking, but
they weren't enough. Even brand-new
evidence is likely to be dismissed by the
Court of Appeal if it bears the slightest
trace of ambiguity. Bamber needed to
find a fresh fact that changed the logic
of the case.

Scouring thousands of pages of mem-
orandums from the Scotland Yard review
in 2002, Hanover’s team thought they
might have found it. After Bamber re-
ported his father’s distress call, the phone
in the Whitehouse kitchen was left off
the hook, and an operator at the phone
company was charged with listening in
to the open line. She reported indistinct
noises—a dog barking and a “slight mov-
ing sound”—before transferring the line
to the police station. The police said that
they took over monitoring the line at
6:09 A.M. But the Scotland Yard records
appeared to indicate that something dif-
ferent happened at that time: a “999 call
made from White House Farm,” which
suggested that someone had picked up
the phone and dialed while Bamber was
outside with the police.

Detectives assigned to investigate the
call produced a short statement in the
name of an Essex Police officer named
Nicholas Milbank. The statement made
no mention of anyone calling 999. Instead,
it said that Milbank had been asked to
monitor the open line into the White-
house, and had heard nothing until of-
ficers entered. Unusually, the statement
had not been signed; Milbank’s name
had been typed on the signature line.

I found Milbank, still working for the
Essex Police, and he said that a call had
come in at 6:09. “From what I can re-
member, someone phoned 999,” from
“inside the farmhouse,” he told me. The
caller had not spoken to him, but he re-
called hearing what might have been
muflled speech—perhaps a “voice or a
radio”—and noises that could have been
“a door opening and closing, or a chair
being moved.” I asked if this suggested
that someone had been alive in the house.
“Well, obviously,” Milbank replied. When
I mentioned the statement issued in his
name, he was taken aback. He had given
no such statement, he told me, and no
one inquiring into the crime had ever
contacted him. “No one’s spoken to me



about it since the nineteen-eighties,” he
said. “Other than you.”

Scotland Yard declined to comment,
and when I called Mark Oliver, the de-
tective who oversaw the inquiry into the
call, he cut me off angrily. “I really
wouldn’t waste any of your time on that
case,” he said. “Bamber will continue to
make spurious allegations until the day
he dies.” Then he hung up the phone.

D ennis Eady, the criminology scholar,
argues that wrongful convictions
often result from what he calls “Agatha
Christie syndrome.” The agents of the
justice system—police, prosecutors, and
juries—tend to fixate on “the evil per-
petrator of the perfect murder,” even
when the truth is more mundane. “If a
tragedy occurred because somebody with
a mental illness had a hallucination, you
cant blame anybody,” he told me. “But,
if you can create this figure of evil, that’s
a better story.”

For many observers of the White-
house murders, it was easier to accept
that a greedy man had killed his parents
for their fortune than that a devoted
young mother could have slaughtered
her sons. Yet, as soon as Bamber met po-
lice at the scene, he had offered a possi-
ble explanation for his sister’s frenzy. Be-
fore leaving the farm the previous night,
he said, he had heard his parents urging
Sheila to consider placing Nicholas and
Daniel in foster care.

Prosecutors dismissed Bamber’s ac-
count as a cynical fabrication. But Bar-
bara Wilson, the Whitehouse Farm sec-
retary, told me that Nevill and June did
indeed have a fostering plan for the
boys—it was “one of the things they were
talking about.” They wanted to assume
custody and then send them to board-
ing school. This prospect would surely
have been alarming for Sheila, who had
told Dr. Ferguson that her relationship
with her mother had trapped her “in a
coven of evil.” Any suggestion of remov-
ing the children “would threaten what-
ever precarious balances she had,” Fer-
guson told police. “She would resist it in
any way she knew.”

Sheila was already at risk of losing
her sons. They had moved in with their
father, Colin Caffell, during her last stint
in the psychiatric hospital, and a teacher
at their school had expressed “serious
concern for their progress and welfare”

if they returned to their mother’s care.
When Sheila got home, she desperately
wanted to live with them again, but Caf-
fell refused.

Among the documents disclosed after
the trial was a letter that Caffell had writ-
ten Nevill, seeking his help in retaining
custody. Bamber’s lawyers raised this
during his 2002 appeal, and Ferguson
declared its contents highly significant.
Though there is no evidence that Sheila
saw the letter, the idea that Nevill might
have supported Caffell’s efforts could
have had a “catastrophic effect” on Sheila,
Ferguson said. “She may have projected
onto her father a concept of evil.”

The trial judge had told the jury that
there was “no evidence of any sort” that
Sheila was relapsing into a psychotic state
at the time of the murders. Yet multiple
witnesses said that she seemed agitated
in the preceding weeks—dirty, unkempt,
and unable to focus, all of which are com-
mon early signs of psychosis. “Bambs was
beginning to display those familiar long
periods of becoming distant and vague
again,” Caffell wrote, using Sheila’s nick-
name, in a2 memoir called “In Search of
the Rainbow’s End.” Wilson told me of
a disturbing encounter with Sheila in the
kitchen during her final visit to the farm.
“All men are evil and there’s a blackness,”
she had said. A workman who had seen
her on the day of the murders told po-

lice that she was “walking stiffly, like a
zombie from a horror film.”

Experts for the defense had suggested
at the trial that a woman with Sheila’s
psychiatric disturbances might have
murdered her children out of a belief
that they would be together in Heaven.
In such “altruistic killings,” they said, it
was not uncommon for the murderer
to go through a process of “ritual wash-
ing,” which might explain the cleanli-
ness of Sheila’s body. That notion was
dismissed as “fanciful,” though it was
not possible to test it, because the po-
lice had failed to swab the showers and
sinks for traces of blood or gunshot res-
idue. In the files, I noticed another pos-
sible explanation for the spotlessness of
Sheila’s feet: a pair of blue socks that
were found on the floor beside her body,
spattered with her mother’s blood.

There were also questions over
whether Sheila could have left a suicide
note. When Stan Jones was questioned
before Bamber’s appeal in 2002, he of-
fered an intriguing explanation for the
initial assumptions about the crime.
“You've got a note saying, T've killed my-
self.” So it was treated as four murders
and a suicide,” he said. The detective,
who has since died, was not asked fur-
ther about the matter, and the possibil-
ity of a suicide note was never raised
during the trial. But among the documents
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“Finish your food, son—there are hippos
out there who are hungry hungry.”



disclosed subsequently were two undated
letters signed “Bambs.” “Oh Mummy
don't you think I have feelings also in
this floating space I am in,” one read. “As
soon as the dirt is dug up and the pub-
lic no then my Darling Mummy will my
Babys and me go to our rest.”

The letters—pages of chaotic scrawl—
had been marked “illegible” by police,
though it is possible to make out many
of their words. Bamber was baffled when
he read them. “Sheila had beautiful writ-
ing,” he said—but who else would have
signed her name? A graphologist en-
gaged to compare the writing with ex-
amples of Sheila’s neat cursive found
both similarities and differences. Multi-
ple studies have shown that handwriting
can change dramatically during moments
of psychic disturbance—particularly in
those suffering from schizophrenia.

Sheila knew that her children were
frightened of their grandmother. June
had upset them on a previous visit by
flying into a frenzy as she chanted about
God, and she frequently forced them to
kneel and pray against their will. Weeks
before the murders, Daniel had pro-
duced a series of frightening drawings
of the Whitehouse. One depicted a fig-
ure brandishing guns beneath a decapi-
tated head pouring blood from its neck;
another showed June with jagged teeth
and narrowed eyes, red spurts gushing

from her head. When the police searched
the room where the twins slept at the
farm, they found the words “I HATE THIS
PLACE”scratched into the wardrobe door.

Caftell recalled that, as he packed
Nicholas and Daniel into his VW camper,
collected Sheila, and drove them out to
the farm to see her parents for the last
time, he felt a “nagging fear” about leav-
ing them. Sheila was vacant throughout
the journey. When Caftell dropped them
off, the boys clung to him as if in fright.
“On some level,” he later wrote, “they
knew they were going to die.”

or a time, the publicity around the

killings made Whitehouse Farm a
macabre destination. Tabloid reporters
and true-crime enthusiasts nosed around
the yard where the police had gathered
to call out to Sheila. But the property
remained a working farm, with hundreds
of acres planted in borage and rapeseed.
The crops needed care, or theyd rot in
the fields. The Osea Road vacation park
needed to be freshened up for the sum-
mer tourist season. The Bamber estate
was too valuable to neglect.

After Jeremy Bamber’s conviction,
the family fortune was the subject of an
intense dispute, with the Boutflours
staking a claim and Nevill’s niece and
nephew Jacqueline Wood and Anthony
Pargeter arguing that Nevill’s half should
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“When 1 left Union Station this morning at 9:38 4.M. travelling
ninety m.p.h. toward another train leaving New York at 9:15 4.M. going
eighty~five m.p.h., I never expected to fall in love in Philadelphia.”

go to them. Before it was settled, Peter
Eaton took charge of Whitehouse Farm.
Soon afterward, the farm secretary, Bar-
bara Wilson, told the police that he'd
been embezzling money, goods, and ma-
chinery. (The family has dismissed the
allegations as “baseless.”)

Wilson’s claims presented a conun-
drum for police. Bamber was preparing
to lodge his first appeal, and the Eatons
had been crucial witnesses against him.
Senior officers discussed concerns about
“the publicity it will create,”and decided
that “the enquiry should be delayed.”
They waited until Bamber’s appeal was
rejected, more than a year later, to take
any action. Detectives then visited Basil
Cock, the accountant, who was acting
as the executor of the Bamber estate,
and asked if he wanted them to pursue
the case. He did not. Though officers
noted that Cock seemed to enjoy “a
close working relationship with Mr.
Eaton,” they shut down the case with-
out any further inquiries.

The abortive investigation was over-
seen by Ralph Barrington, the head of
the Criminal Investigation Department
at the Essex Police. Barrington later went
to work for the C.C.R.C. as its inves-
tigations adviser, remaining in the post
as the commission deliberated on sev-
eral submissions from Bamber that ulti-
mately failed. Barrington retired in 2011,
but his role in the stalled inquiry into the
Eatons was only recently uncovered by
Bamber’s team. “Essex Police not only
failed to expose the discredit caused to
key witnesses, they also neglected their
duty to investigate serious fraud,” Bam-
ber’s lawyers argued to the C.C.R.C.
(Barrington and the Essex Police declined
to comment on the fraud investigation,
though the police pointed out that every
authority that has reviewed the murder
case concluded that Bamber was guilty,
and added that they would continue to
“assist the C.C.R.C. as required.”)

In the end, the Boutflours inherited
alarge portion of the family estate, along
with many of the “treasures” from the
Whitehouse. Among them was June’s
diamond-and-sapphire engagement ring.
Bamber had insisted that it be cremated
with his mother, but it had been removed
from her finger during her autopsy with-
out his knowledge. When I mentioned
this to him, he broke down. “Mum would
have been absolutely, absolutely devas-



tated,” he said. “She’d never taken her
engagement ring off, or her wedding
ring. She must have said a thousand times
to me in her life that she was so hon-
ored to wear Dad’s ring.”

When Ann decided to move her fam-
ily into the Whitehouse, many of her
relatives were aghast. Anthony Pargeter
told me, “I think she wanted to prove
something—T'm in a famous house, you
know.”” Both he and David Boutflour
said that the Eatons’ children suffered
from nightmares. Colin Caftell had once
visited the place with Ann, and found
that it was still heavy with “the smell of
death.” But Ann professed contentment.
“I feel Auntie June & Uncle Nevill are
here as well and are happy that we are
here,” she wrote. When Scotland Yard
officers visited before the appeal in 2002,
the house appeared largely unchanged
from the crime-scene photographs.
Searching for fresh evidence, they re-
moved a section of carpet padding that
was still soaked with blood.

O n a cloudy day in April, I drove up
the bumpy lane to the Whitehouse,
passing barns and rows of tractors be-
fore its rear wall appeared. As I stopped
on the gravel driveway, a stooped figure
with hollow cheeks and tufts of gray hair
approached. It was Peter Eaton. A few
weeks earlier, | had written to Ann urg-
ing her to talk to me about the new ev-
idence in Bamber’s case, but Peter told
me that she didn't want to see me. “It
was her auntie that was murdered here,
wasn't it?” he said, gesturing back at the
house. Then he eyed me shrewdly. “Do
not be fooled by Jeremy Bamber,” he said.
“You can't make any more of a story than,
that bastard killed those poor children
just for money.”

A Land Rover crunched to a halt on
the gravel, and Ann Eaton climbed out
in a cloud of floral perfume. She looked
younger than her seventy-four years, with
vivid green eyes and chestnut-tinted hair.
She hurried through the back door and
reémerged with a piece of paper. “I'm not
going to speak to you, I'm just going to
give you this,” she said. It was a typed
statement. “Jeremy Bamber has caused
so much grief and pain to this family
that we find it almost impossible to deal
with and rarely speak about it,” it said.
“He continues to try and cause pain to

the family from the safety of his cell.”

Ann told me that she was planning an
afternoon swim in the river, then disap-
peared into the Whitehouse.

