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CONTRIBUTORS

Clare Malone (“The Inheritor,” p. 36) 
joined the magazine as a staff writer 
in 2021. She covers the media business, 
journalism, and politics.

James Wood (Books, p. 64), a staff writer 
since 2007, teaches at Harvard. He most 
recently published “Serious Noticing: 
Selected Essays, 1997-2019.”

Sloane Crosley (“The Tail End,” p. 18) 
has written seven books, including the 
novel “Cult Classic” and the memoir 
“Grief Is for People,” which was re-
leased in February.

Paul Rudnick (Shouts & Murmurs, p. 21) 
is the author of the novel “Farrell Cov-
ington and the Limits of Style.”

Cynthia Zarin (Poem, p. 52) teaches at 
Yale. Her début novel, “Inverno,” came 
out in January, and “Next Day,” a poetry 
collection, is forthcoming this month.

Jackson Arn (The Art World, p. 56) 
joined the magazine as its art critic in 
2023. He previously wrote for Art in 
America, among other publications.

Caleb Crain (Fiction, p. 48) has pub-
lished two novels, “Necessary Errors” 
and “Overthrow,” and a work of literary 
criticism, “American Sympathy.”

Rachel Monroe (“Promised Land,” p. 12), 
a contributing writer, is the author of 
“Savage Appetites: Four True Stories 
of Women, Crime, and Obsession.”

Zbigniew Herbert (Poem, p. 28), who 
died in 1998, was a Polish poet. A vol-
ume of his uncollected works, “Recon-
struction of the Poet,” translated by 
Alissa Valles, will be out this month.

Roz Chast (Cover), a longtime New 
Yorker cartoonist, published the book “I 
Must Be Dreaming” last October.

Alex Ross (Musical Events, p. 68) has 
been the magazine’s music critic since 
1996. His latest book is “Wagnerism: Art 
and Politics in the Shadow of Music.”

Amy Davidson Sorkin (Comment, p. 7), 
a former senior editor for the magazine 
and executive editor of newyorker.com, 
became a staff writer in 2014.

Margaret Talbot on pro-natalism,
Inkoo Kang on “House of the Dragon,”

Nadia Beard on the mood in Tbilisi,
Anthony Lane on the Olympics, and more.
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longer be in the golden age of pirates, 
but they are still active around the 
world, reacting to grim realities. Piracy 
originating from Somalia, for example, 
has corresponded with the collapse of 
local fisheries. Like their predecessors, 
modern-day pirates may be driven more 
by economic desperation than by any 
swashbuckling idealism.
Jake Hanft
San Francisco, Calif.

As the director of the Quedagh Mer-
chant investigations at Indiana Uni-
versity, I wanted to share some insights 
from our work on the site of the re-
mains of the ship, which had been cap-
tured by William Kidd. Since the ship’s 
discovery, in 2007, off the coast of the 
Dominican Republic, our archeolog-
ical efforts have provided conclusive 
evidence of its identity and Armenian 
ownership, offering a tangible connec-
tion to the era of piracy and trade in 
the seventeenth century. At his trial, 
Kidd is recorded as saying, “Give me 
my documents and I will prove my  
innocence,” referring to the French 
passes obtained from the Quedagh 
Merchant’s captain; the passes were 
misplaced, however. Hundreds of years 
later, they were found, proving that 
the ship and the cargo were indeed le-
gitimate prey for privateers, at least 
according to the law at the time. Today, 
we know that Kidd was a victim of 
changing politics. On May 23, 2011, 
the three-hundred-and-tenth anniver-
sary of Kidd’s hanging, we dedicated 
the underwater site as the Captain 
Kidd Living Museum of the Sea, pre-
serving its rich history and the asso-
ciated marine environment.
Charles Beeker
Center for Underwater Science
Indiana University
Bloomington, Ind.

BRONX CHEER

Ian Frazier, in his article about the 
Bronx, reminds us of the storied visit 
to the borough by President Jimmy 
Carter, in 1977 (“Paradise Bronx,” 
July 22nd). The scenes of devastation 
that he witnessed seemed like the epit-
ome of urban blight. But few remem-
ber Bill Clinton’s visit in 1997, when 
Clinton was persuaded to go to the 
South Bronx by his Secretary of the 
Treasury, Robert Rubin, who had been 
impressed by the extent of the rejuve-
nation that had occurred there and 
that was so contrary to the image that 
people had of the area. As the New 
York Times reported, Clinton spent 
part of an afternoon walking the streets 
and talking to residents. The revital-
ization came about in large part be-
cause of the leadership provided by 
local nonprofits known as Commu-
nity Development Corporations and 
the unprecedented coöperation be-
tween the city and financial and phil-
anthropic institutions.
Paul S. Grogan
Boston, Mass.

I was delighted to read Frazier’s arti-
cle about the wonderful history of the 
Bronx. As a Bronx girl born in 1932, I 
lived there through much of the thir-
ties and forties. I started out on For-
est Avenue, in the east, and when I 
left, in 1947, I was living on Feather-
bed Lane, on the side of the street that 
was destroyed for the construction of 
the expressway. Seeing my lovely lit-
tle street named in print proved that 
it really existed and was not a figment 
of my imagination.
Glenna Kravat Shutkin
Glendale, Wis.
1

PIRATES IN THE PRESENT

I enjoyed reading Daniel Immerwahr’s 
piece on the role that pirates have played 
in our history and collective psyche, 
but I was disappointed that he stopped 
short of the present (“The Power of 
the Pirates,” July 22nd). We may no 
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GOINGS ON
AUGUST 7 – 13, 2024

“Searching for Goya,” which Noche Flamenca débuted at the Joyce in 
April, was a production typical of the great flamenco company, complete 
with talented guests and a climactic, soul-bearing solo by the group’s star, 
Soledad Barrio. But, for a twist, the program used images from Goya 
as jumping-off points, taking the Spanish artist’s themes, moods, and 
compositions as material for flamenco elaboration—a surprisingly apt 
match of sensibilities. At Joe’s Pub (Aug. 7-10), the troupe presents “Bulls 
and Butterflies,” which repeats parts of “Searching for Goya” and swaps 
others. This tinkering is a common practice for the company, whose 
bare-bones shows, ever searching, lose little when experienced up close, 
in tight quarters, with drinks.—Brian Seibert
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What we’re watching, listening to, and doing this week.

ABOUT TOWN

BROADWAY | There’s a bait and switch at the core 
of Max Wolf Friedlich’s new Broadway trans-
fer “Job,” directed by Michael Herwitz, which 
dresses itself as a taut, two-handed thriller but 
is actually a sequence of glib retorts and gener-
ational sniping. A wild-eyed millennial patient 
(Sydney Lemmon) pulls a gun on a boomer 
therapist (the great Peter Friedman, operating 
far above the material), demanding that he au-
thorize her return to work as a content modera-
tor, after a breakdown. Will her descriptions of 
vile Internet videos reveal that tech is driving 
her nuts? Or is the therapist’s smug Luddite 
attitude somehow a threat? Eventually, Friedlich 
changes strategy, but the narrative, by then 
more hole than plot, is too corroded to sustain 
the twist.—Helen Shaw (Hayes; through Sept. 29.)

OPERA | Luciano Pavarotti once said, no doubt 
in a speaking voice as sonorous as his stately 
tenor, that opera “should be listened to and 
appreciated by everyone.” The Glimmerglass 

Festival seems to have followed this directive 
through the years, and this summer is no ex-
ception. You can catch “Pagliacci,” your classic 
homicidal-clown story and a Pavarotti staple; 
“The Pirates of Penzance,” a seafaring tale 
about a leap-year mixup; and “Elizabeth Cree,” 
a nineteenth-century narrative about why you 
should always hide your diary. The final stretch 
also offers an exclusive look at an upcoming 
“House on Mango Street” adaptation, and in-
troduces “Rumpelstiltskin and the Unlovable 
Children,” a fresh take on an old imp.—Jane 
Bua (Cooperstown, N.Y.; through Aug. 20.)

OFF BROADWAY | The creators of the vast im-
mersive production “Life and Trust”—including 
the director, Teddy Bergman, and the experi-
ence designer, Gabriel Hainer Evansohn—have 
borrowed a lot from Punchdrunk’s “Sleep No 
More”: audiences again wear commedia-derived 
masks as they scramble through a dim labyrinth 
(several floors of a stunning, repurposed 1931 
skyscraper), following performers acting out 
wordless dance-dramas. In a nightmare ver-
sion of the Gilded Age, bankers and stevedores 
alike attend vaudevilles, swig opium, and sign 
contracts with Mephistopheles. As you wander, 
you could stumble across, say, a mysterious lake, 
or you may never find it. Imagination, therefore, 
furnishes much of “Life and Trust” ’s beauty, 
which can otherwise skew a little silly: you can al-
ways dream up what might be happening, just out 
of sight.—H.S. (Conwell Tower; through Sept. 30.)

DANCE | As the city enters its quietest period, 
Battery Dance Festival fills the void—the artists 
arrive downtown from as far as Romania, the 
Dominican Republic, and Taiwan. Tsai Hsi 
Hung, of Taipei’s Focus Dance Company, il-
luminates ideas of beauty through the lens of 
Chinese folk dance, calligraphy, and abstract 
painting. Julie Crothers, from Berkeley, per-
forms a solo that explores her relationship to 
her prosthetic arm. And on Aug. 15, India’s Inde-
pendence Day, the festival offers performances 
by two Indian dancers, one of whom, Rajesh 
Sai Babu, is a specialist in the ancient martial-
arts-based dance form mayurbhanj chhau, full 
of backbends, splits, and barrel jumps.—Marina 
Harss (Rockefeller Park; Aug. 11-17.)

ROCK | The Brooklyn band DIIV began as an 
outlet for the songwriting of the guitarist Zach-
ary Cole Smith, who brought in his childhood 
friend Andrew Bailey and other players to help 
build his live outfit. The group quickly refined 
a gorgeous take on modern dream pop, starting 
with the 2012 album “Oshin” and digging in with 
the follow-up “Is the Is Are” (2016). After Smith 
checked into rehab, the band embraced a much 
heavier shoegaze sound, making the 2019 album 
“Deceiver,” as its leader reckoned with what he 
owed others, including his bandmates. DIIV 
nearly imploded while producing its new LP, 
“Frog in Boiling Water,” released in May, which 
sought to turn the band into a democracy for 
the first time. The resulting music is immense: 
weighted songs, dense and cataclysmic, con-
sider the discovery of beauty in collective action 
amid the suffocating grip of plutocracy.—Sheldon 
Pearce (Brooklyn Paramount; Aug. 8.)