I drove back through the flat Essex
countryside, passing the gleaming facade
of Vaulty Manor, which the family now
runs as an upscale wedding venue, and
the entry to the Osea Road park, which
the Eatons have transformed into one
of Essex’s premier vacation attractions.
Eventually, I reached a sturdy, gabled
farmhouse, set back from a winding lane,
where boxes of shotgun ammunition
were piled against the windows. Ann’s
brother, David Boutflour, was going in
through a side gate, and he ushered me
to a garden with pretty views of the sur-
rounding fields. When I brought up
Bamber’s case, he waved his hands dis-
missively. “Jeremy still keeps coming up
with his fancy ideas of how he’s inno-
cent and God knows what else,” he said.
“We haven’t got any doubts about ex-
actly who did it.” Yet his mood dark-
ened when I mentioned Ann. “She’s a
very ambitious lady,” he said. The fam-
ily had been bitterly divided by compe-
tition over the estate, and David felt
shortchanged. “She’s catching all the
balls, and I'm not,” he said. “I have no
love for my sister at all.”

It had been David who found the si-
lencer that secured Bamber’s conviction,
and there were two questions that I
wanted to ask about it. The first was
about a record, buried in newly discov-
ered material, that appeared to indicate
that forensic tests before the trial re-
vealed another blood sample inside the
silencer. The blood type listed did not
match either Sheila or Robert Bout-
tlour—but it did match David. He
greeted this news with uproarious laugh-
ter. “I'm ready to go,” he said, throwing
up his hands. “I'm ready to own up to it
all.” Curious about the unidentified DNA
samples from inside the device, I asked
if he might have cut himself while try-
ing to unscrew the end of the silencer
to examine its baffles during the family’s
kitchen-table inspection. He shrugged,
and his wife, Karen, who had been hov-
ering nearby, interrupted anxiously.

“That never ever came up,” she said.
“It was never asked.”

“I did screw it,” he said. “I tried to
turn it quite hard.”

“I don't think you cut it,” she insisted.

“But the skin tissue could have been

there, couldn’t it?” he said. “I could have
had a bit of DNA on it.”

My second question related to an-
other silencer—one from his personal
collection, which happened to be iden-
tical to the one recovered at the farm.
Bamber’s team has repeatedly raised sus-
picions that the police seized two silenc-
ers, suggesting that the jury was misled
with evidence conflated from separate
devices. The police and the prosecution
have always denied those suggestions—
despite records that appear to show si-
lencers with two different reference num-
bers passing through the forensics lab.
David said during the trial that the po-
lice had not seized his silencer, but now
he told me that they had in fact taken
it away, for “months and months.”

In 2018, Bamber commissioned Philip
Boyce, the firearms expert, to examine
freshly discovered records—including
examination notes apparently indicating
that two silencers were inspected at the
same time in different departments of
the lab.In a peer-reviewed report, Boyce
concluded that “at least two separate
sound moderators had been examined.”

Bamber’s lawyers wrote to the prose-
cutors seeking documents that could elu-
cidate the matter, but the request was de-
clined. “We do not accept at this stage that
two separate silencers were examined,”
the prosecutors wrote. Bamber sought a
judicial review, and the High Court ul-
timately determined that the C.C.R.C.
should reéxamine his case. Many questions
remain about how many silencers were ex-
amined, when they were discovered, and
whether they were adequately shielded
from contamination. Yet the commis-
sion informed Bamber this March that
it had no intention of seeking any fresh
disclosure from the lab—or of allowing
Boyce to examine the hidden material.

Bamber was desolate. “I just burst into
tears and thought, What on earth am I
doing?” he told me. “I'm never going to
win if they just won't look at it.” He spoke
of his fear of dying in prison. “I hope I
get out, and maybe I can have a little life
outside,” he told me. “But sometimes I
don’t think that I ever will. They’ll just
find ways to obstruct.” He fell silent for
a moment. When he spoke again, his
voice was more resolute. “That doesn’t
change my innocence,” he said. “Just be-
cause you kept me in jail for forty years,
it doesn’t make me guilty.” ¢
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artha got the knife away from
‘ \ / I her mother and shut her in
the garage. The garage was

not for cars; it had been converted by
the house’s previous owners into what
the broker called a “mother-in-law apart-
ment.” Martha assumed it was called
that because mothers were more likely
to move in with daughters, and men
were more likely to own houses. She
wasn't married, though, and her sister,
Molly, who was, didn't have a mother-
in-law apartment in her garage in Los
Angeles, where real estate was much
more expensive than it was in Baltimore.
Also, Molly was busy with her children
and hadn’t spoken to their mother in
more than a year.

“Let’s take a break,” Martha told her
mother. “You rest here.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I have to clean out the fridge.”In the
past, that kind of excuse would never
have fooled her mother. Judy had been
an expert liar and always recognized her
daughters’ amateur attempts for what
they were. She would have watched from
the window and seen that, instead of
crossing to the house, Martha had sat
down on the garage step and started
looking at her phone. Someone Martha
knew had read forty biographies and
taken a picture of the stack; someone
else had hiked to a hot spring in Iceland.

The house was small, but it included
this unusual converted garage. The bro-
ker had made much of the potential for
extra income, and for a while Martha
had rented it to a Croatian couple who
were grad students in design. The de-
sign students were extremely neat and
almost never home, and once left a sur-
prisingly delicious loaf of gluten-free
zucchini bread in her mailbox. It had
been hard to ask them to leave, when
she and Molly had decided that their
mother would move in with her.

For what had happened this morn-
ing, Martha was to blame. She’d ne-
glected to put Attila in his cage for the
night and also neglected to make sure
that her mother had coffee in her apart-
ment. Her mother, who usually woke up
at five, had padded across to the house
at first light, wearing her bathrobe and
the red slipper socks that Molly had given
her one Christmas, and started rooting
around in the kitchen. Martha hadn't
heard her come in, but the rabbit had.

He must have been hiding under the
counter, where her mother was likely at-
tempting to operate the coffee machine,
when he spotted a safer hiding spot and
tore across the room. Her mother
shrieked. By the time Martha got down-
stairs, she was brandishing the knife.

“I'm going to do it. You just watch!”

The language suggested a threat to
harm herself, rather than the rabbit, who
was now nowhere in evidence. But the
knife wasn’t near her throat or wrist; she
held it out in front of her, parrying. Re-
cently, Molly had sent a video of her son,
Leo, at his fencing class. Martha had
played it for their mother; her sister hadn't
said not to, and it had been one of their
mother’s good days. It was hard to tell
it Leo was scared or excited behind his
épée mask, if he enjoyed the activity as
much as Molly said he did. Judy had
watched the video at least three times,
shaking her head and declaring that
Molly was crazy. Fencing lessons! It was
unsettling for Martha to discover that
she still experienced a tiny flush of plea-
sure when her mother criticized her sis-
ter’s choices, even though she and Molly
were supposed to be a team.

Today wasn’t one of her mother’s good
days. In the kitchen, her old, white-blue
eyes looked flat, absent, as if, like her
grandson’s, they were hidden behind a
layer of mesh. She waved the knife back
and forth in Martha’s direction, making
a sort of infinity sign in the air.

Martha backed away. The light in the
kitchen was pale and wintry; a fly buzzed
around the thirsty monstera in the pot
on the windowsill. Neither one of them
had had coffee, and for a moment Mar-
tha wondered what would happen if she
simply went upstairs, locked the bedroom
door, and got back into bed. But she had
to get the knife away from her mother.

“Put that down,” she said sternly.

Her mother sliced the knife through
the air, and said something like huz-cha!

“For real, Mom. Drop it.”

“I'm supposed to drop it, after what
she did?”

The social worker, Lynn, had said that
Martha shouldn't tell her mother when
she didn’t understand. It was too disori-
enting for her to hear all the time that
her daughter had no idea what she was
trying to say. Martha was supposed to
feel her way through these conversations,
looking for clues.

“What did she do again?”
Her mother stared at Martha in as-
tonishment. “You've forgotten already?”

M artha had adopted Attila five years
ago from a local rescue group. The
process had involved two phone inter-
views and a home inspection. Shed also
had to sign a contract promising that she
would never let the rabbit outdoors; that
she would not rename him (his name was
Bentley at the time); that she would pro-
vide him with a quarter cup of dried food,
half a cup of greens, and unlimited tim-
othy hay each day for the rest of his life.
If he expired prematurely, she was con-
tractually obligated to inform the rescue
organization within twenty-four hours.

She'd complied with some but not all
of those strictures. She'd renamed him
immediately, in light of his relative bold-
ness and his bad habit of biting: Attila
the Bun. She had also let Attila hop
around the yard, until the neighbor’s tabby
had become interested. The tabby’s soft
red collar had a bell inside it. It was pufty,
sort of like a court jester’s, giving him an
Elizabethan air. The bell was to keep him
from killing birds, but Attila didn't know
enough to run from a cat. Their one in-
teraction had been a sort of tense stand-
off, during which the cat’s tail flicked om-
inously from side to side, like a metronome.

Attila hated to be picked up, but he
would let you stroke his head. He was a
Holland Lop, and the tips of his velvet
ears rested on the ground when he was
lying down. Once he could no longer go
outside, he preferred the living room,
where he could stretch his body almost
flat on the sisal rug, his long back feet
extended behind him. As a prey animal,
he did this only when he was very re-
laxed, absolutely certain that no hawk
was circling overhead, ready to lift him
into the air and snap his neck.

ne of the things their mother had

loved to say when they were young
was that she'd accidentally got her sec-
ond child first—a sort of joke. Molly
had blue eyes and long, honey-colored
hair. At the all-girls high school that she
and Martha attended, she had been ad-
mired, not only for her effortless good
looks but for how much fun she was to
be around—she seemed always to be in
hysterics about something. Their father,
now retired, had been a trusts-and-estates
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attorney; their mother, formerly a flight
attendant, had left that job when she be-
came pregnant. Judy had once said that
everyone in her generation was called
Judy or Carol or Barbara and that she had
wanted to give her daughters old-fash-
ioned names, “with some class.” Martha
didn’t mind her name, but she thought
that if their mother had really expected a
different type of child to come first, she
would have started with the sober Bibli-
cal name and gone with the
charming nickname second.

Molly had floated
through school with B’s and
C’s, seeming to understand
from an early age that grades
didn’t determine one’s fu-
ture. From about fifteen,
shed devised ways to sneak
out of the house at night. If
Martha detected her, Molly
would buy her little sister’s
silence with promises of candy or trips
to the mall. Usually, Molly forgot these
promises, but Martha didn’t need to be
rewarded. It was enough to listen to her
sister from the safety of her room: turn-
ing off the burglar alarm with a T-shirt
pressed over the speaker to muffle the
sounds, easing open the back door, and
slipping through the wrought-iron gate
to the street. Not only were Molly’s trans-
gressions exciting; they left a niche—the
good-girl niche—which Martha, with
her love of school and her aversion to
risk, was happy to fill.

Molly always had a boyfriend. It was
one of Molly’s boyfriends—Jason, at first
as unremarkable as his name—who had
been involved in the events that changed
their family life forever. Those events
had not stayed within the thick stucco
walls of the house. Because Molly could
never keep her mouth shut, all the girls
at school had known, and then so had
their families. The shame had spread im-
mediately and in all directions; trying to
contain it was like trying to mop up a
large puddle with a single paper towel.
On the other hand, this had happened
before social media and even before ca-
sual use of the Internet. It was easy to
imagine how much faster the news would
spread now, how much worse something
like that would be.

At the time, Molly had been able to
escape simply by going to college on the
other side of the country. Their father had
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initiated the divorce, and Martha had re-
mained with her mother. At first, Martha
had been afraid that, once they were re-
ally alone, they would have to talk about
what had happened, that Judy would
want Martha to hear her side of the story:.
Maybe Judy was afraid of the same thing,
because, for the first few weeks, they tip-
toed around each other, barely breathing.

Once it became clear that the conversa-
tion they were dreading was one that nei-
ther of them wanted to have,
the tension drained from the
house. Aside from the two
weekends a month that Mar-
tha spent with her father, it
was just the two of them.
Their relief made them gen-
erous with each other. Judy’s
social circle had contracted,
and Martha didn’t mind giv-
ing up a Friday or Saturday
night standing on the edge
of a party in someone’s yard, drinking
beer from Solo cups, to read a novel or
watch a rented movie with her mother.
Sometimes she secretly preferred it.

English had always been Martha’s
favorite subject. Once, she'd found Judy
in her room, reading from her textbook,
“The Norton Anthology of English Lit-
erature,” which she'd left open on her
desk. “How can you understand this?”
her mother had asked, a little awed. In
Martha’s memory, it was Chaucer whose
difficulty had impressed Judy, but she
wouldn’t have been surprised to discover
that she was wrong. She was always
amazed by the radical differences in
people’s memories of the same events,
even people whose neurological func-
tions were perfectly intact.

Wias it those years with her mother
that had predetermined her role as care-
giver? They managed now because Mar-
tha instinctively knew how to set bound-
aries; boundaries were her specialty, in a
way. By contrast, Molly and Judy had al-
ways tended toward conflict. The argu-
ment that had precipitated their break
had taken place over the phone, more
than a year ago, when their mother had
said something critical about the chil-
dren’s extracurricular activities—in her
opinion, there were too many of them—
and Molly had responded that Judy was
hardly in a position to give parenting ad-
vice. The phone call had devolved after
that, and the two of them hadn’t spoken

since. Things would have been easier if
that phone call hadn’t happened, of
course. But it was pleasant to be some-
one’s confidant, pleasant to be cherished
and needed; if Martha was honest, it was
pleasant to be preferred to someone else.

“T'll do anything,” Molly told Mar-
tha after that, “anything that doesn't in-
volve actually interacting with Mom.”
That was when shed said that they were
a team, and that she'd always be avail-
able to talk things through with Mar-
tha. If they eventually decided on as-
sisted living, Molly and her husband,
Gabe, would pay for most of it. Molly
had even promised to take on their fa-
ther’s care, when the time came. Their
father lived fifteen minutes from Molly
in L.A., and had no health problems
beyond borderline cholesterol numbers.
His wife, Bethany, was ten years younger
than he was, and Martha thought it was
possible that he would never cause ei-
ther of his daughters a moment of worry.
“I know you have the heavier burden,”
Molly had said at the time. “It’s just—
me and Mom....”

artha had a tenure-track job at
Johns Hopkins, thanks to her
well-regarded book about the seven-
teenth-century poet Katherine Philips.
Philips was known (to the extent that
she was known) for the anti-marriage
poem “An Answer to Another Persuad-
ing a Lady to Marriage.” The closest
Martha had come to marriage was in
her late twenties, when she was living
with her boyfriend Alan and doing post-
graduate work at Harvard. She was of-
fered a job at U.C. Santa Cruz, and, to
her surprise, a discussion about being in
a long-distance relationship turned into
a discussion about breaking up. Alan, it
seemed, had a lot of goals that didn't in-
volve Martha; he wanted to leave his
Ph.D. program, go backpacking in South
America, and perhaps try his hand at
journalism. He'd been telling Martha
these things for months, he said, but felt
that he never “got through” to her.
Later, Martha had to admit to her-
self that this might have been true. It
wasn't the first time that a boyfriend or
even a close friend had surprised her with
overwhelming feelings of which Mar-
tha had previously been ignorant. Lis-
tening to Alan’s revelation, shed felt her-
self drifting further and further away,



until it was almost as if she were a char-
acter in a novel or a TV series. Maybe it
was the words he chose: she had a strong
aversion to the casual use of terms like
“gaslighting,” “projecting,” and “narcis-
sism.” That kind of language was the op-
posite of the kind she studied, in which
figures of speech were as clean and sharp
as knives. Reading Philips’s poems, she
felt as if the human mind and heart were
being put into words for the first time.

She'd been hurt but not devastated
when things ended with Alan. It had
taken her a while to start dating again,
and the situation wasn't helped by the
fact that she moved three more times,
for three different jobs, before finally
landing the position at Hopkins. She'd
dated a bit when she first arrived in Bal-
timore, but at the moment she was tak-
ing a break from the apps. It was too dif-
ficult to think of explaining a scene like
the one this morning—the kitchen, the
rabbit, the knife—to a person she might
arrange to meet at a bar or a coffee shop.
When she had been dating, she'd always
chosen locations with care, to avoid run-
ning into her students. But, even if she
could avoid running into them in per-
son, there was no way to avoid their find-
ing her on the apps. Her friend Brian
was now in the habit of alerting his stu-
dents in the first lecture that he didn't
want to be contacted on dating apps,
even if they were just saying hi. “Keep
calm and swipe left,” he told them, which
always got a big laugh. Brian was very
likable and also very attractive, the kind
of person whom even someone in their
twenties might pause over on a screen.
Martha was pretty sure that the same
warning from her would have come off
as pathetic, if not insane.

hen her seminar ended that af-

ternoon, Martha saw that she had
a message from Gisela, who came on
Mondays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays, os-
tensibly to clean but really to care for Judy
while Martha was teaching. She hadn’t
told Gisela what had happened in the
morning, and, as the phone rang, she
pleaded with the nameless authority who
replaced God in her mind that nothing
dramatic had occurred since shed been
gone. For once, this seemed to work:
Gisela reported that theyd had a quiet
morning and that Judy had eaten a piece
of toast with her second cup of coffee.

She was just calling to ask if she could
leave a bit early, because she wanted to
pick up her son from the school bus.

Martha agreed reluctantly. Gisela
wasti't trained in memory care, but she was
affordable and gentle,and Martha hoped
to employ her for as long as possible.
When Judy got her diagnosis, shed made
Martha promise again and again that she
would never put her in any kind of care
facility—shed had a sort of panic about it.
Martha had made those promises, but that
was before the decline had really begun.
At some point, like Attila and the tabby,
they were going to come to an impasse.

She told Gisela that of course she could
leave at two. Judy would be fine for an
hour until Martha got home. She was
superstitious about the nameless author-
ity and didn't feel she could ask for an-
other favor on the same day. Maybe Judy
would take a nap after lunch, as she did
increasingly often.

Martha had several recommendation
letters to write before Monday and had
promised her co-author a draft of their
article, “The Personal and the Political
in Seventeenth-Century Women’s Lives,”
so she should have gone straight to her
office. But the office was shared—with
Graham, a talkative Miltonist—and in-
stead she decided to go out to the quad,
where she found an empty stone bench
and called her sister. The temperature was
in the low fifties, not cold, but it was very
windy and the sky was white. Students
hurried past without lingering.

Molly answered on the first ring.
“Hang on,” she said, and then, “Did you
check your backpack? Do you need your
viola today? You’re not wearing socks!”

“Sorry,” she said to Martha. “Crazy
morning.”

“I can call back.”

“No, no—Gabe’s driving them. Just
one sec.”

There was another interval, in which
Martha’s niece, Stella, could be heard yell-

ing at her brother. Then there was Gabe’s
deeper voice, presumably marshalling ev-
eryone toward the car. Martha personally
had never much wanted a child, but she en-
vied her sister Gabe’s presence. She would
have liked to have a sounding board, a per-
son with whom she could be honest about
her doubts and fears without feeling that
she risked damaging his opinion of her.

“Out the door,” Molly said. “Whew.
What's up?”

“I'm worried about Mom.”

“Uh-huh.”

“She was waving a knife at me this
morning.”

“What?”

That got her sister’s attention. At the
same time, Martha was aware that she
was exaggerating slightly. The knife clearly
hadn't been intended for her.

“She looked a little like Leo with his
foil.”

But her sister didn't laugh. “Is this the
first time she’s been violent?”

There was the time Judy had slammed
the door of the apartment in anger and
caught Martha’s finger—the nail was still
purple—and another when shed yelled
at a small child on a tricycle on the side-
walk. Neither incident was really violent,
though. It was more like their mother was
constantly being dropped from sleep into
waking life, with no transition, and all
her responses were thrown out of whack.

“I think she was afraid of the rabbit.”

“I can see that!” Molly sounded re-
lieved by the logic of this explanation.

“Really?”

“I mean, Attila’s not scary. He’s the
cutest! But if you see him out of the cor-
ner of your eye—"

“What?” She was a little sensitive
about Attila. Was it weirder to love a rab-
bit than a dog or a cat? When he cleaned
his face with his paws, he looked like an
illustration out of Beatrix Potter, but when
he yawned there was something wild
about his impressive incisors; under his




tawny fur, you could make out the quad-
rate shape of his skull. Sometimes in the
evening, when she was working at the
desk in her bedroom, he would show up
out of nowhere and collapse on her bare
foot like a slipper.

“Probably shed recognize him better
if he was a kind of pet she was familiar
with in the past.”

“We didn’t have any pets.”

“And we're O.K., right?” Molly had a
habit of switching gears without warn-
ing. “T'hat’s what I told Gabe! The kids
want a dog, and I just can't. I told him,
If this is the thing they’re talking about
in therapy someday—that we didn’t get
them a dog—then we did a pretty good
job! Right?”

Martha laughed, although it sounded
like a joke her sister had made before.

“Because I just can't add anything right
now, you know?”

“I get it,” Martha said. Her sister was
a therapist who saw teen-agers, a growth
industry these days. She was in the office
only three days a week, though, and her
own kids were now fifteen and eleven.
“It’s just that at a certain point—"

“—we’re going to have to find a care
facility,” Molly finished. “That’s what ev-
eryone does.”

“Not everyone. For a lot of families,
that would be anathema.”

“You have a great vocabulary,” Molly
said. “But those families don't have Mom
in them. Can I call you back from the car?”

“It’'s O.K. I'm done.”

“We'll talk soon—this weekend!”

When her sister hung up, Martha
stayed on the bench for a moment. The
wind was unpleasant, blowing bits of grit
against her cheek, wrapping a plastic shop-
ping bag around the base of a newly
planted tree. A cardinal sat on one of its
branches. It was the dun-colored female:
she had only traces of red in her crest,
wing, and tail feathers, but her beak was
bright orange.

Eight years ago, when Martha was
an associate professor at Kenyon, in
Ohio, she had gone to the emergency
room with severe abdominal pain. Theyd
initially thought it was appendicitis, but
it had turned out to be volvulus, a twisted
colon, which required emergency sur-
gery. The doctor had said that if they
hadn't caught it the blood would have
stopped flowing to that section of her
intestine, and she would have died. Mar-
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SIGHTING

There it was, hogging a huge swath of street,
twice as long as the Civic parked beside it,

relic of the jaunty middle century

into which lucky you and I were born,

when no one thought of limits to earth’s bounty—
white with red leather upholstery,

red instrument panel, red steering wheel:

a finned, preening Cadillac Seville,

top down, as if to lure me in.

I half thought you would show up with the key.
If anything could have brought you home

it would have been that swank, outlandish car.
Were you still alive then? I'm not sure

but I know I waited; you didn't come.

tha hadn’t been sure what to do with
this information.

“Wow,”she'd said. “Thanks for catch-
ing it.”

On her second day in the hospital,
her mother had arrived unexpectedly
from Seattle, where she'd been living
with the man she was involved with
then, a retired high-school teacher who
trained Seeing Eye dogs. This was five
or six years before she started show-
ing signs of Alzheimer’s. Martha had
woken up from a nap in her hospital
bed, and there was her mother, sitting
in an armchair, doing a word search in
a book with newsprint pages.

“What are you doing here?” Martha
asked.

Her mother looked up, as if it were
no more surprising for her to be at Mar-
tha's bedside now than it had ever been.
“Hello.”

“I didn't know you were coming.”

“Of course I came.”

“Thanks,” Martha said. It was like
being a kid again, knowing that some-
one was there to take care of her, to be
in charge.

“I always will, as long as I'm able,” her
mother said. “How could I not, when
you're all alone?”

hen she got home, Judy was awake,
lying on the pink couch—which
Martha had bought on a whim when she
moved in and now regretted—with a wet
washcloth over her eyes. She sat up

—Jacqueline Osherow

abruptly when Martha came in the
kitchen door, dropped the washcloth on
the rug, and gasped, “You scared me!”
“Sorry,” Martha said. “I thought youd
hear me coming in.”
“I didn’t know it was you! I couldn’t

”»

see.

“Sorry.”

“I don’t know where that girl is. She
ran oft.”

“Gisela? She went to pick up her son.”

“She’s a single mother,” Judy said, sud-
denly sympathetic. “It’s a hard road.”

Martha had noticed that her mother
often spoke in clichés, maybe because
they came to mind more readily. The
problem was hardly unique to Alzhei-
mer’s patients.

“Gisela’s married.” She couldn't help
correcting her mother.

“At her age,” Judy said, disapproving
again. Martha had never asked, but Gisela
looked to be in her mid-thirties.

“I have a rotisserie chicken for dinner.
I thought we could make some of that
rice pilaf you like.”

“Not hungry,” Judy said. “Don't make
any for me.”

“Well, it’s only three. We won't eat
dinner for a while. I have some work to
do, unfortunately. Why don’t you watch
something?”

Her mother didn’t respond to that
suggestion, so Martha crossed the room
and turned on the box from the stream-
ing service.“ ‘Downton Abbey’?” she sug-
gested. “You love that. Or ‘Big Little Lies’”



“‘Law & Order, Season 7,” Judy said,
which was encouraging.

“It’s great that you remember where
you were,” Martha said. “I never do.”

“I only remember stupid things,” Judy
said clearly. “The stupider they are, the
more I remember them.”

artha hadn’t been there, of course.

She'd been at some after-school
activity: the literary magazine or speech
and debate. Her sister had been at tennis.
As Molly told it—as she'd been telling it
for thirty years—tennis had ended early
that day. Instead of calling their mother,
Molly had got a ride with a friend from
the same neighborhood; they lived, at
that time, in Rancho Park, south of Pico
Boulevard, near the public golf course.

The house was a Spanish-style bun-
galow with three bedrooms. The front
door was arched, with a bevelled-glass
window covered by a wrought-iron grille.
Down a step from the entry hall was
the living room, which had a deep-blue
rug with a gold border, a white crane at
each corner. Martha could see it clearly:
Molly bursting into the house in her
pleated lavender tennis skirt, her white
collared shirt with the school’s insignia
in purple, a racquet in her hand and her
backpack over one shoulder, calling out,
“Mom! I'm home!”

The couch faced a shelving unit with
a'TV in the center; behind it was a nar-
row wooden table, which divided the
room. On the table stood a tall ceramic
vase filled with dried flowers, which
partially obscured the couch, so Molly
didn't see anyone right away. What she
did see, lying on the floor beside the
couch, were shoes—her mother’s zebra
flats and a pair of black Chuck Taylors
that she recognized, because Jason wore
them every day. Martha couldn’t have
given even a vague description of any
of Molly’s other boyfriends from this
period, but Jason’s face remained as clear
in her mind as the faces of her current
students: floppy blond hair, dull expres-
sion, a dusting of red acne on his fore-
head and cheeks.