MOVIES | The Egyptian director Youssef Cha-
hine’s boldly imaginative and politically con-
frontational body of work gets a prime showcase 
on the Criterion Channel, which is now offering 
twenty of his films, from streetwise crime stories 
and romantic melodramas to autobiographical 
fantasies and historical epics, made between 
1950 and 1999. One of the highlights is “Adieu 

Bonaparte,” from 1985, which depicts the Napo-
leonic conquest of Egypt from the perspective 
of one Egyptian family. The teeming action 
involves large-scale battles, domestic conflicts, 
and philosophical wrangling. At first, the French 
Army, promising respect for Islam, represents 
liberation from Mamluk warlords. But, when the 
invasion proves cruel and ruthless, two brothers 
engage in daring acts of resistance—even as they 
befriend a French general whose Enlightenment 
ideals, though self-deluding, they admire none-
theless.—Richard Brody
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PICK THREE

The film critic Justin Chang on 
exceptional disaster movies.

1. Of all the starry Hollywood disaster epics 
that proliferated in the seventies, it’s “The Tow-
ering Inferno” (1974) that I’m powerless to resist. 
The movie, about a San Francisco skyscraper 
that goes up in flames, is a harrowing hoot; the 
pyrotechnics hold up, as do the performances of 
Paul Newman, Steve McQueen, Faye Dunaway, 
Fred Astaire, and others. But what survives 
most of all is the film’s utter ruthlessness—its 
lack of compunction about immolating an ele-
vator full of partygoers or bumping off its most 
sympathetic character in a fiery final stretch.

2. At the beginning of Lars von Trier’s “Melan-
cholia” (2011), a rogue planet crashes into Earth 
in transfixing slow motion, with mighty blasts 
of Wagner. It’s essentially foreshadowing, a 
prelude to the end of the world; what follows 
is an intense psychological drama, starring a 
never-better Kirsten Dunst, about a woman 
battling an all-consuming depression. Her 
despair is so acute that the looming apocalypse, 
far from being cause for alarm, becomes some-
thing paradoxically and ecstatically beautiful—
an annihilating work of art.

3. In the early days of COVID-19, it was no 
surprise that Steven Soderbergh’s eerily pre-
scient “Contagion” (2011) shot up the rental 
charts. We watched it for masochistic thrills, for 
worst-case-scenario pointers, and for a welcome 
dose of competence porn. To see Kate Winslet 
initiate a round of contact tracing, or Jennifer 
Ehle devise a vaccine, is to witness the rarest 
of disaster-movie spectacles: human workers 
committing themselves to the belief that in-
telligence and empathy can go hand in hand.

1

TABLES FOR TWO
“crunch” (Oreo, a graham-cracker crunch, 
flaky salt, or rainbow sprinkles)‚ all gratis.

The ice cream is rich, almost chewy, the 
flavors specific and fun: classics include an 
optimal stracciatella, coffee-infused and 
striated with crackling slivers of Amano 
chocolate, and a somehow subtle cookies 
and cream with “housemade Oreo brit-
tle”; recent one-offs were a cherry-and-
pie-crust number, Sicilian pistachio with 
lemon-bar chunks, and a mild fresh-mint 
gelato swirled with dark fudge. Affoga-
tos, scoops topped with espresso, offer 
the best of both worlds, and recently, 
in Greenpoint, a searingly sour lemon 
granita, layered with panna, lemon rind, 
mint, and scant sugar, was one of the most 
deliciously bracing citrus dishes I’ve had.

The congenial young staff seems to be 
in on the collective secret of what makes 
this place so good—and simultaneously 
in awe of it: genuinely impressed, for 
instance, as they recite the fact that the 
cream is imported from Piedmont, and 
whipped fresh every day—as well they 
should be! The cream is thick yet light as 
air, with barely a hint of sweetness (a pleas-
ing theme). Owing to high demand and 
space limitations—the factory can churn 
only so much—flavors sell out at a rapid 
clip. One night around eight forty-five, as 
I stood on a line with at least seventy other 
people, vanilla and chocolate were the only 
choices left; by the time I got to order, 
vanilla was gone, too. A scoop of chocolate 
ice cream, panna, olive-oil drizzle, a bit 
of sea salt—turns out, it’s definitely what 
I wanted. (Scoops from $5.50; pints $13.)

—Shauna Lyon

Caffè Panna
16 Norman Ave., Brooklyn 

If you like ice cream—according to one 
poll, ninety-seven per cent of Americans 
do—chances are high that you’ll find 
something at Caffè Panna to later dream 
about. The original location, on Irving 
Place, in Gramercy Park, was opened in 
2019 by Hallie Meyer—the daughter of 
the restaurateur Danny Meyer—as an 
homage to Italian coffee and gelato and 
also to the Union Square Greenmarket. It 
may sound chaotic, but Meyer has a way 
with all three, seamlessly presenting, from 
a chic walkup to-go counter, an array of 
gelatos, including seven “classic” flavors; 
coffee drinks, plus a granita featuring the 
Rome staple Sant’Eustachio; and five 
new flavors every day, utilizing Green-
market ingredients—raspberries, Sun-
gold tomatoes, basil—whenever possible.

After a pandemic blip, which spurred 
the addition of hand-packed pints to the 
roster, Caffè Panna’s popularity continued 
to grow—social media loves a towering 
sundae, and a buzzy collab (Levain Bakery, 
“Somebody Feed Phil,” the list goes on). 
Energized by the food scene in Green-
point, Meyer has opened a new outpost 
there, big enough, at nearly five thousand 
square feet, to house an actual ice-cream 
factory and a seating area. At either lo-
cation, scoops come in a brown-paper 
cup, with the option of added “panna” 
(whipped cream), “drizzle” (chocolate, 
salty caramel, strawberry, or olive oil), and 

NEWYORKER.COM/GO

Sign up to receive the Goings On newsletter,  
curated by our writers and editors, in your in-box.





THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 12, 2024 7

macy at risk. He had long resisted pres-
sure from the left flank of his party to 
pursue Court reform, but with only 
months left in the White House, he had 
come to offer a set of radical changes.

To review Biden’s proposals, though, 
is to be reminded of why reforming the 
Court is so hard, despite the dissatisfac-
tion and a wealth of ideas. He proposed 
three measures, the first of which is not so 
much a reform as a rebuke: the “No One 
Is Above the Law Amendment” to the 
Constitution. It would effectively overrule 
the Court’s decision, in Trump v. United 
States, dangerously asserting that former 
Presidents have broad immunity from 
criminal prosecution for their actions in 
office. But any amendment requires first a 
two-thirds majority in each house of Con-
gress, and then ratification by three-quar-
ters of the states—thirty-eight in all, a 
big number. Alternatively, two-thirds 

COMMENT

FIXING THE COURT

Politics, more than many fields, can 
be unjust. Last week, at the L.B.J. 

Presidential Library, in Austin, President 
Joe Biden boasted about his judicial 
expertise: “I’ve been told that I’ve over-
seen more Supreme Court nominations 
as senator, Vice-President, and President 
than anyone in history—anyone alive 
today, I should say.” As chairman or rank-
ing member of the Senate Judiciary Com-
mittee, Biden did help manage the con-
firmation hearings of eight nominees to 
the Court (one of whom, Robert Bork, 
was voted down) and a Chief Justice. 
That’s almost a full bench. But as Pres-
ident he has named only one Justice: 
Ketanji Brown Jackson. Donald Trump, 
on the other hand, whose most intense 
court experiences before going to the 
White House were with bankruptcy 
judges, put three Justices on the Court—
Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and 
Amy Coney Barrett.

Now, two years after those three 
helped to overrule Roe v. Wade, there is 
a sense that something is off balance 
about the Court—about its composition, 
its ethics, and its general connection to 
democracy. Its approval ratings hover 
around thirty-five per cent. And it was 
clear, in Austin, that Biden himself felt 
cheated. Trump didn’t benefit just from 
fate; Mitch McConnell, then the Sen-
ate Majority Leader, had held one seat 
open for him in 2016 and kept another 
in his hands by rushing the process in 
2020. The result, Biden said, was a Court 
marked by “extremism,” with its legiti-IL
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

of the state legislatures could demand a 
constitutional convention, which might 
put the entire document up for grabs. 
This has never happened, and could 
be calamitous in a time of Trumpism. 

Biden’s second proposal was for stag-
gered term limits, with each Justice serv-
ing eighteen years, instead of the current 
lifetime appointment. In theory, this 
would give every President two picks per 
term. There is much to recommend term 
limits; the United States is an outlier in 
not having them. Until the late nineteen-
sixties, Justices spent an average of about 
fifteen years on the Court; for those who 
have departed since 1970, the average has 
been about twenty-six years. A fixed term 
might make the confirmation process 
less ugly and less expensive (tens of mil-
lions are now spent on lobbying and ads), 
addressing problems that aren’t confined 
to one party. There might be more room 
for deliberation and less for resentment. 

However, a Presidential commission 
on the Supreme Court, convened in 2021, 
was divided over whether term limits 
would require a constitutional amend-
ment. Under the Constitution’s Article 
III, federal judges “hold their Offices 
during good Behaviour,” which has 
meant for life, as long as they aren’t im-
peached and convicted. (No Justice has 
ever been removed that way.) There are 
a number of proposals for getting around 
the lifetime rule legislatively—assigning 
a less powerful “senior” role to longer-
serving Justices, or creating “temporary” 
seats on the Court—but each has risks. 
And the Court would probably consider 
itself the arbiter of constitutionality.

Biden’s third proposal should be the 
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SWITCHEROO DEPT.