“Tason?” Molly had said, and then shed
seen that there were two bodies on the
couch. “Oh, my God,” Molly said, then
covered her face with her hands. “Oh my
God, oh my God, oh my God.”

According to Molly, Judy had stood
up quickly, speaking in the slightly for-

mal tone she employed when she felt
defensive or insulted by someone: “We
were just talking.” Jason had said noth-
ing, picking up his shoes instead of put-
ting them on, rushing past Molly and
out the door. But their mother’s line—
delivered after she'd adjusted her cloth-
ing, her back to Molly, then turned to
see her daughter’s wild expression, the
accoutrements of upper-middle-class
teen-age life scattered around her on the
chinoiserie carpet—was enshrined in
the story, like a moral. “Get over your-
selt,” Judy said, and went upstairs.

In the context of her time, Kather-
ine Philips was considered a secular
poet. But there were several religious
poems collected at the end of what
scholars called the Tutin manuscript.
In one of Martha’s favorites, Philips
contrasts the clarity that the soul will
experience in Heaven with its confu-
sion here on earth:

Here we but crawl and grope and play and

cry,
Are first our own, then others’ enemy.

The poem ends with the idea of the
soul being cleansed in Heaven, but it
was these lines that Martha loved—
not because she thought people were
bad per se but because they behaved
in such inexplicable ways, as blindly
and irrationally as babies.

Astudent approached her after the
seminar on Tuesday. Ava had once
volunteered that shed grown up in Flor-
ida, but that was all Martha knew about
her background. She had light-brown
skin, narrow dark eyes behind clear-
framed glasses, and very straight dark
hair, cut in a bob. Today, she was dressed
in an outfit that wouldnt have been out
of place when Martha was an undergrad-
uate: a white sweater, brown corduroy
miniskirt, and black tights with chunky
shoes.

“Ava,” Martha said. “What can I do
for you?” The room had emptied out, so
it was only Martha at the white laminate
seminar table, under a buzzing fluores-
cent light. Outside, rain streaked down
the mullioned window, through which
they could see the wet, green quad.

Ava was looking at the whiteboard,
where Martha had scrawled at different
times during the seminar the words “con-

” «

tentment,” “contemptus mundi,” and “A
Valediction Forbidding Mourning—]John
Donne.” She seemed to be thinking about
where to begin.

“What didnt you like about my paper?”

The tone made Martha wonder if her
question was really: What don't you like
about me? It was only two oclock, but the
lamps in the quad had been lit because of
the weather. Beyond it, a construction site
was demarcated by temporary fencing; it
would be a new student center, funded by
a billionaire alum. A crane and two dig-
gers sat dormant in the rain, their shadowy
bulk blocking the lights of Charles Street.

“I liked your paper. Youre a good
writer—better than good. You're one of
the best writers I've had in a while.”

The girl’s eyes widened behind her
glasses. “Then why did I get a B?”

“Well, first ... T don't think of a B as
abad grade. I've just never been convinced
by the theory that Philips engineered the
unauthorized publication of her poems.”

Ava pushed her hair behind her ears.
“But she was dying for people to read
them. That stuff she said about not writ-
ing for the rabble—that was just being
snobbish in front of her fancy friends.
People do that all the time around here.”

Martha couldn't help smiling at this
reimagining of the court of Charles II as
spoiled Hopkins undergraduates. “We
have to remember that most British
women at the time couldn’t even sign
their names,” she said. “Writing poems
could make a woman seem less virtuous
or genteel—and that was especially risky
for women like Philips, who weren't born
into the aristocracy.”

“But she still wrote them.”

“Yep.”

“So why wouldn’t she want readers?”

“Poems can be humiliating. They can
reveal things that the writer didn’t in-
tend to reveal. Maybe even things the
writer is later ashamed to have thought
or done! Why shouldn't she have been
able to control who saw them and when?”

Avawas playing with a jade ring, turn-
ing it on her finger, but Martha noticed
her recoil slightly, an indication that the
emotion in Martha’s voice was dispro-
portionate to her subject. She was so used
to students trying to convince her to
change their grades that shed hardly con-
sidered whether this one had been fair.
She tried to modulate her tone.

“In Philips’s time, the word ‘private’
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was often used in a negative way—to
mean isolated or self-interested. Most
scholars think there was no conception
of aright to privacy until the early nine-
teenth century.”

Ava looked up. “But you don't think
s0.”

“I think we all have private experi-
ences, whether or not we memorialize
them in words.”

Avanodded. “She died so young. Only
thirty-three.”

“Lives were very compressed compared
with ours. Philips had read the Bible by
the time she was four, married at seven-
teen, written all these poems and given
birth to two children before she died.”

“Are you married?”

Martha was a little taken aback.

“Sorry—I mean, if that’s too personal?
I just noticed you're not wearing a ring.
I don't want to get married or have kids.”

“Do you want to go on and get a
Ph.D.»”

Ava didn't hesitate. “Nope. I want to
be a poet myself.”

“Honestly, that’s probably more prac-
tical these days. Are you writing poems
now?”

Avanodded.“I publish them on Insta-
gram. I'm sure you think that’s stupid.”

“Of course I don't.”

“I want people to read them—that’s
the point.”

“T agree with you.”

“But you're not changing my grade?”

“Probably not,”Martha conceded. “T'm
sorry.”

“O.K. T heard you were tough.” Ava
smiled, then casually reached down and
adjusted her tights, grabbing the excess
tabric and pulling it up toward her crotch.
She continued talking, although now
Martha was looking at the top of her
head, the smooth cap of dark hair fall-
ing forward over her face. There was
nothing sexual about what Ava was
doing—it was, rather, the total lack of
self-consciousness that Martha some-
times noticed in strangers in women’s
rest rooms, an assumed sorority that al-
ways made her deeply uncomfortable.

“My poems are totally honest. I'm not
hiding anything.”

“That’s a good goal.”

Ava straightened up. She didn't go so
far as to lift her skirt, but she did push
down the waistband, revealing a pale swath
of midrift. “It’s pointless, otherwise.”

“Poetry?”

“Everything,” she said, looking right
at Martha. “Don't you think?”

hen Martha came in, Gisela
was on her hands and knees in
the kitchen. She was wearing green
scrubs with a white turtleneck under-
neath, and her cheeks were flushed in
an alarming way.
“What is it?”
“I can’t find Attila.”
Martha let out a breath. “He’s prob-

g T—— =

T used to work in catering.”

ably hiding under the bed upstairs.
How’s Judy?”

Gisela stood up. She looked as if
she were going to say something but
thought better of it.

“Is something wrong?”

“She’s fine. She’s in the garage,
napping.”

Martha put down her bag, relieved.
With luck, her mother would sleep
until dinnertime. She could make cof-
fee and get some work done. Maybe
she wouldn't bother with dinner, just
order pizza or something for the two
of them.

“I can go check on her before I go.”

“Oh, that’s O.K.,” Martha said. “You
should get out of here. I'm sure she’s
still sleeping. I'll go over in a bit.”

Gisela didn't argue. She got her stuff
together and went out the front door,
which they almost never used.

“Have a good night,” Martha called
after her.

She sat down at the kitchen table,
but, before she could even take out her
laptop, she saw her mother making her
way across the back yard. Judy stopped
to look at something in the grass, then
continued to the back door. Martha
waved at her through the frosted glass,
but Judy still knocked on the door, as
if she were a guest.

Martha got up and opened it. Her
mother looked as if she'd just got out
of bed and come straight to the house
without a stop in the bathroom or a
glance in the mirror. Her hair was
messy, and her face had a sort of creased,
bewildered look.

“Is everything O.K.?”

“Well,” her mother said.

“Come in and sit down. Do you
want coffee?”

Judy nodded mutely. She was wear-
ing a sweater and a blouse with a pair
of wide-legged sweatpants. Everything
matched, pink and black, so the outfit
must have been Gisela’s handiwork.

“Did you have a good day?”

“I left it open.”

“Left what open?”

“The file. You have to hit Save.”

“Uh-huh,” Martha said. Maybe it
had been a bad day, and Gisela hadn't
wanted to say so. On the other hand,
she could remember days recently when
her mother was perfectly fine all morn-

ing, then woke up from her nap confused.



It was as if sleep gave the disease more
scope to work its dark magic.

“It’s your sister’s fault.”

“Have a seat,” she said. “I’ll make
the coffee.”

“Did she call?”

Martha tried to remain patient. “She
doesn’t usually call here. Because the
two of you don't get along.” That was
totally within the bounds of what was
acceptable, according to Lynn, the so-
cial worker. It was more upsetting for
her mother to be disoriented than it
was to hear unpleasant facts about her
life. At least for now, Martha was sup-
posed to tell her the truth, ideally in a
neutral way.

“Because of that thing.”

“Right,”Martha said. “That caused
problems between the two of you.”

“You know that never happened.”

Martha was careful to keep her voice
even. “I always thought it did.”

Her mother nodded. “Everyone did.
But it was all a story your sister in-
vented, to punish me.”

“Huh.”

“I even saw her once. At the z0o.”

“The zoo?”

Her mother shook her head in frus-
tration. Her hair was wild, bits of pink
scalp showing through like evening
light in a cloud. “The store.”

“You saw Molly at the store?”

Her mother sighed, as if Martha
were being particularly obtuse. “Not
Molly. The mother.”

It took Martha a moment. “Jason’s
mother?”

“What’s-her-name. She was buy-
ing those purple things.”

“Grapes?”

“This was in California.”

“Figs?”

Her mother nodded enthusiasti-
cally. “I told her we had a tree at home.
That was true. Do you remember?”

“Yeah, of course. We hated them,
but you and Dad used to eat them for
breakfast.”

“They were so good, off the tree.
Just a little sour. Too soft and sweet in
the store.”

“Did what’s-her-name say anything
to you?”

Judy looked surprised. “Her name
is Linda. She’s still alive—probably.
She said, ‘How’s your daughter?’”

“That’s nice.”

“Not nice.”

“Oh. So what did you say?”

“I told her all about you. Harvard
and all that. Your awards.”

“Oh.”

“That’s nice,” Judy said with a secret
smile.

“But don’t you think she was ask-
ing about Molly?”

Her mother raised her eyebrows,
but this time it was put on—a joke. “I
have two daughters, don’t I?” she said,
and gave Martha a little wink.

It had stopped raining when Mar-
tha stepped outside, but it was al-
ready almost dark. Was today the
twelfth or the thirteenth? By the Ju-
lian calendar, used in Philips’s time,
December 13th was St. Lucy’s Day, the
shortest of the year.

Shed just come out for a moment
because of what Judy had said about
leaving something open. Not a file, cer-
tainly—it had been years since her
mother had used a computer. The door
to the apartment was often a problem,
though, one that foretold future prob-
lems. How long could Judy be trusted
to walk unsupervised from the garage
to the kitchen? How long would it be
before she wandered off on her own?

Martha crossed to the garage, but
the door was shut properly. Most of
her mother’s instincts were still there;
muscle memory compensated for some
of the damage. She looked back at the
lighted window, which framed her
mother in profile at the kitchen table.
Judy was sitting up straight in her chair,
the coffee cup arrested halfway between
the table and her mouth, as if some-
thing had engaged her attention. Did
her thoughts run continuously in mad-
dening loops, or did they get stuck in
particular places, like the cassettes Mar-
tha had listened to as a teen-ager, snag-
ging inside the player, spewing untidy
nests of black magnetic tape?

Another strange characteristic of
the disease was the way it intensified
how Judy had been before: the fright-
ening unpredictability of her speech
and actions. This was an accident of
her mother’s personality, Martha
thought. With most people, the dis-
ease hung on to the neural networks,
stifling and eventually distorting their
original shape. Judy’s scrambling of

past and future and her lack of any fil-
ter weren't so different from the way
she'd always been. Martha had never
been able to anticipate what would
come out of her mouth; she seemed to
save things up, like arrows in a quiver.
It didn’t matter if you were a kid with
a tennis racquet or an adult in an ad-
justable bed. You needed to be always
on your guard.

Martha was heading back to the
house when she narrowly avoided trip-
ping on something in the grass. She
fumbled for the flashlight on her phone,
then crouched down in disbelief. There
was no obvious wound, but she could
tell even before she touched the rab-
bit’s coat. The fur was oddly erect, as
if from static, and spangled with rain.
Attila’s side-facing prey animal’s eye—
blank now, like a marble—hadn’t saved
him. It must have been the kitchen
door that Judy had left open. Attila
would have hopped down the steps
and into the yard. The cat would have
slipped through the fence and out of
his foolish collar, given in to all his an-
cient impulses.

It was too cloudy for stars, but a
half-moon was rising low over the hori-
zon. She would need something to
wrap him in, maybe a bag to carry him
past her mother. If Judy understood
what was in the bag, she would be likely
to ask questions, but whether she would
connect the event to her own error was
anyone’s guess. What was certain was
that she wouldn’t remember that it had
happened; she might not remember
that Attila had existed at all.

Wias it possible that a creature with
Attila’s particular combination of wild-
ness and vulnerability shouldn’t be
loved, that loving him showed Mar-
tha’s desperation? She forced herself
to look at the corpse, which seemed to
have grown smaller in the minutes
she'd been crouching in the grass. Szay,
she thought, but that directive couldn’t
be for the rabbit, who was ineluctably
gone. The grass was soaking her can-
vas shoes, but it seemed important not
to get up just yet. This would be one
of those private moments lost to his-
tory, in which Martha so passionately
and unfashionably still believed. ¢
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A CRITIC AT LARGE

THE FIN AND THE FURY

ne of the earliest written ac-
O counts of a man being eaten

by a shark is also the account
of a shark in love. It appears in “His-
tory of the Wars,”an eight-book chron-
icle by Procopius of Caesarea Palaesti-
nae, born around 500 C.E. Composed
under the censoring eye of the Emperor
Justinian, the work is mostly so dry that
it would be easier to eat than to read.
But among the encomiums on war is
the tale of an oyster “swimming not far
from the shore.” According to Procopius,
“Both its valves were standing open and
the pearl lay between them, a wonder-
ful sight and notable, for no pearl in all
history could be compared with it at all,
either in size or in beauty.”

As the oyster swam (Procopius does
not seem entirely clear on how an oys-
ter moves, and imagines it flapping like
a butterfly), a shark “of enormous size
and dreadful fierceness, fell in love with
this sight and followed close upon it,
leaving it neither day nor night; even
when he was compelled to take thought
for food, he would only look about for
something eatable where he was, and
when he found some bit, he would snatch
it up and eat it hurriedly.” Then “he
would sate himself again with the sight
he loved.”

A fisherman, Procopius writes, re-
ported the pearl’s existence to Peroz I,
the King of Kings of Iran. Peroz—a man
who depicted himself on three different
coins with three different crowns, and
surely enjoyed a glistening accessory—
begged the fisherman to procure it for
him. The fisherman waited, “watching
for an opportunity of catching the pearl
alone without its admirer.” When the
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Beware of sharkless waters.
BY KATHERINE RUNDELL

shark was distracted by some edible mor-
sel, the fisherman dived for the oyster:
“He had seized it and was hastening with
all speed to get out of the water, when
the shark noticed him and rushed to the
rescue. The fisherman saw him coming,
and, when he was about to be overtaken
not far from the beach, he hurled his
booty with all his force upon the land,
and was himself soon afterward seized
and destroyed.”

How much of this is true? Almost
none, of course; the only recorded rela-
tionships between sharks and oysters are
gustatory rather than romantic. But it’s
plausible that a fisherman tangled with
a shark while seeking a pearl for the Per-
sian king. And there are still older, less
idiosyncratic accounts—Pliny the Elder,
in his “Natural History,” from 77 C.E.,
wrote of the “dogfish,” an early term for
shark, that hounded sponge divers:

The divers, however, have terrible combats
with the dogfish, which attack with avidity the
groin, the heels, and all the whiter parts of the
body. The only means of ensuring safety, is to
go boldly to meet them, and so, by taking the
initiative, strike them with alarm: for, in fact,
this animal is just as frightened at man, as man

isatit. . . . But the moment the diver has reached
the surface, the danger is much more immi-
nent. . . . His only chance of safety is in his

companions, who draw him along by a cord that
is fastened under his shoulders. . . . If they do
not whip him out in an instant, with the greatest
possible celerity, they see him snapped asunder.

We faced sharks in the water long be-
fore Pliny. In 2021, researchers reéxamined
a three-thousand-year-old skeleton from
a Japanese cemetery whose bones bore
nearly eight hundred marks of serrated
teeth. One hand and both legs had been
entirely severed from the body, most likely

by a great white shark or a tiger shark;
three-dimensional imaging suggested
that the person, probably a fisherman,
had been alive when the attack began,

and had fought back. To think of a shark
is, for many, to thrill with an ancient fear.

hat fear has heft, and glamour, and

history to it. In 1945, in what may
be the worst recorded shark attack, the
American naval ship U.S.S. Indianapo-
lis was hit by a Japanese torpedo. Around
nine hundred men made it into the water
alive. Oceanic whitetip sharks—now crit-
ically endangered, but then more plen-
tiftul—began to gather, eating first the
dead and then, eventually, coming for
the living. The sharks would have been
guided not just by their keen sense of
smell (they can detect odor molecules in
dilutions as low as ten parts per billion)
but also by their lateral line, sensors along
the body which alert them to infinites-
imal changes in pressure hundreds of
yards away—they, more than any of us,
can read the pulse of the ocean. They are
guided, too, as Daniel C. Abel notes in
his lively new book, “Sharkpedia”
(Princeton), by their ampullae of Loren-
zini, receptors that pick up those elec-
tric fields which all animals emit.

For four days, the men waited in the
water to be rescued. The Americans had
intercepted a Japanese message record-
ing the sinking of the ship but had dis-
counted it as a bid to trick them into an
ambush. Many men died of thirst. One
opened a can of Spam, only to find the
sharks immediately circling. When the
sailors were finally rescued, just over
three hundred were alive; the number

of the dead who had been killed by sharks
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Some sharks swim their entire lives without ceasing; others are centuries old. They terrify us, but they should amaze us.
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has been estimated as somewhere be-
tween a few dozen and as many as a
hundred and fifty. These are the stories
we are brought up on: of open water,
gaping jaws, circling fins. Among those
who loathe sharks is the forty-fifth Pres-
ident of the United States. In 2013, he
tweeted, “Sharks are last on my list -
other than perhaps the losers and haters
of the World!”

And yet: when you go to the ocean
this summer, you are not going to be
eaten by a shark. We kill a hundred mil-
lion sharks annually. They kill, in unpro-
voked attacks (those in which the victim
was not attempting to feed or touch the
shark), between five and ten of us glob-
ally. There are a further sixty-odd non-
fatal unprovoked attacks reported each
year. You are significantly more likely to
be bitten by a person in Manhattan than
you are to be bitten by a shark anywhere
off the North American coast. In the
same way that you are not going to win
the lottery or become globally famous
for your good looks and charm, you are
not going to be attacked by a shark. They
are not especially attracted to human
blood and do not crave human flesh.
Sharks—unlike, for instance, crows—
never develop vendettas. In comparison,
very conservatively, snakes kill eighty
thousand people a year, crocodiles a thou-
sand, hippopotamuses five hundred, and
lions two hundred. You are more likely
to die from constipation, tornadoes, or
lawnmowers. Yet no frisson of terror goes
through us when we walk past the lawn-
care section at FHome Depot.

hat sharks really deserve, in strictly

rational terms, is our unstinting,
passionate, at-a-respectful-distance awe.
There are more than five hundred shark
species, ranging in size from the whale
shark, the ocean’s largest fish, which can
grow more than twelve metres in length,
to the dwarf lanternshark, which is small
enough to rest in your hand. Some swim
their entire lives without ceasing: living
machines of perpetual motion. Their
beauties and complexities are legion; the
kitefin shark, one of the undersung rav-
ishments of the sea, is bioluminescent—
six feet of glowing light. Jasmin Graham,
a marine biologist and the author of the
new memoir “Sharks Don’t Sink” (Pan-
theon), writes warmly of the sharks that
she has loved—sand tiger sharks, in par-
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ticular, “because their teeth make them
look like they are desperately in need of
an orthodontist.” The zebra shark trans-
forms in the course of its life, from dark
with light stripes in its youth to leopard-
like spots in adulthood. The porbeagle,
alarge and graceful warm-blooded shark,
has been observed playfully chasing peers,
rolling in the water, and nudging kelp.
The epaulette shark has evolved to “walk”
on land, moving from tidal pools back
into the ocean, using its fins as putative
legs. The hammerhead shark sees the
underwater world in ways we never could,
with three-hundred-and-sixty-degree
vision; the “hammer,” or cephalofoil, of
one hammerhead species, the endan-
gered winghead shark, can be half the
length of its entire body, gently swept
back like two side-view mirrors on a
classic car. Its proportions are proof, if
we needed it, of evolution’s insistence
on the various, the strange, the virtuo-
sically particular.

Even the ugly sharks are beautiful.
Goblin sharks are a living fossil, the final
members of the family Mitsukurini-
dae—a lineage that stretches back more
than a hundred million years. Of all the
sharks, they most look their age. Their
prominent snouts protrude in a furious
sneer, and their teeth are long and pin-
like. But even they have their moments
of glamour; they can be a shocking pink—
fairy-tale monsters, bedecked in silk.

Sharks are marvels of design. Some
can, at aloose calculation, work through
thirty thousand teeth in their lifetime,
each one pushing the next out like a fac-
tory belt so that they remain sharp and
ready. The whale shark, always a fish of
extremes, has more than three hundred
rows of tiny teeth. Others, like the dainty
cookiecutter shark, eat their lower dental
plate whole. Shark skin, too, is covered
with dermal denticles—tiny teeth, which
keep away the barnacles that plague
whales. Stroke a shark the wrong way
and you get “shark burn.” (Better not to
stroke one at all.) We have yet to con-
firm any mechanism by which sharks
can deliberately make sound; rather,
they communicate by head, mouth,and
tail movements, by the position of their
body in the water, and by the dipping
of their pectoral fins. Fin biting is for
courtship, arched backs for intimidation.

The great white is perhaps the most
magisterial. Clever and inquisitive, with

seven rows of teeth, great whites are one
of only a few species of sharks to engage
in “spyhopping”—putting their heads
above the water’s surface to seek out prey
or get a better look at their surround-
ings. To salute the great white is to sa-
lute grandeur matched to intricacy mar-
ried to power. But my vote for the finest
shark—for the one that, if all living things
had their due, would merit a yearly pa-
rade for the staggering fact of its exis-
tence—is also among the ugliest: the
Greenland shark. It is the world’s longest-
living vertebrate, but only recently did
we discover the extent of its longevity.
In 2008, a Danish physicist, Jan Heine-
meier, devised a way to test lens crys-
tallines found in the eye for carbon 14,
and thereby establish, very roughly, the
owner’s age. Later, he was asked to test
Greenland sharks. The largest tested, a
sixteen-foot female, was found to be be-
tween two hundred and seventy-two
years old and five hundred and twelve
years old. Because size is considered a
strong indicator of age,and because there
are records of twenty-four-foot-long
Greenland sharks, it’s very possible that
there are sharks, deep in the black depths
of our oceans, that are older still. There
is likely a shark living today that swam
our seas as Shakespeare was writing out
the ingredients for his three witches’por-
tent potion: “scale of dragon, tooth of
wolf, witches mummy, maw and gulf, of
the ravind salt-sea shark.” Its parents
would have been old enough to have
lived alongside Dante, its great-great-
grandparents perhaps contemporaries of
Procopius, as he wrote his shark-and-
pearl romance. Greenland sharks have
swum, slow and cold and steady, for thou-
sands of years, as the world aboveground
has burned, rebuilt, and burned again.

As a family, sharks are truly an-

cient: their ancestors in the fos-
sil record, appearing four hundred and
fifty million years ago, precede the ex-
istence of trees. Their fossilized teeth,
Daniel C. Abel notes, were believed to
be the stone tongues of dragons. They
have lived through five major extinction
events, including the asteroid that killed
the dinosaurs. But they may not survive
us. Of the five hundred or so species of
shark, more than a quarter are threat-
ened with extinction, owing to overfish-
ing and climate change. Jasmin Graham



reports pulling from the water sharks
with gunshot wounds, sharks that had
been beaten with clubs. The so-called
lost shark (Carcharhinus obsoletus), a spe-
cies of requiem shark, has not been seen
since 1934, and is probably extinct: three
recorded specimens, from Borneo, Thai-
land, and Vietnam, all more than eighty
years old, are small, sweet-faced, and large-
eyed. They’re roughly sixteen inches long,
but the fact that something that once ex-
isted in the universe should be discarded,
irreversibly, because of our uncareful en-
croachments—that is large enough.

We have always craved them. Shark
teeth have been found in caves in Nor-
way, left over from Stone Age meals. Ne-
anderthals living in the cave of Figueira
Brava, in Portugal, ate shark alongside
crab and mussels a hundred thousand
years ago. But they did not hunt then as
we hunt now. Our hunger, since the Sec-
ond World War, has become rapacious.
The hundred million we are estimated
to kill may be an undercount: they are
fished for shark-fin soup, for shark-liver
oil, for cartilage to be transformed into
neat little capsules of supplements. Often,
despite finning laws, fishermen slice a
fin from a still living shark and drop the
creature back into the water, to bleed to
a slow and painful death on the ocean
floor. Worse, climate change has rendered
some waters uninhabitable. Warmer wa-
ters cause sharks’metabolisms to quicken,
demanding greater expenditure of energy,
and the animals suppress reproduction to
compensate. Others migrate, abandoning
their former homes—and, without sharks
to act as apex predators, entire ecosys-
tems will be thrown into chaos. An ocean
without sharks is a terrifying prospect.

There is no such thing as shark-
infested waters, in the same way that
there is no such thing as a child-infested
school. You cannot infest your own home.
Fear is, of course, a great good. It can be
a form of wisdom. But if we could re-
orient the sentiment—and direct it, for
instance, toward those humans whose
vested interests lie in persuading us to
acquiesce in the living world’s destruc-
tion—we would fare better. Beware an
ExxonMobil-infested State Department;
beware a fossil-fuel-infested politics.
These are dark times, and there are many
things to fear. But none of them are found
swimming under a vast sky as the wa-
ters around us warm and empty. ¢
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BRIEFLY NOTED

Godwin, by Joseph O’Neill (Pantheon). Mark Wolfe, the pro-
tagonist of this intricately structured novel, is a technical writer
in Pittsburgh going through an emotionally turbulent spell.
Amid upheaval in his workplace, Wolfe is lured by his English
half brother—an aspiring soccer agent who is “a tornado of un-
reliability”—into a quest to locate a prodigiously talented young
African player named Godwin before a rival does. Their effort
leads them from England to France to Benin, and, ultimately,
back to the U.S. Ruminative, digressive, and epigrammatic,
O’Neill’s novel is both a hilarious picaresque and a series of
meditations on family, ambition, colonialism, and the history
of soccer. “Football is not predictable,” one character observes.
“Life is not predictable.” Neither is this novel.