THE UNDERSTUDY EFFECT

One important shift in the Presi-
dential race is that a large chunk 

of the population recently decided 
that everything they used to dislike 
about Kamala Harris they now love. 
Favorable ratings are up. Negative 
views are down. Traits that were seen 
as wacky or amateurish now read as 
cool and inspiring. Los Angeles Times, 
2021: “More than a laugh: Kamala 
Harris’ is a sound check for a divided 
country.” Washington Post, last week: 
“Vice President Harris laughs at 128 
beats per minute—the same tempo 
as some truly excellent dance songs, 
such as ‘We Found Love’ by Rihanna 
or Kylie Minogue’s ‘Padam Padam.’” 
What happened? Could it be the un-
derstudy effect? 

Everybody loves a backup turned 
star—your Jeremy Lins, or Tom Bradys, 
or Shirley MacLaines. Just last week, 
at the Olympics, we got the Pommel 
Horse Guy, Stephen Nedoroscik, a sub-
dued, spectacled American gymnast 

who rode the bench until the very last 
team event. Was he the best compet-
itor? No. But he was the hero. This is 
bad news for Donald Trump. He has 
appeared rattled and whiny after the 
Harris switcheroo, probably because 
he recognizes a good narrative arc when 
he sees one. As one Broadway site 
posted on X while Joe Biden was re-
fusing to exit the race: “Nation Shak-
ing Their Playbills, Hoping a Little 
Slip Falls Out.”

An American Vice-President is ac-
tually more like a standby, who waits 
in the wings, than an understudy, who 
at least gets to perform in the chorus. 
The Vice-President, like a standby, is 
basically there just for emergencies. She 
must study and prepare, likely in vain. 
There’s a part of her that wishes ca-
lamity upon the star. (One understudy 
wrote in Playbill, “I secretly wanted to 
poison the lead.”) Standbys and V.P.s 
are both taken for granted and abused. 
Thomas Marshall, Woodrow Wilson’s 
Vice-President, felt so worthless that 
he invited tourists who visited his of-
fice to pelt him with peanuts. Some-
one once interrupted a speech he was 
giving with an urgent phone call say-
ing that the President had died. He 
rushed off the stage, ready for his big 
break. It turned out to be a prank.

The Vice-Presidency is a weird con-
cept. Most countries don’t have one. 
In the United Kingdom, if the Prime 
Minister dies, the government just 
chooses someone else. But there’s 
something very American in endur-
ing ongoing humiliation for a small 
chance at a big payoff. Who doesn’t 
think they can do better than their 
celebrated co-worker or boss? Maybe 
this is why we identify so strongly with 
the ones who make it. Bradley Coo-
per decided to start “Maestro” with the 
young Leonard Bernstein being told 
that the conductor of the New York 
Philharmonic is sick, and that he needs 
to step in. Many listeners prefer Sammy 
Hagar’s Van Halen to David Lee 
Roth’s, and Phil Collins’s Genesis to 
Peter Gabriel’s. There’s Sutton Foster, 
Bebe Neuwirth, Tim Cook, Lou Geh-
rig. Nick Foles, the backup quarter-
back who led the Eagles to a Super 
Bowl victory, is so beloved in Phila-
delphia that its citizens gave him an 
honorary nickname. For a while, even 
Amazon’s Alexa referred to him as 
Nicholas (Big Dick) Edward Foles.

Two years ago, the big Broadway 
drama was the revival of “Funny Girl,” 
whose lead role is Fanny Brice, a char-
acter made famous by Barbra Streisand. 
Beanie Feldstein was tapped for the 

most achievable: an enforceable code of 
ethics for the Justices, which Congress 
could pass. Right now, for offenses that 
aren’t impeachable, the only code the 
Justices have is voluntary. An effective 
code of ethics might, for example, allow 
the Chief Justice to mandate the recusal 
of a Justice owing to a conflict of inter-
est (if, say, a spouse did work for an ad-
vocacy group) or strengthen the rules on 
gifts (an issue for Clarence Thomas, 
among others). It might, in short, make 
the Court seem a little less shady and 
a bit more legitimate. But it wouldn’t 
change its structure or, necessarily, alter 
its ideological dynamics. 

Yet, even an ethics code seems hard 
to achieve. Speaker of the House Mike 
Johnson called Biden’s proposals “dead 
on arrival.” Vice-President Kamala Har-
ris endorsed them, and she has expressed 
openness to ambitious reforms in the 
past, but it remains to be seen if she will 
run on any of these ideas, or make them 

priorities if she wins the election. Chuck 
Schumer, the Senate Majority Leader, 
was noncommittal about Biden’s plan, 
even as he called the Court a “morass.” 
Reform may be a generational project. 

One idea that Biden stayed away from 
is increasing the number of Justices—or, 
as critics call it, packing the Court. Such 
a move is seen as disreputable by many, 
in part because of the threat of escala-
tion. (Would Presidents add Justices each 
time they controlled Congress? Trump 
might.) Ironically, expansion could be 
achieved by getting a law through Con-
gress, and so would be simpler than a lot 
of other measures—it’s easier to get peo-
ple on the Court than off it. In 1937, when 
Franklin D. Roosevelt called for expand-
ing the Court, after the Justices repeatedly 
blocked key New Deal legislation, the 
threat was not idle. A crisis was avoided 
after a Justice changed his position. A 
lesson there may be that even unrealis-
tic proposals can encourage a reckoning. 

What’s less well remembered about 
F.D.R.’s plan is that it was tied to age: 
one seat would be added for every Justice 
who was seventy or older, to a maximum 
of fifteen. In 1937, no fewer than six Jus-
tices were at least that old; now, three 
of them are. Justice Thomas is seventy-
six, Samuel Alito is seventy-four, and 
Sonia Sotomayor is seventy. The age 
question adds a certain poignancy to 
Biden’s quest for reform, in more ways 
than one. Not long before he dropped 
out of the race, he said that the next 
President would get to choose “a cou-
ple of Justices.” He was referring, pre-
sumably, to possible resignations from 
the bench and to the role of time and 
chance—and of elections. If Trump 
wins, he could have, between his two 
terms, five appointees, or more. If he 
doesn’t, a woman, for the first time, 
stands to do the picking. And the Court 
will change.

—Amy Davidson Sorkin
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from a plane) and produced the les-
bian f ight-club comedy “Bottoms” 
(2023), and she is slated to star as Ms. 
Frizzle in a “Magic School Bus” reboot. 
She was in town from L.A., where she 
lives with Max Handelman, her hus-
band of twenty-one years, and her two 
sons, to shoot a new TV series called 
“The Better Sister,” with Jessica Biel 
and Corey Stoll, set in New York City 
and the Hamptons. “It’s a whodunnit, 
one of those things where there’s a dead 
body in Episode 1,” she said. “It’s sexy, 
and everyone’s a suspect.”

Banks feels that she has paid a price 
for being versatile. “I think I could be 
a lot more famous and a lot richer if 
I’d done two things differently. One, 
if I hadn’t stuck it out with my hus-
band and partied with a bunch of fa-
mous boys instead, and, two, if I had 
really been able to create a brand,” she 
said. “People thought I wasn’t good-
looking enough to be a leading lady. 
I’ve always been a character actress.” 
But she likes the way different audi-
ences know her from different roles. 
“I know people who’ve only ever seen 
me in ‘The Hunger Games,’” in which 
she played a histrionic chaperon. In 
that regard, she’s similar to the old-
style practitioner she plays in “Skin-
care,” who can’t imagine offering the 
same kind of facial to everyone. “It’s 
about the client and what they need, 
not doing the same facial over and 
over again for everybody,” she said. 

At Lip Lab, Banks settled on a 
vampy Merlot shade that smelled like 

Elizabeth Banks

a shade, then a scent, and, finally, a 
name. “What’s the best name some-
one came up with for a lipstick?” Banks 
asked one of the “color experts” be-
hind the counter. 

“We get a lot of bachelorette parties, 
so the names can get X-rated,” the ex-
pert answered. “One bride picked Brad’s 
Penis, after her fiancé, because that’s 
what she wanted on her lips, she said.” 

Banks laughed. She had on a white 
tank top and a daisy-print silk skirt. 
She thinks that the future of skin care 
is just these kinds of solutions, tailored 
to the individual. “In the future, there’s 
going to be some biomechanical thing 
that looks at your skin and goes, ‘Here 
is what you need.’ I hope it’s, like, ‘This 
is the cure for your skin cancer,’ but 
it’s probably going to be some wrin-
kle cream. The patriarchy doesn’t want 
us to have wrinkles.” 

Banks had been thinking a lot about 
lotions and potions, because she just 
starred in a thriller called “Skincare.” 
The plot was inspired by the real-life 
story of a Los Angeles facialist who, 
in 2014, was accused of putting a hit 
out on the owner of a new, rival spa. 
The character Banks plays is old school, 
still relying on face steamers and “lux-
ury ingredients” from Italy, while, all 
around her, a new age of high-tech 
pore-refining gizmos, including one 
designed by NASA, takes hold. (To this 
point: Kim Kardashian is reportedly 
obsessed with a salmon-sperm facial 
that’s all the rage in Hollywood.) When 
she first read the script, she said, her 
character “reminded me of this facial-
ist named Matty on Third Street in 
Los Angeles. She was recommended 
to me by Johnny Depp’s agent.” The 
movie is set in 2013, Banks explained, 
because that’s when Instagram and 
e-commerce were on the rise. “There’s 
a generational divide,” she said. “My 
mom, for instance, is on Facebook all 
the time. It’s a way to share your life. 
Now young people are, like, That’s my 
business.” Of her character in the 
movie, she said, “The sand was shift-
ing under her.” 

Banks, who is fifty, has one of the 
most eclectic résumés in the industry. 
She directed last year’s action film “Co-
caine Bear” (based on the true story of 
a Georgia bear who eats a brick of co-
caine that a drug smuggler dropped 

part, but she turned out to have the 
same problem as Biden: a flagging voice. 
The standby was Julie Benko, a veteran; 
she’d understudied five roles in “Spring 
Awakening” and eight in “Fiddler on 
the Roof.” (Later, she created a one-
woman cabaret show called “Standby, 
Me.”) Feldstein was pushed out. Benko 
stepped in. She was a sensation. When 
Lea Michele got the full-time gig, the 
production maintained regularly sched-
uled Benko performances.

“As soon as Kamala got it, I was, 
like, I feel you girl,” Benko said last 
week, when reached by phone. In con-
sidering Harris’s campaign, she iden-
tified several characteristics of a suc-
cessful understudy transition. First, 
make it bigger than yourself. “The 
Fanny dressing room overlooked the 
street, and I could hear people on line 
screaming at the security staff, ‘What 
do you mean it ’s the understudy? I 
want my money back!’ ” she said. “By 
the end, it was like they had all come 
on this journey with me, and it was as 
if they had discovered me themselves. 
It’s very grassroots.”

Benko added that timing matters. 
A last-minute substitution has bene-
fits that a planned one doesn’t. “You 
are running on instinct, so you just end 
up being you,” she said. “When Ka-
mala was trying to win a primary, she 
had to be very calculated, and I think 
she came across as calculated. Now she 
can relax and be herself.”

What advice would Benko give Har-
ris about turning her big break into 
lasting success? “The full-time job is 
a lot more physically demanding, so 
make sure you have a good acupunc-
turist,” she said. “And don’t worry about 
comparisons. Nobody can be Barbra.” 

—Zach Helfand
1
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SKIN-DEEP

The actress Elizabeth Banks was  
sitting at the counter of Lip Lab, 

a SoHo shop that, for sixty-five dol-
lars, lets customers create their own 
tubes of lipstick. First, you choose  
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UP IN THE AIR

WIRE REDUX

Philippe Petit, the high-wire artist, 
had wanted to visit Edge, the hun-

dredth-floor observation deck at Hud-
son Yards, for a long time. But when 
he arrived the other evening to go up 
to the platform, which resembles a 
spaceship-size triangle wedged into 
a skyscraper, it looked as if high winds 
might shut it down. “It’s a tourist trap, 
of course,” Petit said. “But people are 
here to see the world from a differ-
ent perspective.”

Fifty years ago this month, Petit 
walked (illegally—he was arrested) 
on a steel cable strung between the 
towers of the World Trade Center. To 
mark the anniversary, he is planning 
to walk a tightrope this week inside 
the Cathedral of St. John the Divine. 
“Retirement is for others,” said Petit, 
who, at seventy-four, is taut and com-
pact. Waiting for an elevator at Hud-
son Yards, he wore white trousers and 
a pressed sherbet-orange shirt that 

Philippe Petit

roses. “I like my makeup to smell like 
my grandma,” she said. The color com-
plemented her mustard-yellow bucket 
hat, which she put on before heading 
back out into the sun—a bit of old-
school skin-care technology, and argu-
ably the best there is.

—Jennifer Wilson

matched his full head of hair. “I have 
a life of passion and exploration of an 
endless universe, so why would I want 
to stop when the ground is totally un-
interesting to me?”

Moments later, he was rocketing 
upward in the elevator, along with a 
gaggle of tourists and one wailing baby. 
A guard checking bags recognized 
him from the 2008 documentary “Man 
on Wire” and told him in French to 
have a good time. For a while, it didn’t 
seem that he would—nobody was al-
lowed onto the observation deck. But 
then the doors opened, and Petit 
scooted out into the fresh air. 

“Here we go!” he said. “This is fab-
ulous, and I am not ashamed to be 
here—I am happy.”

With impressive agility, he threaded 
through clumps of people (“I cut lines 
by making myself invisible”) to get to 
a V-shaped wall of glass. Beyond it, 
the Hudson River and New Jersey 
sprawled in the twilight. He looked 
south, to where the Twin Towers once 
stood, and where, earlier in the day, 
he had given a press conference on 
the eightieth floor of 3 World Trade 
Center. (He ended it by balancing a 
rose on his chin.) He pointed out 
Madison Square Garden, where he 
once performed, and the Empire State 
Building, then took some pretend 
practice steps in the hot wind, com-
menting that he felt like a bird nav-
igating turbulence. Then he jostled 
his way to the main attraction, the 
deck’s transparent floor, through which 
Tenth Avenue was visible like a can-
yon below. 

“My feeling is not the same as these 
people,” he said, looking at tourists 
snapping selfies. “I take being high 
up personally.”

After his Twin Towers crossing and 
arrest, Petit was world famous. He 
declined offers to shill for Burger King 
and Sweet’N Low. When bookers for 
Johnny Carson’s “Tonight Show” 
called, he asked, “Johnny who?” He 
turned down a film offer from Wer-
ner Herzog and another from Miloš 
Forman, who wanted to cast him in 
“Hair.” He regrets that one. “I told 
him if he wanted a circus performer 
to look for a juggler in the Yellow 
Pages,” Petit said. He ended up tak-
ing a relatively modest job with Ring-

1

HERE TO THERE DEPT.

THE TAKE

I t’s been said that New York is a city 
of eight million stories. This is a 

godsend for Kareem Rahma, the co-
median and co-producer behind “Sub-
way Takes,” a quickie podcast series 
(most are ninety seconds) in which 

ling Bros. for a year, during which he 
fell, in a rehearsal, for the first and 
only time in his career and broke a 
few ribs. Since then, he has performed 
in countless high-wire events and has 
built a barn for himself using eigh-
teenth-century techniques on prop-
erty he owns near Woodstock.

He was aware of the recent elec-
tion in France and the upcoming one 
in the United States, but wasn’t fo-
cussed on them. “I don’t pay atten-
tion to politics,” he said. “Politics is 
like rain, and you can’t fight the rain.” 
As he left the observation deck, which 
was being evacuated because of light-
ning, he went on to say that life was 
short. “If you drag your feet, you miss 
the beauty, so you have to look up at 
the sky and marvel at things.”

On the way home, Petit stopped 
outside the Cathedral of St. John the 
Divine, where he has been an artist-
in-residence for more than four de-
cades. To accompany his upcoming 
walk, Sting, who used to play chess 
with him, will perform live. In 1992, 
when Petit walked on a wire across 
Amsterdam Avenue to the cathedral, 
he landed on the front page of the 
Times, and the attention helped raise 
funds to complete the cathedral’s 
tower. In dim light at the arched en-
trance, he gestured up to a relief of 
Moses. “To the left and above him 
there’s a little man with outstretched 
arms and a balancing pole,” he said. 
“Not many people can say their face 
is on a cathedral.” Nor can they say 
that they changed the light bulbs in 
one of its chandeliers. “It was so high 
that the staff didn’t like to do it,” he 
said. “For me, it was no problem.”

—Bob Morris
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switched trains to ride Manhattan-
bound for the rest of the shoot. Back 
in the car, Tripathi explained why de-
signer fashion is a scam. A rider in a 
“Simpsons” T-shirt saw the cameras 
and scampered away. A woman wear-
ing a yellow construction vest snapped 
photos on her phone. 

Next, John McDonagh, a taxi-
driver in a “Veterans for Peace” T-shirt, 
took the hot seat. He applauded the 
rise in subway crime, thanking Mayor 
Adams for the boon to a hack’s bot-
tom line. “This is New York,” he said. 
“Somebody’s gotta win, somebody’s 
gotta lose.” Farther down the bench, 
a long-haired man in a Yankees shirt 
removed an AirPod to hear the con-
versation, then shook his head. 

The last opiner was Mario Bosco, 
a four-foot-ten comedian and native 
Brooklynite, who had on a white 
blazer accessorized with a blue pocket 
square. Straphangers leaned in to lis-
ten as Bosco called for saloons to be 
installed in subway cars and on plat-
forms and pleaded for more in-car 
entertainers.

Rahma concurred. “We’re doing a 
freakin’ talk show!” he said. The on-
lookers laughed. 

—Dan Greene

Justin Belmondo, argued that people 
should stop patronizing bars and 
restaurants. Rahma objected, until 
Belmondo clarified: unless the restau-
rant’s staff gets health insurance. 

“Oh, we’re f ighting capitalism,” 
Rahma said, nodding behind wrap-
around shades. 

“I wasn’t going to say the C-word,” 
Belmondo said. 

Next, the comic Alec Flynn, in a 
Cranberries T-shirt, argued that men 
should be permitted to claim to be 
bisexual as casually as women do. 

Rahma was unsure of his own 
stance here. “I have no idea what the 
hell you’re talking about,” he said.

Up next: Zohran Mamdani, a 
thirty-two-year-old state assembly-
man from Queens. “Eric Adams is a 
terrible mayor,” he said. Rahma agreed, 
with élan, as Mamdani expounded on 
problems with the city’s rent commis-
sion, vender licensing, and utilities. 
“This is so much more legit than 
mine,” Pooja Tripathi, a comedian 
awaiting her turn in the subway car, 
said. Rahma was enlightened. “I know 
he’s a bad mayor, because I can see the 
state of the city—it’s a piece of shit,” 
he said. “But these specific things?”

At Atlantic Avenue, the crew 

“You’re doing well in the Bible Belt, but they hate you in the Belt Belt.”

• •

New Yorkers share—and defend—
their most distinctive beliefs while 
riding the M.T.A. “There are so many 
idiosyncrasies that people have that 
only their friends know about,” Rahma 
said the other day, en route to a shoot. 
(Recent guests have argued that in-
cels aren’t real, that gatekeeping is 
good, and that men should sit to pee.) 
He and his production partner, An-
drew Kuo, dreamed up the show last 
year, after they noticed that their co-
median friends were pitching pod-
casts so they’d have clips to post on 
Instagram. “I was, like, what if the 
clips were the podcast?” Rahma said. 
He also has a TikTok series, “Keep 
the Meter Running,” in which he asks 
cabbies to show him their favorite 
haunts. (Destinations have included 
a Muslim-owned Jewish deli and the 
casino near J.F.K.) “I just need a ferry 
show,” he said.

Rahma, who had on Army-green 
basketball shorts and a navy button-
down, was driving from his apartment, 
in Bed-Stuy, to Williamsburg, where 
a handful of opiners—some friends, 
some friends of friends—would join 
him and his film crew on the L train. 
Since the podcast caught on, well-
known personalities have begun ap-
pearing on it—Olivia Wilde, Charli 
XCX, a few Brooklyn Nets. But Rahma 
turns down the majority of publicists’ 
requests. “This show isn’t about ‘tal-
ent,’ ” he said. “It’s about the take.”