Fire Exit, by Morgan Tulty (Tin House). This striking début
novel of cultural inheritance and painful family bonds fol-
lows a man living across the river from Maine’s Penobscot
reservation, where he was raised by his white mother and
Native stepfather, and where he lived until he was effectively
evicted by a law that tied residency to official tribal status.
The man spends his days observing his estranged daughter,
who was the result of an unexpected pregnancy, and whose
mother, a Penobscot woman, brought her to the reservation.
Taking care of his own aging mother, he unearths details he
hadn’t known about his past, which he aches to share with
his daughter, believing that they belong to her, too.

Private Revolutions, by Yuan Yang (Viking). Four Chinese
millennials are the protagonists of this journalistic chronicle,
which attempts to portray the ways in which China’s eco-
nomic and social transformations of the past thirty years man-
ifest on a personal scale. Yuan's subjects, all women, include
the founder of a successful education business in Beijing, an
urban transplant whose mother was killed in an accident
while working in a coal mine far from home, and two labor
organizers: one who pursued that path after working in fac-
tories, another after obtaining a sociology degree. Yuan, a for-
mer Beijing correspondent for the Financial Times who is
now a British Labour M.P,, captures each woman’s life as she
contends with obstacles—from stolen wages to discouraging
parents—and embraces new freedoms.

Thom Gunn, by Michael Nott (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). Di-
aries, letters, and interviews are assembled in this profoundly
intimate biography, which traces the life of a revelatory gay
poet. Nott follows Gunn from his childhood in London to
places such as Cambridge, San Antonio, and San Francisco,
as he struggles with addiction and loses loved ones to AIDS.
In himself, Gunn sees “a desire for a consistent and unbru-
tal strength”and “various complicated different kinds of cow-
ardice,” but also “a readiness to enjoy my experience.” Most
poignant is Nott’s treatment of Gunn’s loves, both shallow
and deep, and the men who inspired much of his verse: “Noth-
ing is, or will ever be,/ Mine, I suppose. No one can hold a
heart,/ But what we hold in trust/We do hold, even apart.”
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BORN AGAIN

The past and future of Christian fundamentalism.

BY MICHAEL LUO

t was an age of wonder. Young,

free-spirited women in feathery
dresses smoked in jazz clubs. Families
gathered around big radio cabinets in
their living rooms. The marvel of mass
production enabled millions of auto-
mobiles to roll oft assembly lines each
year. In the nineteen-twenties, moder-
nity was transforming America, usher-
ing in prosperity, polyglot metropolises,
and new norms around gender and sex-
uality. Perhaps most significantly, doubt
was creeping into the citadel of reli-
gion. A crisis of belief, brought on by
social and technological change, and by
growing acceptance of Darwin’s theory
of evolution, threatened Protestant

The Scopes trial, a century ago, seemed to
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Christianity, the dominant American
creed. Fierce fights over the authority
of Scripture divided denominations. A
backlash was inevitable. The Ku Klux
Klan experienced a renaissance, expand-
ing beyond the rural South and into
Northern cities, the Midwest, and the
Pacific Northwest, under the banner of
white Protestantism. A loose coalition
of Protestant ministers began to style
themselves as “fundamentalists”—de-
fenders of Christian orthodoxy and foes
of modernism. Their aim was to return
the nation to God.

On January 21, 1925, Representative
John Washington Butler, a forty-nine-
year-old farmer and clerk for a circle of

break the movement’s hold on America.

churches whose members called them-
selves “primitive Baptists,” introduced
a bill in the Tennessee legislature that
he had written out by hand, in front of
his fireplace. The Butler Act, as it came
to be known, was less than two hun-
dred words long. It forbade educators
to teach “any theory that denies the
story of the Divine Creation of man as
taught in the Bible, and to teach in-
stead that man has descended from a
lower order of animals.” Butler believed
evolutionary theory to be dangerous—
a threat to the “Christian life of our
homes.” The bill sailed through the leg-
islature and was signed into law on
March 21st, by Governor Austin Peay.

An official at a nascent organization
in New York called the American Civil
Liberties Union flagged the law for her
boss, and soon a pair of newspapers in
Tennessee reported that the organiza-
tion was seeking a teacher to challenge
the statute in court. One of the papers
was read by George W. Rappleyea, the
manager of the Cumberland Coal and
Iron Company, in Dayton, an isolated
town in the eastern part of the state,
known for its lush strawberry fields.
Dayton had around two thousand peo-
ple. There were two drugstores, two
blacksmith shops, and a pool hall; farm-
ers still tied up their horses at the hitch-
ing rail on Market Street. Rappleyea
was a Methodist Sunday-school teacher,
but he didn’t believe that evolution con-
tradicted his faith. He connected the
A.C.L.U.with John Thomas Scopes, a
slender, reserved graduate of the Uni-
versity of Kentucky. Scopes had recently
arrived in Dayton to teach math, phys-
ics, and chemistry, and to coach the
tootball team, but he also briefly taught
biology, using a state-approved text-
book that included a short passage on
evolution. A deputy sheriff arrested
Scopes on a misdemeanor charge of vi-
olating the Butler Act. His trial was set
for the summer of 1925.

The international spectacle that fol-
lowed is the subject of “Keeping the
Faith” (Random House), a briskly told
chronicle by Brenda Wineapple, who
has a knack for producing popular his-
tories with contemporary resonance.
(Her previous book, “The Impeachers,”
published in 2019, during the Trump
Administration, was on the impeach-
ment of President Andrew Johnson.) In
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the preface to “Keeping the Faith,”Wine-
apple notes the modern-day parallels to
the Scopes “monkey trial,” as it was fa-
mously dubbed. “Democracy was on trial
in Dayton,” Wineapple writes. “As it
would be again in our time: teachers
being told what or how to teach; science
regarded as an out-of-control, godless
shibboleth; books tossed out of schools
and libraries; loyalty oaths; and white
supremacists promising that a revital-
ized white Protestant America would
lead its citizens out of the slough of moral
and spiritual decay to rise again, regard-
less of what or whose rights and free-
doms might be trampled.” In recent
weeks, conflagrations over the place of
religion in American civic life have
spread. On June 19th, Louisiana enacted
a law that mandated the display of the
Ten Commandments in its schools. A
week later, Oklahoma’s state school su-
perintendent issued a memo requiring
that the “Bible, which includes the Ten
Commandments,”be incorporated into
curricula, effective immediately.

The central protagonists of “Keeping
the Faith”are Clarence Darrow, the leg-
endary trial lawyer and self-described
agnostic who helped defend Scopes,
and William Jennings Bryan, a golden-
tongued, thrice-failed Democratic Pres-
idential candidate who was fundamen-
talism’s flag-bearer. Bryan, in particular,
makes for an interesting character study
when examined through the prism of
today’s culture wars. He was a sixty-
five-year-old progressive Democrat who
inveighed against wealth inequality, ad-
vocated for women’s suffrage, and cham-
pioned, as Wineapple writes, “the poor,
the plain, and anyone left out of an in-
creasingly corporate America.” (His
nickname was the Great Commoner.)
He was a fervent believer in Christian-
ity’s ability to spur people to generosity
and compassion. But he also demon-
strated the racism that has long been em-
bedded in the American church, once
stating that social equality would “throw
the white and the black races into greater
antagonism and conflict.” He joined the
prosecution because he felt that the cru-
sade against “apeism” was vital to pro-
tecting young minds. “We cannot afford
to have a system of education that de-
stroys the religious faith of seventy-five
per cent of our children,” he said.

The prevailing image of the Scopes

trial is that of a farcical circus, with be-
nighted fundamentalists descending
upon Dayton and hanging their ban-
ners—“Read Your Bible,”“Where Will
You Spend Eternity?”—all over town.
Wineapple’s rendering of evolution’s
opposers, however, is notably empa-
thetic. She portrays Bryan as a flawed
but earnest defender of democracy, in-
tent on protecting the rights of the states,
even if he “wanted to make people be-
lieve what he believed, by decree if nec-
essary.” Scopes’s supposedly liberal-
minded supporters, Wineapple points
out, were closed off in their own way.
In their magazine articles and newspa-
per editorials, these “self-appointed ar-
biters of culture”sneered at their Bible-
thumping opponents. “The two poles
did not meet,” Wineapple writes. “Prej-
udice encountered prejudice; intoler-
ance, intolerance.”

he climactic moment of the trial

arrived on a Monday afternoon,
July 20th, when Scopes’s lawyers an-
nounced, “The defense desires to call
Mr. Bryan as a witness.” It was an au-
dacious maneuver. Darrow’s plan was
to put the views of a “Bible expert,” as
Bryan described himself, to the test
under oath. The confrontation took
place in the oppressive summer heat;
earlier in the day, the judge had moved
the proceedings onto the courthouse
lawn to accommodate the throngs of
spectators. Bryan, who sported a bow
tie, sat in a wooden chair on a make-
shift platform, fanning himself to keep
cool. Darrow, slightly stooped but still
ferocious at sixty-eight, faced him in
shirtsleeves and suspenders.

Darrow opened by asking Bryan
about his credentials as a Bible scholar.
Bryan said that he'd been studying the
Bible for fifty years, and that the text
“should be accepted as it is given.” He
hastened to point out, however, that
there were certain passages that were
not meant to be taken literally. “For in-
stance,” he said, “ “Ye are the salt of the
earth,’ I would not insist that man was
actually salt, or that he had flesh of salt,
but it is used in the sense of salt as sav-
ing God’s people.”

With that, Bryan had walked into a
trap. Darrow commenced a series of
hypotheticals, first querying Bryan about

the story of Jonah, who is swallowed

by a big fish, in the Old Testament.
“How do you literally interpret that?”
Darrow asked. Bryan explained that he
believed “in a God who can make a
whale and can make a man and make
both do what He pleases.” Darrow
pressed as to whether this meant that
the “fish was made especially to swal-
low a man or not.” Bryan suggested that
it was a miracle: “When you get be-
yond what man can do, you get within
the realm of miracles; and it is just as
easy to believe the miracle of Jonah as
any other miracle in the Bible.” Dar-
row then turned to the passage where
Joshua implores God to make the sun
stand still, so that his army can have
more daylight to vanquish the Amor-
ites. Darrow asked Bryan if he believed
this. Bryan affirmed that he did.

Slowly but surely, Darrow was guid-
ing his witness into a verbal cul-de-sac.
He asked Bryan whether he believed
that the sun went around the earth at
that time. Here, Bryan demurred: “No,
I believe that the earth goes around the
sun.”Had he ever considered what would
happen if the earth stood still? “Don’t
you know that it would become a mol-
ten mass?” Darrow said. Bryan responded
that he had never considered this, be-
cause God would have taken care of
whatever needed to happen. “I have
been too busy on things that I thought
were of more importance than that,”he
said. Darrow bore down on Bryan about
the Biblical stories of Noah and the
Flood and the Tower of Babel. Finally,
he turned to the creation account in
Genesis and asked if Bryan believed
that the earth was created in six literal
days. Bryan interjected, “Not six days
of twenty-four hours™—a response that
prompted a few gasps from the lawn.
Darrow was pleased now: “Doesn't it
say so?” Bryan said, “No.”

Tom Stewart, one of the prosecutors,
sprang to his feet. “What is the purpose
of this examination?” he said. Bryan
snarled that the only purpose was to
“cast ridicule on everybody who believes
in the Bible.” He was sweating profusely.
Darrow was livid as well. “We have the
purpose of preventing bigots and igno-
ramuses from controlling the education
of the United States and you know it,”
he said. Bryan proclaimed that he was
only trying to “protect the word of God
against the greatest atheist or agnostic
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in the United States.” He was standing
and screaming. “I want the papers to
know I am not afraid to get on the stand
in front of him and let him do his worst,”
he continued. He explained that the six
days of creation could refer to “periods,”
rather than to literal twenty-four-hour
days. (The belief was not uncommon
among evolution’s critics.)

By the time the judge adjourned the
court, Bryan was disconsolate. The re-
views of his performance were brutal;
he had come across as intellectually blin-
kered, hysterical. The following day, how-
ever, he got a surprise reprieve. The judge
ruled that his testimony was immaterial
and struck it from the record. The jury
needed only nine minutes to pronounce
Scopes guilty. He was fined a hundred
dollars for his transgression. Five days
later, Bryan took an afternoon nap and
never woke up, apparently suffering a
stroke. Thousands tuned in to the radio
broadcast of his funeral, at New York
Avenue Presbyterian Church, in Wash-
ington, D.C. “God aimed at Darrow,
missed him, and hit Bryan,” the jour-
nalist H. L. Mencken wrote.