Rahma parked his Volvo outside 
the Lorimer Street station. He put on 
his hosting garb—a greenish suit 
jacket, from eBay—then headed into 
a café to corral his subjects and staff. 
Down on the platform, a call sheet 
was hastily sketched out. When a 
Canarsie-bound train arrived, Rahma 
and his f irst interviewee, the film-
maker Lance Oppenheim, boarded 
and squeezed onto a bench. Two cam-
eramen sat opposite. Lapel mikes were 
fastened to MetroCards, which the 
talkers held in front of their faces. A 
trio of buskers passed by. “Perfect,” 
Rahma said. “Pure chaos.” Nearby, a 
man in a hoodie snoozed.

At Montrose Avenue, cameras 
rolled, and Oppenheim called for the 
abolition of texting. A few minutes 
later, Rahma’s next subject, an inked-up 
photographer in a sailor hat named 
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PROMISED LAND
How tribal nations are reclaiming Oklahoma.

BY RACHEL MONROE

One day in the summer of 2020, 
Chuck Hoskin, Jr., the principal 

chief of the Cherokee Nation, and his 
daughter were driving through Tahle-
quah, Oklahoma, the location of the 
Cherokee Nation headquarters. Hoskin, 
who is forty-nine, had grown up under-
standing that he was a citizen of one of 
the country’s largest tribal nations in 
terms of population—there are nearly 
half a million enrolled Cherokee citi-
zens—yet one of its smallest in terms of 
territory. But that had just changed. In 
McGirt v. Oklahoma, the United States 
Supreme Court ruled that a nineteenth-
century treaty between the Muscogee 
Creek Nation and the U.S. was still in 
effect. The 5–4 decision ultimately re-
sulted in the restoration of land to eight 
tribes and the conclusion that nearly half 
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Chuck Hoskin, Jr., the principal chief of the Cherokee Nation, said, “There’s plenty of people waiting on us to fall short.”

of Oklahoma, including most of the city 
of Tulsa, seventy miles northwest of Tah-
lequah, was tribal territory. As Hoskin 
drove through Tahlequah’s quiet streets—
past its antique stores and strip-mall pla-
zas, its billboards advertising well drill-
ing and Narcan and Jesus—the familiar 
town was made new with the realization 
that his daughter would grow up in a 
world where all of this was part of the 
Cherokee reservation. 

The McGirt case represented an enor-
mous and long-awaited restoration of 
sovereignty, “the ability of a group of peo-
ple to manage their own affairs,” as Hoskin 
put it. In Indian Country, which is the 
legal term for land reserved for tribes, 
tribal nations have authority over their 
citizens—they can adjudicate legal cases, 
levy taxes, and impose municipal regula-

tions. But, in Oklahoma, which apart 
from Alaska has the nation’s highest pro-
portion of Native residents, the state had 
long maintained that reservations—and, 
thus, much tribal authority—had ceased 
to exist in 1907, with statehood. Now two 
million Oklahomans—some of them 
tribal citizens, most of them not—were 
living on a reservation. 

The decision was a surprise in part 
because the U.S. has typically taken a 
paternalistic approach to tribal nations. 
Until 1970, the so-called Five Civilized 
Tribes—the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Sem-
inole, Muscogee Creek, and Choctaw 
Nations—weren’t allowed to elect their 
own chiefs. McGirt specifically applied 
to criminal jurisdiction, meaning that, 
in towns like Tahlequah and in cities like 
Tulsa, the tribes, and their federal part-
ners, now had policing and prosecuto-
rial authority over tribal citizens. The 
recognition of the tribe’s expanded rights 
offered the Cherokee Nation an opportu-
nity to approach criminal justice differ-
ently—by integrating tribal conceptions 
of restorative justice into proceedings, 
say, or by treating crimes that stem from 
addiction differently. (Overdose fatali-
ties among American Indians are higher 
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than Oklahoma’s average.) The Court’s 
ruling also made it conceivable that tribal 
authority could eventually extend to other 
spheres: taxation, zoning, regulation. 

But McGirt came at a fraught time 
for Oklahoma’s tribal nations. The state’s 
governor, Kevin Stitt, is an enrolled mem-
ber of the Cherokee Nation; he is also 
emphatically opposed to tribal interests, 
which he sees as divisive. Stitt, a Repub-
lican, has called the idea that eastern 
Oklahoma is a reservation under tribal 
jurisdiction “preposterous” and “un-
American” and “super weird.” In the 
months leading up to the Court’s deci-
sion, he predicted chaos and breakdowns 
in law and order if the Justices ruled in 
favor of the tribes. He later called Mc-
Girt “the biggest issue that’s ever hit any 
state since the Civil War.” The tension 
between the Governor and the tribes has 
continued to ratchet up. “This particu-
lar governor is looking at it like, McGirt 
is an attack on my state, we’re almost at 
war,” Hoskin said. “Not a shooting war, 
but almost like enemy camps.” 

Hoskin, who has a Plains twang and 
good country manners, is from a 

well-connected political family; his fa-
ther served in both tribal and state gov-
ernments. “My goodness, I don’t know 
what the universe had in mind when it 
decided that McGirt would happen with 
someone as governor who really funda-
mentally does not believe there’s a role 
for tribes,” he told me, when I visited 
him in his o2ce at the Cherokee head-
quarters this summer. 

The o2ce had bright-blue walls and 
shelves lined with ceramic bowls and 
tightly woven baskets—Hoskin’s collec-
tion of work by contemporary Chero-
kee artists. Hanging on the wall was a 
prize possession, which he bought at 
auction a few years ago: a map of tribal 
territory from 1906, the year before Okla-
homa became a state, showing the Cher-
okee Nation extending from the Arkan-
sas River, in the south, up to the Kansas 
border. When European settlers began 
to arrive in North America, the Chero-
kee Nation stretched throughout south-
ern Appalachia. By the nineteenth cen-
tury, the growing white population was 
“sick with the expectation of Indian land,” 
one Cherokee leader wrote. White peo-
ple encroached on tribal territory, and 
eventually the tribe was forcibly displaced 

a thousand miles west, to present-day 
Oklahoma, along what came to be known 
as the Trail of Tears. As much as a fifth 
of the population died along the way. 

In the days after the Court’s ruling, 
people kept texting Hoskin the opening 
line from Justice Neil Gorsuch’s major-
ity opinion: “On the far end of the Trail 
of Tears was a promise”—outlined in 
nineteenth-century treaties—that if tri-
bal nations ceded their land east of the 
Mississippi they would be provided res-
ervations in present-day Oklahoma. After 
removal, the Cherokee Nation estab-
lished itself in what was then known as 
Indian Territory, and began setting 
up schools, courts, and governments. 
(There are two smaller Cherokee groups: 
the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, 
who resisted removal and remained in 
western North Carolina, and the United 
Keetoowah Band of Cherokee Indians, 
who settled in Indian Territory prior to 
removal.) But tribal autonomy was short-
lived. Oklahoma celebrated statehood 
with a symbolic wedding ceremony be-
tween “Miss Indian Territory” and “Mr. 
Oklahoma Territory” and, in the name 
of unity, began systematically disman-
tling tribal power, dissolving tribal courts 
and dividing up communally held land. 
Hoskin grew up learning that Chero-
kee sovereign rights existed only on what 
is known as “restricted” land—the small 
fraction of property that had never passed 
out of tribal ownership. 

The Muscogee Creek Nation, Okla-
homa’s third most populous tribe, was 
among the plaintiffs in the McGirt case, 
and it was understood that the decision 
would likely apply to the four other major 
tribes and to a handful of smaller ones. 
Hoskin’s feeling of triumph at McGirt 
was tinged with trepidation. “There’s 
plenty of people waiting on us to fall 
short, so they can say, ‘See? They can’t 
handle it.’ So there’s a lot of pressure to 
meet the moment,” he said. “Anyone who’s 
studied Cherokee history, or the history 
of any part of Indian Country, knows 
that there’s a tendency for there to be a 
backlash.” In the eighteen-thirties, the 
Supreme Court, under Chief Justice John 
Marshall, acknowledged tribal sovereignty 
in a set of rulings generally known as the 
Cherokee cases. President Andrew Jack-
son ignored the Court and kept encour-
aging settlers to take Cherokee land. “John 
Marshall has made his decision; now let 

him enforce it,” Jackson is reported to 
have said. “Congress passed the Indian 
Removal Act—if you want to talk about 
an enormous backlash,” Hoskin told me. 
“So that’s in my mind, and in the mind 
of most Cherokees, when something good 
happens. I didn’t think there would be a 
second Indian Removal Act—I don’t 
think Congress has it in them. But my 
concern was that this dramatic expan-
sion in the recognition of our sovereignty 
would be met with a really firm push-
back. And that there could be a great deal 
of injury inflicted.”

V isitors to the capitol in Oklahoma 
City are directed to leave their cars 

in the south parking lot, behind an oil 
derrick. The pink granite building sits 
atop one of the country’s largest reser-
voirs of petroleum; until the mid-eighties, 
its grassy grounds were home to both a 
governmental complex and a working 
oil field. Inside, next to the door to the 
governor’s o2ce, is a larger-than-life-
size oil painting of the Oklahoma hu-
morist and cowboy icon Will Rogers, 
himself a Cherokee citizen. (“I’m not one 
of these Americans whose ancestors come 
over on the Mayflower, but we met ’em 
at the boat when they landed,” Rogers 
once said. “And it’s always been to the 
everlasting discredit of the Indian race 
that we ever let ’em land.”)

Governor Stitt is steel-haired and ge-
nial, the son of a pastor and the grand-
son of a dairy farmer. He ran a mort-
gage company in Tulsa and voted only 
intermittently until 2017, when he at-
tended the National Prayer Breakfast, 
where faith leaders mingle with elected 
o2cials, and was inspired to go into pol-
itics. Less than two years later, after run-
ning a campaign that touted his business 
experience and his status as a political out-
sider, he was elected governor. His tenure 
has been marked by friction with Okla-
homa’s tribal nations. When the state leg-
islature passed a bill allowing students to 
wear tribal regalia during graduation cer-
emonies, Stitt vetoed it. (The legislature 
overrode his veto.) For the position of 
Native American liaison, he selected Wes 
Nofire, a former member of the Chero-
kee council who has suggested that the 
Cherokee Nation is controlled by Satan. 
In the past several decades, the state and 
the tribes have entered into compacts gov-
erning everything from tobacco sales to 
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hunting licenses. Stitt has repeatedly at­
tempted to veto or renegotiate the com­
pacts, and that has resulted in protracted 
legislative and legal battles. 

His stalwart opposition to tribal in­
terests has baffled people who are oth­
erwise his political allies. Three top Re­
publican officials in the state have signed 
on to a federal lawsuit against the Gov­
ernor centering on his handling of tribal 
gaming compacts; the state’s attorney 
general accused Stitt of “betrayal of his 
duty.” “Even President Trump has men­
tioned he doesn’t know why the gov­
ernor has such animosity toward the 
tribes,” Greg Treat, the Republican pres­
ident pro tempore of the Oklahoma 
Senate, told the Associated Press last 
year. “It’s nonsensical.” 

Stitt’s Cherokee heritage comes from 
his mother’s side of the family; he grew 
up alongside cousins who competed in 
the All Indian Rodeo Association. “I al­
ways thought it was really cool that I 
was part Indian. It’s such an important 
part of Oklahoma’s history,” he told me. 
“But I think of myself as an American 
and an Oklahoman, and I’m proud of 
my heritage.” In school, he learned about 
the symbolic wedding ceremony that 
marked statehood. “We chose to become 
one state. We decided we didn’t want to 
have reservations,” he said. “There was 
a marriage ceremony that was performed, 
and that meant something.” It struck 
him as unfair that tribal nations had a 
separate, parallel system of justice for 
their citizens: “Here I am, and my six 
children, with blond hair and blue eyes—
they’re Indians as well. And you’re going 
to have a situation where they get a spe­
cial set of rules? This is just ridiculous. 
It’s unbelievable.”

McGirt came as a surprise to Stitt, 
and a blow. “I mean, whose land is it?” 
he asked, his voice rising in bewilder­
ment. “Is this Oklahoma? If it’s not, just 
tell me!” Stitt has framed his opposition 
to McGirt in the language of racial 
equality. “We can’t be a state that oper­
ates with two different sets of rules, es­
pecially based on race,” he has said. In 
a 2022 speech celebrating Martin Lu­
ther King, Jr., Day, he claimed that the 
civil­rights leader would be “astounded, 
maybe even disgusted” by the ruling. 
The tribes, however, have long main­
tained that tribal membership is not a 
racial category but a political one. (An­

cestry is only one criterion that tribes 
may consider when determining citi­
zenship.) Last year, the Court appeared 
to agree, upholding the legality of the 
Indian Child Welfare Act, which gives 
preference to Native families in adop­
tion cases involving Native children. 

People seemed more persuaded by an­
other argument that Stitt has made: 

that McGirt created public­safety prob­
lems. “Hundreds of criminal cases are 
going unprosecuted,” he has claimed. 
The Wall Street Journal’s editorial board 
called McGirt a “mistake” and warned 
of “mayhem” and “criminal anarchy in 
tribal areas.” The months after the deci­
sion were “tremendously chaotic, tre­
mendously disruptive,” Matt Ballard, a 
state district attorney who covers terri­
tory that is now entirely on reservations, 
said. Cases involving tribal members were 
no longer his responsibility; instead, they 
were ceded to tribal or federal courts. 
(Under U.S. law, the longest sentence 
that a tribal court can impose is three 
years, for a maximum of three consecu­
tive terms, so major crimes tend to be 
prosecuted in the federal system.)

Ballard also worried that tribal mem­
bers who had been convicted by the state 
would request new trials. “We were look­
ing at retrying cases, these horrendous 
crimes from the seventies and eighties,” 
he said. “The sheriff’s office has moved 
multiple times since then. We were lit­
erally trying to find where’s the evidence 
for these cases.” In court filings, Okla­
homa described McGirt as a potential 

“get­out­of­jail­free card” for thousands 
of criminals. “There’s people being re­
leased from prison,” Stitt told Fox News, 
claiming that as many as seventy­six thou­
sand cases might be overturned—almost 
three times the state’s prison population.

In 2021, a year after the decision, Bal­
lard spoke on a panel convened by the 
Governor about the community impact 
of McGirt. His fellow­speakers included 

sheriffs and district attorneys, but no 
representatives from tribal leadership. 
The restive, raucous crowd carried signs 
that said things like “Illegal Jurisdiction 
Since 1907” and “You Are on Indian 
Land.” “We walked up on the stage, and 
it looked to me like a European soccer 
game,” a participant told me. “Everyone 
was angry.” When panelists said that 
McGirt was harming victims of crimes, 
the crowd jeered them. One speaker 
raised the spectre of criminals who, he 
suggested, might go free because of Mc­
Girt: murderers, rapists, robbers. “Like 
your forefathers!” someone yelled. The 
Governor gripped the sides of the po­
dium with both hands. 

When it was Ballard’s turn, he raised 
his voice to be heard over the crowd. “I 
will tell you what’s happening in every 
courthouse: Native victims are being vic­
timized, and nobody is prosecuting their 
cases,” he said. “It’s a hard truth, it’s a 
hard truth to take. This situation is not 
workable.” The crowd began to chant, 
“Treaties are the law of the land.” 

Later that year, the courts ruled that 
McGirt was not applicable retroactively, 
relieving the fear that old cases would 
have to be retried. Just sixty­eight peo­
ple had been released from prison on Mc­
Girt­related appeals. A few months later, 
another Supreme Court case, Oklahoma v. 
Castro­ Huerta, further limited McGirt, 
giving the state jurisdiction over crimes in 
which the victim was Native but the de­
fendant was not. (The Violence Against 
Women Act still allows tribes to prosecute 
non­Natives for certain crimes commit­
ted against tribal citizens, including child 
abuse and domestic violence.)

Meanwhile, tribes were scrambling to 
scale up their criminal­justice infrastruc­
ture, hiring prosecutors, police officers, 
court clerks, judges, and 911 dispatchers; 
setting up victim­services offices; and ex­
panding juvenile­justice programs. In­
stead of handling several dozen criminal 
cases a year, the Cherokee system was 
now responsible for several thousand. 
The head prosecutor for the Choctaw 
Nation said that the tribe’s caseload in­
creased by more than two thousand per 
cent. In the pre­McGirt era, the Mus­
cogee Creek Lighthorse Tribal Police av­
eraged one call for service a day; that 
number grew tenfold. “You know, I knew 
people were bad, and I knew crime was 
bad, but, when McGirt happened, and 
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we started getting the calls for domes-
tics, child abuse, things like that . . . ,” 
Dennis Northcross, the deputy chief of 
the Lighthorse police, told me, too over-
whelmed to finish the thought. Investi-
gating major crimes largely fell to the 
F.B.I., which enlisted dozens of agents 
from around the country to assist. “The 
challenge for us is that we must provide 
this basic level of policing in the eastern 
half of Oklahoma, but we also have to 
insure we are still doing all the things the 
American public expects the F.B.I. to do,” 
Melissa Godbold, the special agent in 
charge of the Bureau’s Oklahoma City 
field office, said in 2021.

The district attorneys I spoke with 
agreed that things had stabilized since 
the initial post-McGirt months, but they 
still noted concerns about sentencing dis-
parities and cases being dropped. Ballard 
told me about a drug case involving three 
suspects—one Native, two non-Native. 
“It’s very frustrating to be told you only 
have jurisdiction over two-thirds of a 
conspiracy,” he said. Under state law, the 
non-Native defendants could face thirty 
years in prison; if the Native defendant 
were convicted in tribal court, he would 
receive a much lower sentence. “What 
I’ve seen from the Cherokee Nation is 
an earnest desire to do this as well as they 
possibly can,” Jack Thorp, a district at-
torney whose territory overlaps with the 
Cherokee reservation, told me. “But 
they’re hamstrung by this three-year cap.” 
Cases can be picked up by the federal 
government, but the U.S. Attorney’s of-
fice tends to be choosier about what it 
pursues. Elsewhere in Indian Country, 
the federal government has faced signif-
icant criticism for inadequate prosecu-
tions, particularly when it comes to sex-
ual assaults. “I appreciate our federal 
partners, but they’re not set up to han-
dle cases like this—property crimes, drug 
crimes,” Ballard said. “They’re just not.” 

Rebecca Nagle, a journalist who has 
covered McGirt in the podcast “This 
Land” and in her forthcoming book, “By 
the Fire We Carry: The Generations-
Long Fight for Justice on Native Land,” 
told me that anxieties about crime have 
often been used as an excuse to chip away 
at tribal sovereignty. The more pressing 
public-safety issue, she said, was state of-
ficials who refused to coöperate with 
their tribal counterparts, sometimes for 
fear of displeasing the Governor’s office.

When I spoke to Geri Wisner, the 
attorney general of the Muscogee Creek 
Nation, she told me that she had initially 
been hopeful that tribal and local au-
thorities could work collaboratively, but 
that some local authorities were resist-
ing acknowledging tribes’ expanded au-
thority. The Muscogee Nation’s commu-
nication with certain district attorneys 
was functionally nonexistent, and cases 
were falling through the cracks. “I’ve been 
trying to tell everyone, ‘The barn’s on 
fire! The barn’s on fire!’” Wisner told me.

Last year, state authorities arrested a 
woman for strangling her daughter with 
a rope. When they determined that the 
woman, Tracy Ann Mannon, was a Mus-
cogee Creek citizen, they dismissed the 
case and alerted federal prosecutors, who 
also declined the case. The U.S. Attorney’s 
office said that it had e-mailed the Mus-
cogee Creek Nation twice, but the mes-
sages bounced back. “I didn’t get a word 
of it,” Wisner said. “This is a strangula-
tion—a strangulation of a minor!” Ear-
lier this year, Mannon was arrested again. 
Allegedly, she had stabbed her mother to 
death and was planning to dismember the 
body. In an interview with a local news 
station, District Attorney Larry Edwards 
implied that McGirt was the reason Man-
non had been free: “Oftentimes, we see 
that justice is not served, because cases 
are dismissed, and, as far as we can tell, 
sometimes nothing happens to them, and 
then sometimes we see terrible things in 
the aftereffect.” (Edwards told me that he 
now forwards all dismissed cases to both 
tribal and federal prosecutors.)