A year and a half later, the Supreme
Court of Tennessee set aside Scopes’s
conviction on a technicality but upheld
the Butler Act’s constitutionality. In its
decision, the court asserted that Scopes
was an employee of the state and, there-
fore, subject to its terms of employment;
the court also insisted that the law “only
Jforbids the teaching of evolution,” and

that “nothing contrary to that theory is
required to be taught.” As a result, the
court said, the law imposed no religious
preference upon public-school students.
It was not until four decades later, in the
spring of 1967, that state lawmakers finally
repealed the Butler Act. The following
year, the Supreme Court of the United
States invalidated an anti-evolution stat-
ute in Arkansas that dated back to the
Scopes era, ruling that the First Amend-
ment “mandates government neutrality
between religion and religion, and be-
tween religion and nonreligion.”

he humiliation of the Scopes trial
led to the implosion of the funda-
mentalist coalition. Moderate Protestant
figures, even those who still held deeply
conservative theological beliefs, were no
longer willing to be associated with the
movement. It seemed on its way to be-
coming a historical curiosity—a laugh-
ingstock born of a particular period of
upheaval. The opposite turned out to be
true. Wineapple treats fundamentalism’s
fate after the Scopes trial only glancingly,
noting that it “would resurface, over and
over, during that century and decidedly
during the next.” But the story of fun-
damentalism’s near-demise, hibernation,
and eventual rebirth as a revanchist, mil-
itant political force partly underpins the
cultural conflict that threatens Ameri-
can democracy today.
In 2006, the historian George Mars-
den issued an updated edition of his

“It’s your turn—go sit on her.”

classic history “Fundamentalism and
American Culture” (first published in
1980), which included a new essay on
the birth of the religious right and its
roots in the fundamentalism of the
nineteen-twenties. Marsden describes
how the earlier movement was steeped
in the revivalist tradition of American
Christianity, which prioritized evange-
lism and personal piety. By the nine-
teen-fifties, a “new evangelical” move-
ment had emerged, led by Billy Graham
and other prominent figures such as
Harold Ockenga, the pastor of the Con-
gregationalist Park Street Church, in
Boston, and Carl F. H. Henry, a theo-
logian at Fuller Theological Seminary,
outside Los Angeles. These men wanted
to forge a more intellectually respect-
able, culturally engaged movement than
their fundamentalist forebears had, one
that would allow them to regain a foot-
hold in American life. They succeeded,
attracting believers from a broad spec-
trum of theological and even political
commitments—mainline Protestants,
Pentecostals, Reformed, and others. The
largest contingent, however, comprised
those whose religious lineages could be
traced directly back to fundamentalism.
A separatist fringe of conservative Prot-
estants also continued to self-identify
as fundamentalists, building their own
institutions in defiance of Graham and
the broader evangelical movement. Mars-
den’s conclusion is that the religious right,
which emerged in the aftermath of the
cultural turbulence of the sixties and
early seventies, ultimately drew upon
both these “separatist fundamentalists”
and evangelicals who were “fundamen-
talistic” in their outlook.

In many ways, today’s America re-
sembles the tumultuous one in which
the Scopes trial unfolded. The religious
landscape is, once again, undergoing pre-
cipitous change: according to the Pew
Research Center, the number of Amer-
icans who identify as Christian plunged
from nine out of ten, in the early nine-
ties, to less than two-thirds, in 2020. Once
again, norms around gender and sexual-
ity are rapidly evolving. A notable dif-
ference is that liberal mainline Protes-
tant denominations have dwindled in
number and influence. The modernist
threat within the church—theological
liberalism—has largely faded as a con-
cern among fundamentalist Christians.



Instead, their energies and alarm have
shifted almost entirely to the political
realm. Marsden attributes this both to
the resourcefulness of evangelical lead-
ers, who realized that political influence
could bolster their movement, and to the
shrewdness of Republican politicians,
who saw a voting bloc that could be co-
opted for their own purposes.

In recent years, a raft of books have
been published by authors decrying the
evangelical movement’s alliance with
right-wing politics, its vulnerability to
racism, its unseemly blending of God
and country, and particularly its obei-
sance to Donald Trump. Many of these
books are by people who consider them-
selves to be part of that movement; if
evangelicals are like sheep, theirs is the
bleating from the edge of the flock. In
“Losing Our Religion” (2023), Russell
Moore, the editor-in-chief of Christi-
anity Today, who, in 2021, resigned as
the head of the public-policy arm of
the Southern Baptist Convention, ar-
gues that the current exodus from Amer-
ican churches is different from the cri-
sis of belief in the nineteen-twenties.
“We see now young evangelicals walk-
ing away from evangelicalism not be-
cause they do not believe what the
church teaches, but because they be-
lieve the church itself does not believe
what the church teaches,” he writes.

Moore and other dismayed evangel-
icals, including David French, a colum-
nist for the Times, and Curtis Chang,
the executive director of a Christian
nonprofit, recently launched a video
course called “The After Party: Toward
Better Christian Politics.” An accom-
panying book, written by Chang and
Nancy French, who is married to David
and has ghostwritten for conservative
politicians, sets out the course’s animat-
ing idea: encouraging evangelicals to be
less preoccupied with the what of pol-
itics and more concerned with the Aow,
focussing on spiritual values such as love,
forgiveness, and mercy—with a partic-
ular emphasis on hope and humility.
This “Big Shift,” Chang and French
write, is necessary to “prevent a broader
catastrophic loss of our democracy.”

The book collects stories from the
organizers of “The After Party” about
their own journeys of conscience in pol-
itics. David French is a former litigator
for Christian conservative causes. He

admits that he was a “combatant”in the
culture wars; in 2007, he spoke at a con-
servative convention and identified “far-
Left radicals at home and jihadists
abroad” as the two greatest threats fac-
ing America. Later that year, French
deployed to Iraq as a military lawyer.
One of his roommates was a liberal
Mexican American Army captain, who
told French he belonged to “the church
of the Hubble telescope,” because he
believed only in what he could see. The
two men spent hours sparring like Dar-
row and Bryan, debating religion, pol-
itics, and other subjects. “We didn’t
change each other,” French says. “He
didn’t become like me. I didn’t become
like him. But he was my first friend in
Iraq.” French says that his roommate
helped him begin to see his political
opponents as neighbors. Today, he re-
mains anti-abortion, but he’s also a
prominent Never Trump Republican,
and has been outspoken about racial
disparities in policing. “T'ime and again,
the more I learned, the more I regret-
ted my previous combativeness,” he says.
“I was trying hard to win arguments,
when I now realize I wasn't even right.”

The authors of “The After Party”re-
mind believers that “reconciliation to
God inherently leads to reconciliation
with others.” They encourage Chris-
tians to draw on the resources of their
faith to model a more relational, less
tribal approach to politics. It’s a stirring
admonition, but Wineapple’s observa-
tion about the tragedy of the Scopes
trial is that both sides failed to see the
other. The “self-appointed arbiters of
culture” can seem just as contemptuous
of faith as they were a century ago, even
as their own beliefs become an altar
unto themselves. The divide may very
well be unbridgeable, but Marsden sug-
gests that both sides keep in mind the
wide angle of history and what it re-
veals—that “cultural conflicts are not
simply products of the machinations of
the warped minds of one’s opponents,
but rather reflect deeply embedded cul-
tural patterns.” A clear-eyed explana-
tion of fundamentalism’s resilience might
include a recognition from nonbeliev-
ers that there is something wanting in
the secular consensus, a lacuna that sci-
entific, technological, and social prog-
ress has failed to address. The values of

humility and hope could benefit us all. ¢
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MUSICAL EVENTS

FORBIDDEN DESIRES

Debussy, Strauss, and a new opera about John Singer Sargent, in Des Moines.

BY ALEX ROSS

Until the mid-nineteenth century,
opera was wedded to rhythm and
rhyme. Librettists supplied composers
with heaps of verse for arias and other
vocal numbers, alongside chunks of prose
recitative that allowed for interstitial ex-
position. The convention began to break
down with Wagner, who expanded rec-
itative to epic proportions. In 1867, the
Russian composer Alexander Dargo-
myzhsky took a further step, setting Push-
kin’s blank-verse play “The Stone Guest”
almost verbatim. Mussorgsky followed
with “Boris Godunov,” a Pushkin adap-
tation on a monumental scale. Thus arose
a genre that became known as Literatur-
oper, because nothing officially exists until

it is named in German. Composers did
not need librettists at all; they could make
direct use of plays and other literary prop-
erties. Two formidable prose operas
emerged just after 1900: Debussy’s “Pelléas
et Mélisande,”a condensation of the play
by Maurice Maeterlinck; and Strauss’s
“Salome,” after the decadent drama by
Oscar Wilde. This summer, Des Moines
Metro Opera, one of America’s boldest
smaller companies, staged those two works
side by side, sending psychic shivers into
the hot summer night.

Literaturoper rests on the assumption
that opera suffers from excess artifice and
that modern theatrical speech supplies a
corrective. The justification was also mu-

The lowa company draws casts from the upper ranks of younger American singers.
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sical: intensifying experiments in har-
mony and rhythm called for less form-
bound texts. Debussy’s otherworldly
sonorities, drifting away from the tonal
system, uncannily matched MaeterlincKk’s
Symbolist prose. Mélisande’s entrance
line—"“Ne me touchez pas! Ne me touchez
pas!”—is a brittle recoil from an unwanted
approach. Strauss, for his part, favored
lunging melodic lines and stabbing dis-
sonances. When the unhinged Herod en-
ters mid-rant—“Where is Salome? Where
is the Princess? Why did she not return
to the banquet as I commanded her? Ah!
There she is!"—notes splatter all around
him, like wine spilling from his cup. In
both cases, the composer releases the hid-
den music of the text.

Des Moines Metro Opera, which was
tounded in 1973, can’t rival Salzburg or
Aix-en-Provence in scenic luxury. Yet
musical values by no means suffer; casts
are drawn from the upper ranks of younger
American singers. And the company’s
home venue—the Blank Performing Arts
Center, on the campus of Simpson Col-
lege, in Indianola—fosters unusual inti-
macy. The auditorium seats fewer than
five hundred people, in an amphitheatre
arrangement. The orchestra plays in a
semi-enclosed pit, with the stage extend-
ing around it. The singers almost brush
against those sitting in the front row. They
can project without great effort and can
be easily heard even when they have their
backs turned. All of this enables conver-
sational directness. Opera comes as close
to straight theatre as I've seen it.

The snugness of the room worked es-
pecially well for “Pelléas,”a score that re-
lies on suggestion, evasion, and ellipsis.
The characters are at once archetypes and
ciphers: the mysteriously meandering
Mélisande; her grim groom, Golaud; and
Golaud’s fatally solicitous half brother,
Pelléas. The Des Moines production, di-
rected by Chas Rader-Shieber, opted for
a shadowy Victorian vibe, with surrealist
touches. Wall panels and wardrobe doors
opened to reveal, variously, a garden, a
snowdrift, and a deer carcass hanging on
a gambrel. The final tableau is bleakly
potent: most everyone falls dead, and Go-
laud’s young son, Yniold, paces in circles,
holding Mélisande’s newborn child.

What mattered most was the imme-
diacy of the singing and the acting. The
excellent young American bass-baritone
Brandon Cedel, making his role début as

ILLUSTRATION BY KATHERINE LAM



Golaud, began tentatively, missing oppor-
tunities for nuance and color. A line like
“I will never be able to find my way out
of this forest” needs a twinge of fear. But
as Golaud’s rage at Pelléas deepened Cedel
applied vocal force by degrees, becoming
uncomfortably menacing by the end. The
agile baritone Edward Nelson, by contrast,
was skittery, almost puckish, as Pelléas—
he portrayed a charmer who has no aware-
ness of the consequences of his charm.
Sydney Mancasola, as Mélisande, brought
to bear aluminous soprano and a grounded
conception of the character; in place of
a vacant damsel, she evoked a flesh-and-
blood woman who has made a wrong
turn into a damaged world. Matt Boehler
was an imposing Arkel, Catherine Mar-
tin an affecting Geneviéve. Derrick Inouye
conducted with subtle authority. Emily
Bieker’s flute solos beguiled the ears.

Strauss called “Salome”a “scherzo with
a fatal conclusion.” Alison Pogorelc, who
directed the Des Moines staging, and
Steven Kemp and Jacob Climer, who de-
signed the sets and costumes, seemed to
have comedy uppermost in mind: this
was a Hollywood Biblical epic gone to
seed, with beefy soldiers outfitted in mini-
skirts and Herod sporting a variation on
a Burger King crown. Chad Shelton wal-
lowed happily in that high-camp role,
while Norman Garrett generated coun-
tervailing nobility as Jochanaan. Sara
Gartland, as the necrophiliac princess,
gyrated fetchingly while delivering her
taxing part in nimble, focussed fashion.
The opera was heard in Strauss’s reduced
orchestration; under David Neely’s baton,
the musicians still made a splendid racket.
As Gartland cradled a realistic replica of
Jochanaan’s severed head, I wondered
whether the experience was 700 intimate.
But a proper “Salome” should make the
stomach churn a little.

he Des Moines season also featured

a world premiere: Damien Geter’s
“American Apollo,” about John Singer
Sargent’s putative affair with Thomas
Eugene McKeller, the statuesque Black
Bostonian who became one of the paint-
er’s favorite models. This is an opera of
a more traditional type: the libretto, by
Lila Palmer, mixes poetry and prose. But
it includes enough documentary mate-
rial that it seems as much a work of ob-
servation as one of invention. If it isn’t
Literaturoper, it’s Kiinstleroper—scenes

from the lives of artists and their subjects.