In some parts of the state, there has been 
outright hostility between tribal and 

local officials. This has been particularly 
true with the Muscogee Creek Nation, 
which has a reputation for being more 
assertive of tribal sovereignty than the 
other major tribes. Last winter, Stitt was 
campaigning in Iowa with Ron DeSantis, 
whom he supported for President, when 
he received an urgent phone call. “They 
go, ‘Governor! The Indians and the sheriff 
are pointing guns at each other! They’re 
surrounding our jailhouse, they’re trying 
to take our jailer!’” Stitt told me, widen-
ing his eyes at the recollection. “I’m, like, 
‘Oh, my goodness, what is going on?’” 

Both sides deny that any guns were 
drawn, but they agree that events that 
week in Okmulgee County, a largely rural 
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area west of Tulsa that’s now part of the 
Muscogee Creek reservation, marked a 
flash point in tensions between tribal 
and non-tribal officials. 

Historically, many tribal law-enforce-
ment departments have had cross-depu-
tization agreements with their state and 
local counterparts, which allowed officers 
to detain and arrest suspects regardless 
of their tribal status. (Once a suspect had 
been booked, the relevant agency—tribal, 
state, or federal—would take over.) A de-
cade ago, the Okmulgee sheriff, Eddy 
Rice, rescinded cross-deputization with 
the Muscogee Creek Lighthorse Tribal 
Police, citing liability concerns. North-
cross, of the Lighthorse police, had a dif-
ferent theory. “I think it’s a power thing 
with the sheriff,” he said. After McGirt, 
the state recommended that law-enforce-
ment departments should sign cross-
deputization agreements, if they hadn’t 
already; Rice opted not to. Northcross 
said, “The area that he covers is totally 
encompassed by, and included in, our area. 
He went from being a big fish in a little 
pond to being a little fish in a big pond. 
Don’t think he appreciates that.” After a 
long pause, he continued, “And I think 
it’s some old prejudices—I do. There are 
some old prejudices there.” Rice told me 
that prejudice was not a factor, and that 
he was motivated by a desire to protect 
citizens against what he saw as illegiti-
mate policing by tribal law enforcement. 
“Everybody thought we were being butt-
heads, but that is not what any of it is 
about,” he said. “It’s not just a simple 
power struggle. The sheriff is the last 
stance against the federal government to 
protect the rights of the people. So I have 
chosen to try to protect rights.”

The Okmulgee County incident began 
last December, when a Lighthorse police 
officer named Keith Bell searched a sus-
pect and found a small bag of fentanyl. 
Because the suspect was non-Native, Bell 
called the city police, who didn’t respond. 
He didn’t want to let the man loose, but, 
because he wasn’t cross-deputized with 
the sheriff’s department, he couldn’t make 
an arrest. There was a potential work-
around, however: the Lighthorse police 
were cross-deputized with an obscure 
state organization called the Grand River 
Dam Authority. In the past, this had been 
interpreted to mean that the Lighthorse 
police could make arrests in any county 
where the G.R.D.A. had property—in-

cluding Okmulgee County. Northcross, 
expecting trouble, elected to come along 
to the county jail. When the tribal police 
brought the man into a holding cell, the 
jailers refused to accept the suspect, and 
the tribal officers refused to release him. 
The dispute became a shouting match; 
one jailer reportedly accused the tribal 
officers of not being “real police.” The 
jailers retreated to the secure booking 
area, and Northcross followed them. The 
door slammed shut behind him, leaving 
Bell and another tribal officer locked in 
a holding cell with the suspect. In a video 
of the incident, a jailer appears to shove 
Northcross as one of the tribal officers 
shouts, “Hey! Get your hands off of him!” 
In the background, the suspect wails, 
“What is going on? Oh, my God, this is 
all because of me? I’m so sorry!” North-
cross, who is preternaturally understated, 
described the scene as “not pleasant” and 
“pretty heated.” Eventually, after consult-
ing with the district attorney, the jailers 
reluctantly accepted the prisoner. Tribal 
prosecutors charged the jailer who pushed 
Northcross with felony battery of a law-
enforcement officer, but they later dropped 
the charges. As a result of the conflict, 
Stitt suspended the G.R.D.A. cross-
deputization, which means that tribal law 
enforcement can no longer detain non-
Natives in Okmulgee County.

The sheriff’s office and the tribal po-
lice are effectively engaged in a cold war. 
“It’s ugly here,” Rice said. When Light-
horse police call the sheriff’s department 
in order to hand over a non-Native sus-
pect, “they refuse to come,” Northcross 
said. “They usually say they’re busy. 
They’re always busy.” For their part, the 
Lighthorse police have largely given up 
on patrolling Okmulgee County. “I un-
derstand they don’t want to come here, 
because we don’t have a great working 
relationship,” Rice conceded. But, accord-
ing to him, the lapse in tribal law en-
forcement has made his county less safe. 
“If you’re a Native, you get away with 
anything!” he said. “We got people, you 
know, criminals, that are riding motor-
cycles, hot-rodding, and speeding through 
the city of Okmulgee every single day, 
and nobody does nothing about that.”

Stitt blamed the incident on “the bro-
ken system created by the McGirt deci-
sion,” and used the occasion “to call on 
Congress and the courts to address this 
problem.” Oklahoma has considered sev-

eral paths to curbing the power of tribes 
and returning the state to the pre-Mc-
Girt status quo. One would involve Con-
gress officially disestablishing the reser-
vations recognized by McGirt. “The 
Supreme Court started this bullcrap,” 
Rice told me. “But say that we have a dif-
ferent President in the future. Then you 
may have a Congress that steps in and 
says, ‘Hey, these people are struggling in 
Oklahoma. Maybe we ought to help.’ ” 

A more likely pathway involves the 
courts. McGirt was one of the final de-
cisions made while Ruth Bader Gins-
burg was still a Justice; since the Court’s 
composition has changed, Oklahoma has 
pursued numerous attempts to overturn 
or significantly limit tribal sovereignty. 
The decision in Castro-Huerta, which 
was favorable to Oklahoma, indicates 
that the Court may be receptive.

In February, 2021, Keith Stitt, the Gov-
ernor’s older brother, was driving his 

Range Rover to Tulsa, where he lives and 
works as a real-estate attorney. The speed 
limit was fifty miles per hour; according 
to a Tulsa police officer, who pulled him 
over, Keith was going seventy-eight. 
When the officer asked for his identifi-
cation in order to write him a ticket, Keith 
presented his Oklahoma driver’s license. 
He also showed the officer his Cherokee 
Nation citizenship card. “Isn’t this my 
get-out-of-jail-free card?” he asked.

Many of the most bitter post-McGirt 
fights between the state and tribes have 
centered not on murders but on traffic 
tickets. “Tickets are money,” Wisner, the 
Muscogee Creek attorney general, ex-
plained; after McGirt, those summonses 
were now supposed to be sent to tribal 
governments. (The Cherokee Nation set 
up a revenue-sharing agreement that al-
lows towns to keep most of the money.) 
Last year, the Tenth Circuit Court of Ap-
peals said that Tulsa cannot ticket tribal 
members for infractions on reservations. 
But the Tulsa police continued to do so. 
The Muscogee Creek Nation sued the 
city, and the case is still pending. Accord-
ing to Wisner, other jurisdictions have 
begun to ticket tribal members as well, 
rather than transferring those cases to 
the tribe. “It started with Tulsa, and it’s 
been like an infection,” she said. “Now 
I’ve got it all over the place.”

As Governor Stitt explored avenues to 
chip away at tribal sovereignty, his brother 
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hired a lawyer and contested his ticket, 
claiming that, as he was a tribal citizen, 
the city of Tulsa had no jurisdiction over 
him. The case is currently in front of the 
state’s highest court. Everyone I spoke 
with in Oklahoma seemed mystified by 
the situation: one brother trying to over-
turn McGirt, the other using it as the basis 
for a protracted legal crusade to challenge 
a speeding ticket. Some people in tribal 
leadership speculated that Keith’s legal 
battle was part of his brother’s attempt to 
undermine McGirt, either through bad 
press or by provoking a court decision un-
favorable to the tribes. It’s not inconceiv-
able that Keith’s case could eventually be 
taken up by the Supreme Court. When 
I asked the Governor about his broth-
er’s speeding ticket, he burst into laugh-
ter. “I love it!” he said. “It’s so funny—the 
tribes are having to do amicus briefs in 
support of Keith.” He told me that the 
ticket was in no way a setup, but implied 
that his brother’s lawsuit might not be in 
good faith. “You’ll have to talk to Keith,” 
he said. “But maybe Keith wants to show 
how absurd all this is as well.”

Hoskin was twelve in 1987, when  
another Supreme Court decision 

changed the trajectory of Native history. 
The Court ruled that tribes could con-
duct gaming operations independent of 
state regulations. The Cherokee soon 
built casinos, and his father was later on 
the tribal council as it determined how 
to allocate the revenue. “The new money 
coming in was measured in the hundreds 
of thousands of dollars, and it was a 
game changer,” Hoskin recalled; the tribe 
used it to expand housing for elders. 
Court cases have been crucial for the ac-
knowledgment of tribal sovereignty, but 
actually putting sovereignty into prac-
tice—building the institutions that enact 
it—requires something else: funding. 

 These days, Cherokee businesses—
primarily but not only the casinos—bring 
in billions of dollars, and the tribe’s proj-
ects have become much more ambitious. 
In Tahlequah, I toured the gleaming 
Cherokee Nation hospital, which offers 
health-care services at no cost to mem-
bers of any federally recognized tribe.“Pro-
viding health care to our own citizens is 
a way we exercise sovereignty,” Brian Hail, 
the deputy executive director of Chero-
kee Nation Health Services, told me. Far-
ther down the highway, in the airy Cher-

okee Nation Durbin Feeling Language 
Center, which offers full-immersion pro-
grams, posters listed colors and animals 
in the Cherokee syllabary, which faces 
what Hoskin describes as an “existential 
threat” of disappearing.

But the current levels of funding may 
not be enough. In 2022, members of Okla-
homa’s House delegation told the Ap-
propriations Committee that investing 
in the criminal-justice system so as to 
comply with McGirt was “effectively 
bankrupting the affected tribes.” In the 
first year after the decision, the Chero-
kee Nation allocated thirty million dol-
lars to fund the expansion of its courts 
and law enforcement. What’s more, the 
emphasis on criminal justice, even if it’s 
meted out by tribal authorities, was met 
with some ambivalence by the commu-
nity. (One evening, at a rodeo in Okmul-
gee County, just before the bull-riding 
competition, the announcer called the 
Lighthorse police into the arena, where 
they stood awkwardly, shoulder to shoul-
der. “They are not the enemy,” the an-
nouncer told the audience sternly. “And 
the best way to get along with them is to 
comply.” The family sitting in front of me 
declined to applaud.) 