Sargent’s sexuality remains a mystery.
He obviously took pleasure in looking at
naked male bodies; whether he ever went
beyond looking is unknowable. Decades
later, one of his models, Anton Kamp,
described how Sargent shied away from
physical contact when Kamp offered him
a massage. (Ne me touchez pas!) “Ameri-
can Apollo” presents a fantasy of what
might have been—perhaps Sargent’s own
fantasy. At the same time, it fashions a
complex portrait of McKeller, who, as a
part-time contortionist, submits willingly
to Sargent’s gaze. (“I've done worse,” he
comments to a friend.) What bothers
him is that Sargent erases his Blackness,
inserting his body into whitewashed
mythological tableaux. Having more or
less initiated a relationship, McKeller is
resentful of Sargent’s constant travelling.
Deciding that he needs a more settled
life, he takes a job at the post office, as
the real McKeller did. After the paint-
er’s death, he gazes in wonder at the one
truthful portrait that Sargent made of
him, naked and unafraid.

Geter, himself a bass-baritone, writes
beautifully for voices and elegantly for
orchestra. His “Apollo” score fuses Cop-
landesque Americana, ostinato-driven
minimalism, and languid blues. A cou-
ple of scenes pivot around “A Chloris,”
the neo-Baroque chanson by Reynaldo
Hahn, Proust’s sometime lover. Instead of
trying to supercharge a static plot, Geter
creates a glistening atmosphere of expec-
tation and yearning. The fast-rising bari-
tone Justin Austin gave a velvet-voiced,
intensely charismatic performance as Mc-
Keller. The veteran tenor William Bur-
den conveyed the nervous tensions behind
Sargent’s suave exterior. Slyly negotiat-
ing between the lovers is the mighty arts
patron Isabella Stewart Gardner, whom
Mary Dunleavy, a mainstay of Ameri-
can opera for more than three decades,
embodied with vocal agility and actorly
finesse. Shaun Patrick Tubbs directed a
production rich in Sargentine images.

The radiantly eccentric Gardner tied
the weekend'’s operas together: she adored
Wagner, appreciated Debussy and Strauss,
and believed in the fin-de-si¢cle religion
of art. Sargent, she tells a skeptical Mec-
Keller, confers immortality: “In his eyes
you'll live forever.” A harmonic question
mark at the end of the opera leaves the
ethics of that transaction unresolved. ¢
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THE THEATRE

STATE OF PLAY

Politics and “the real” at the Festival d’Avignon.

BY HELEN SHAW

few nights before the French took

their final vote in this summer’s
snap parliamentary election, Tiago
Rodrigues, the director of the Festi-
val d’Avignon, staged an all-night, ad-
hoc rally against the far right in the
Cour d’'Honneur. This dramatic court-
yard in the center of the Palais des
Papes has been the festival’s marquee
venue since its start, in 1947; audiences
enter a steep stone box, open to the
sky, with a massive performance area
backed by one looming wall of the
papal palace. Rodrigues, a Portuguese
director, took the reins at the festival
two years ago, and his “vision of the
stage,” he has said, is a mixture of “the

poetical, the political, and the per-
sonal.” This year, as the election ap-
proached, he declared that, if the na-
tionalists took power, Avignon would
become a “festival of resistance.”
The same day I landed in France,
on July 7th, that particular electoral
storm turned. And yet, despite the lull-
ing heat of a Provencal summer, a sense
of barely concealed combat still per-
meated the festival. (For one thing,
you could spot, among the thousands
of theatre bills and bulletins pinned
around town, a few torn Marine Le
Pen posters.) Avignon’s beauty has a
tranquillizing effect: the old city’s me-
dieval ramparts kept the (literal) traf-

The Cour d’Honneur at the Palais des Papes plays center stage.
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fic of the modern world at bay, and
my gaze often floated up above the
crowds to the linen-pale limestone
buildings, drowsy behind wooden shut-
ters. But even ten-foot-thick walls
couldn’t block out the sound of a con-
tinuing, existential parry and thrust.
In many productions, you could still
hear the clash of right against left, art-
ists against critics, brutal institutions
against the vulnerable people they sup-
posedly protect.

Before I arrived, the Spanish art-
ist Angélica Liddell had used her per-
formance of “Didmon” in the Cour
d’Honneur to attack specific journal-
ists in the audience—she mocked their
criticism of her past works and then
mooned them. Elsewhere, that kind
of brawling dramatic force was di-
rected at larger authorities. I came
across Rodrigues himself at his own
production, “Hécube, Pas Hécube,”in
which a woman named Nadia (Elsa
Lapoivre), an actress and a mother,
confronts state abuses. The show,
which was performed in a stunning
repurposed rock quarry outside town,
begins on the first day of rehearsal
for a staging of Euripides’ tragedy
“Hecuba,” in which a Trojan queen
learns that she has accidentally en-
trusted her young son to a murderer.
Between rehearsals, Nadia loses her-
self in a narratively parallel struggle:
demanding justice for her own child,
who has been abused in a govern-
ment-run care home. The production
offered a strange blend of righteous
tury, joyfully executed backstage com-
edy, and, much to my unease, a full-
company impersonation of an autistic
boy dancing. As we waited for dark-
ness to fall over the quarry and the
show to start, I asked Rodrigues about
his sense of political deliverance, and
he spoke about “a great weight” being
lifted—temporarily.

Rodrigues clearly wants to incor-
porate a sense of the world and its
agon into much of the work he pro-
grams. As in last year’s edition, the
festival featured shows from a “spot-
light” language—in this case, Span-
ish—but the overriding emphasis, at
least in the pieces I saw, seemed to be
on declamatory, often message-driven
pieces. He also programmed the Cour

d’Honneur with “Mothers: A Song
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for Wartime,” Marta Gérnicka’s ex-
plicitly activist song cycle, performed
by a choir of Ukrainian, Belarusian,
and Polish women, which changes the
lyrics of Ukrainian folk songs to rally
Europe to the defense of Ukraine.
“Give us what was promised!” they
sing, moving in a flying wedge, like
F-16s in formation.

In that same courtyard, I watched
the Polish director Krzysztof Warli-
kowski’s “Elizabeth Costello,” a mys-
terious, eventually laborious adaptation
of scenes from various J. M. Coetzee
stories and novels. The performance
stretched through the middle of the
night—we got there at 10 P.M. and
left at 2 A.M.—and its longueurs were
too punishing for me. Still, I can feel
my mind straining back past the show’s
indulgent last hour (ickily narrated
by adults pretending to be children)
to its startling first. An actor playing
Coetzee (Mariusz Bonaszewski) an-
swers a panel’s questions about the
character Elizabeth Costello, an el-
derly author who pops up in many of
Coetzee’s works. “I'm not sure I ever
had control over her,” he says. Of
course, he knows that his fictional
character isn’t autonomous, but, he
muses, “there is nothing wrong with
talking in metaphor.” Costello herself
(Jadwiga Jankowska-Cieslak, one of
several actors playing the role) soon
emerges to give a talk on the impos-
sibility of realism in the modern era,
discussing a Kafka story in which an
ape speaks to an academy of men about
his process of becoming human. The
reader cannot be certain whether an
ape is actually speaking or if Kafka is
writing obliquely about Jewishness in

Prague. Kafka’s meaning evades us,
Costello observes, as it will forever.
“The word-mirror is broken,” she says.

n each production I saw, the perfor-

mances laid some claim to post-
dramatic authenticity. There was an over-
whelming sense that pretending—in the
theatre!l—has become not just unfash-
ionable but passé. (The German scholar
and dramaturge Florian Malzacher has
written elegantly about avoiding the-
atre’s “representational trap.”) Every-
where in Avignon we were in commu-
nication with “the real”: no fourth wall
went unbroken; actors almost invariably
called attention to themselves as actors.
Sometimes they were actually non-actors
playing themselves, as in the rollicking
quasi-musical “Los Dias Afuera” (“The
Days Outside”), in which the Argentin-
ean director Lola Arias collaborated with
former inmates to describe their lives
both in and out of prison.

Even shows that were not documen-
tary productions in the strict sense ges-
tured toward the conventions of that kind
of work. The performers in “Mothers”
would like us to know that they are re-
ally mothers. In “Hécube, Pas Hécube,”
Rodrigues’s fictional text is explicitly pros-
ecutorial and procedural. (If we are to be
trained as audiences, let us also be trained
as juries.) The use of nonprofessional ac-
tors onstage has been key to avant-garde
theatre practice outside the U.S. since at
least the two-thousands, and, although
we certainly do make documentation-
based work in our theatre—think of “Is
This a Room,” taken from the transcript
of Reality Winner’s interrogation by the
EB.IL, or “The Laramie Project’—it is
still very much an exception.

The most beautiful, and stealthily
moving, of the documentary shows I at-
tended was Mohamed El Khatib’s “La
Vie Secréte des Vieux” (“The Secret Life
of Old People”). El Khatib stands on-
stage with his elderly cast, occasionally
prompting them with amused warmth,
as they relate what has become of their
erotic lives as they've aged. Both the show
and its raconteurs operate with infinite
mischief—for example, a screen warns
us at the start of the show that someone
onstage might die. “Stay calm, and con-
sider whether it is better to have died
onstage than in a nursing home,” the su-
pertitles coolly tell us. Later, the perform-
ers take a group snapshot with an urn.

In one instance, the permeation of
real and carnivalesque, true and false,
amateur and professional in Avignon
reduced me to rubble. In “Léviathan,”
a terrifying burlesque of the French
court system directed by Lorraine de
Sagazan, actors wearing plastic masks
and moving like windup toys act out
several swift “immediate” trials: legal
procedures that are offered to those who
are caught red-handed. Only two per-
formers are not masked. The first is our
host,a man named Khallaf Baraho, who
tells us that, in real life, he was actually
convicted in sixteen minutes and twenty-
four seconds during just such a trial—"*1
am an experienced customer of the po-
lice,” he says. The other is a lovely, ex-
quisitely trained white Camargue horse.
As the human suffering turns excruci-
ating, he trots into the theatre’s silk-
draped tent and begins to eat pages out
of the judge’s law books. The evening
I saw the play, he also pissed on the
courtroom floor. I am pretty sure that
he was being metaphorical. ¢
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CARTOON CAPTION CONTEST

LEach 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 weeks cartoon, by Hartley Lin,
must be received by Sunday, August 4th. The finalists in the July 22nd contest appear below. We will
announce the winner, and the finalists in this week’ contest, in the August 19th issue. Anyone age thirteen
or older can enter or vote. To do so, and to read the complete rules, visit contest.newyorker.com.
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“To be honest, all I can do is
make a few hundred of them late for work.” N
David Carter, Saratoga, Calif. ; / mesedith

“They want to know how you keep getting in.” “Isn't that the same pirate who sold you the map?”
Faith Everhart, Tyrone, Pa. Brendan Rowlands, Twin Falls, Idaho

“You should ve called me when you
Jfound those miniature pickaxes all over the place.”

Thomas Bonnenfant, Woodside, N.Y.
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A beginner—friendly puzzle.

BY CAITLIN REID

ACROSS

-

1

=y

13

16

17

18

19

2

=

22

23

24

26

27

29

30

3

=

34

37

3

-]

42

43

4

o

46

47

48

50

5

ey

53

54

Blast from the
Fuse using a flame

Any of the first four books of the New
Testament

Tennessee’s N.F.L. team

2000 hit in which Britney Spears sings
that she’s “not that innocent”

Sprinted

Experts working in meters and feet?
Screening grp. at O’Hare or Sea-Tac
Sign seen after business hours

Like sardonic humor

What some people call “fur babies”
__ Jordan (Nike shoe line)
Remains from an ancient civilization
Put back to factory defaults

In the mail

Ambulance crew member: Abbr.

“Great British Bake Off” creation,
perhaps

Topic that nobody wants to touch
Heading on a chophouse menu
Moray or conger, e.g.

Religious faction

What Santa makes for nice children and
naughty children

Diminished

Golfer’s target score
Picnic pests

“_ Whom the Bell Tolls”
The “D” of IUD

Beverage that can mean “gossip”
Splits hairs?

_ Rica

Taunting remark to a rival
“No kidding?”

Statements of faith

Apt name for a Dalmatian

Only

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
9 10 n 12
13 14 15
16 17 18
19 20 21 22
23 24 25 26
27 28 29 30
34 35 36 37 38 39 40 1
42 43 44 45
46 47 48 49
50 51 52 53
54 55 56
57 58
59 60
DOWN 39 Pilot or finale

1 Common movie-theatre fare
2 Pompous jerks
3 Web master?
4 Nickname akin to Theo
5 Full of bons mots, say
6 Train-station approximations: Abbr.
7 Annoyance in an online game
8 23andMe offering
9 She’s a keeper!
10 Sass
11 Layers of a wedding cake
12 Serena, to Venus Williams
13 Black-and-white ocean predators
14 Refreshingly humble
15 More than just unkind
20 Songs a couple might perform at karaoke
22 Coins in Argentina, Mexico, and Cuba
25 Little mischief-maker

26 Lab animal in a maze

«

28 the spirit!”

30 Lost color

32 Gives the green light
Value of a jack in blackjack
Bluish-gray hue

35 Lack of a knack for music

36 Grand residences

40 Prickly nursery purchase
21 Unexpected pleasure

43 Fret

44 Order from a judge

47 Bad serve, in tennis

49 Participant in an election

51 Sport played on horseback

”

52 “Hangona__ !
55 Sound a little dog makes

56 Asset for a quarterback or a pitcher
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Find more puzzles and this week’s solution at
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