“I didn’t want to go into public ser-
vice and politics because I wanted to over-
see this massive growth of our criminal-
justice system,” Hoskin told me. “I see 
what a lot of people see, which is a sys-
tem that chews people up and spits them 
out. We don’t want to re-create that sys-
tem. That’s a big fear of mine.” He had 
been weighing whether the Cherokee 
Nation should build its own jail, rather 
than renting space in state facilities. 
(Oklahoma has the second-highest jail-
mortality rate in the country.) “There’s 
also an opportunity to do incarceration 
differently,” he said. “Frankly, though, 
right out of the gate, we did things sub-
stantially the same as the state.”

Along with Keith Stitt’s speeding 
ticket, a number of McGirt-related cases 
are making their way through the courts. 
Every decision begets more questions: 
Do tribal citizens living and working on 
reservation land have to pay state income 
tax? How far does sovereignty extend, 
and how far will the state go to fight it? 
“I’m not going to be the governor that 
sells my state down the river,” Kevin Stitt 
said. “Maybe some future governor will. 
But I’m not going down in history as a 
person that gave an inch.” 

“It’s hard being a grownup, too—did you know  
we have absolutely zero limits on treats?”

• •
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THE TAIL END
Bidding farewell to a cat.

BY SLOANE CROSLEY

DRAWING BY SAUL STEINBERG

Here is a good story: It’s 2003 and a 
childhood friend is stationed at 

Fort Bragg, in North Carolina—which 
will be renamed Fort Liberty in 2023—
where she’s in the 82nd Airborne Divi-
sion. She is done jumping out of planes 
for the day, heading off the base, when 
she hears meowing coming from a ware-
house. Inside, she finds a stray cat, proud 
but mangy, and decides to take her home. 
The cat is pregnant. My friend e-mails 
me a photograph of the kittens, arranged 
on her lap, one surfing on her kneecap. 
She writes, “Don’t these remind you of 
your cats growing up?” She knows a tar-
get when she sees one.

A few weeks later, the kittens are 
loaded onto the back seat of a Jeep and 
driven north. Two are dropped off at 
my parents’ house, in White Plains, and 

one is dropped off with me at my stu-
dio apartment, on the Upper West Side. 
The family joke is that these are mili-
tary-grade cats. Your tax dollars at work. 
No laser eyes, but they do fetch and 
come when you call them, and, if they 
puke, they do so on nonporous surfaces. 
Twenty-one years later, mine is the last 
one standing. Personally, I think there’s 
a lesson here about nurture, but I keep 
this thought to myself.

Since this story will continue, perhaps 
I should build up an immunity within 
a certain type of reader: Cat cat cat cat 
cat cat cat cat cat cat cat cat cat cat. Cat. 
There. Now we can get on with it. 

The cat is very sick, so a veterinar-
ian whom I have never met is coming 
over to kill her. She arrives at 10 A.M., 
which feels wrong. Murders and break-

ups, these are not interactions for God’s 
hours. On the phone the afternoon be-
fore, she tells me of her pastoral child-
hood in New Zealand. Her mother once 
put a cat down by feeding it Valium. 

“Like, a local cat?”
“No, our cat. So, very local.”
This conversation happens in my liv-

ing room because it feels disrespectful 
to conduct it in the bedroom, where the 
cat is resting on her spot, near the pil-
lows. When we hang up, I walk over to 
the doorframe and lean on it. The cat 
lifts her head. She’s a gray tabby, but 
her shock-white belly has been my first 
sight in the morning for much of my 
adult life. After she’s gone, I will place 
wide objects on my nightstand to ob-
struct the view of the room when I open 
my eyes. Her emerald eyes, rimmed in 
black, are narrowed. Gummy. Surely, 
she is thinking nothing, except for: I 
feel like shit. She stretches her paws, 
which are commonly referred to as 
“snowcapped,” but our private joke is 
that I hold a paw between my fingers 
and say, “Ice-cream sandwich.” They’re 
all private jokes. It’s a cat.

“That was your executioner,” I tell 
her, although she does not understand 
English. 

Though she did once type a perfect 
word while strolling across my key-
board: “poop.” 

The vet has arrived at a highly con-
trolled household. The apartment is ready 
for guests, or perhaps a proposal. There 
are roses in vases, cellophane still mashed 
in the trash. There are candles. There is 
a bundle of sage just in case some things 
are valid. There is my boyfriend, pressed 
against a wall in anticipatory horror. He 
has known the cat for three years, which 
is not nothing, but it’s also not as if I in-
troduced them and now they hang out 
without me. On the f loor is a hatbox 
from a hat shop in London. The hat, an 
expensive wool cloche that wound up 
costing me forty dollars per wear, has 
been removed. The box will serve as 
the cat’s final transport. Her blanket, her 
closest colleague, the one with all the in-
stitutional knowledge, is nested inside, 
along with a handwritten letter.

This part will be familiar to anyone 
who has had to put an animal down: 
It’s been six days since my initial corre-
spondence with her regular vet, during 
which I fell on the sword of my own ©

 T
H

E
 S

A
U

L
 S

T
E

IN
B

E
R

G
 F

O
U

N
D

A
T

IO
N

/A
R

T
IS

T
S

 R
IG

H
T

S
 S

O
C

IE
T

Y



THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 12, 2024 19

hysteria. A skipped meal—it’s probably 
nothing! Still, blood was taken. The re-
sults have not come back yet. I am now 
seventy-two hours into my career as a 
personal chef: warming, mixing, shak-
ing, diluting, pinching, drizzling, sprin-
kling. I treat the bodega like a farmer’s 
market, making jaunts to buy cans of 
processed junk. The cat did this at eigh-
teen (cancer) and thirteen (arbitrary re-
jection of dry food). So this worry, this 
belligerent kind of love, knows its way 
around. She will hear no explanations, 
be asked no questions. With babies, 
there’s a good chance of their speaking 
by twenty-one. Poop.

Cats are notoriously secretive when 
something is wrong. The something 

at hand is often a puzzle. Dogs are more 
apt to tell it straight: a failure of the heart, 
a tumor in the brain. Dogs gossip; cats 
know where the bodies are buried. Dogs 
are standup comedians. Cats are essay-
ists. Should we decide this animal has 
been fatally ill for three weeks, not six 
days, we’re still talking about a mere frac-
tion of her life. I once had lunch with a 
mohel, and when I suggested that cir-
cumcision was mutilation, to my surprise 
he agreed. He also told me that the day 
of the bris was meant to be a microcosm 
of a man’s life. A few moments of pain 
in twenty-four hours? May we all have 
such a life! I have been digging into his 
words: May we all have such a life! 

The other conversation to which I 
cling is more recent. A college friend, 
now a vet, predicted what would hap-
pen. “You will make the decision to eu-
thanize her and then, in between, there 
will be something positive,” he said. 
“The cat will purr or eat a bite of food 
and you will think you’re making a mis-
take. It will be bad. You are not mak-
ing a mistake.”

It wasn’t food, it was a lick of cream, 
and it wasn’t bad, it was wretched. Even 
now, I can feel the pressure in my throat, 
the difficulty swallowing as I paced during 
those ethically fraught hours, holding 
my phone because where was the goddam 
blood work I could have stabbed the cat 
in the leg and bought a centrifuge by 
now. Watching this creature fumble in 
and out of a litter box, I could not come 
to a conclusion about what it meant. I 
don’t mean to suggest that I was stymied 
by emotion; I mean that I had lost the 

ability to apply opinion to evidence. I 
thought, Is this not my job as a writer? 
To see something and say something? 
Or am I only good for diatribes about 
airplane etiquette and cheese?

The phone vibrates: It’s her kidneys.
Hearing is thought to be the last 

sense to go in death. This is likely true 
of animals as well as humans. I keep it 
together for her, expressing my grati-
tude for all those years of witnessing. In 
the previous days, she leaned on my 
forearm while a breeze blew through 
the window, and I told her the story of 
us. I described the apartments we’d lived 
in, the men I’d dated, the time I came 
home drunk and turned the dead bolt 
to lock the door, but it wasn’t aligned 
and the door sprang open without my 
noticing. I woke the next morning to 
what sounded like my neighbor, calling 
my name from my kitchen. Because he 
was in my kitchen. That’s when I heard 
a distant howling and flew down five 
flights to find the cat huddled by the 
mailboxes. On the way back up to safety, 
another neighbor, a grouchy one, popped 
her head into the hall.

“Is that a cat?!”
No, it’s a bag of waffles I taught to meow.
So many dramas! Let us not speak of 

all the questionable modes of rousing—
the flops on the head, the whacks to the 
face, the pointed release of noxious fumes. 
The supercut of missed jumps. The time 
I smacked her on the nose. (If this was 
some new trend in petting, she wasn’t a 
fan.) The time we saw a mouse and she 
looked at me like, “You gonna do some-
thing about that?” Or the time, during 
the cancer, when I boasted to a vet that 
my cousin’s cat had lived to be twenty-
four. To which the vet replied, “You do 
realize there’s no genetic correlation be-
tween that cat and this cat.” 

It’s all in the past, this life with her 
as the common denominator. Contrary 
to the popular idea that she is something 
I keep, she is the keeper, the database. 
Pet owners are shamed by the implica-
tion that we lack perspective, by the man-
ufactured dichotomy whereby adults of 
legal age must choose which being they’d 
drop-kick off a cliff, a child or a pet. First 
of all, do you know how many people I 
know who’d answer “Both”? Six. Second 
of all, this weapon has no effect on pet 
owners. We need only glance at our crea-
tures to feel sorry for those who don’t 

understand. When we put a leash on the 
videos, when we prevent ourselves from 
extolling the virtues of our pets in pub-
lic, it’s not out of dignity. It’s out of fear 
that we’ll sell them too hard and some-
one will kidnap them.

But there is shame. It comes at the 
end and springs from the suspicion that, 
in being so greedy for unconditional 
love, we have made an awful mistake. 
We have recorded our lives on devices 
that will run out of power instead of 
paying proper attention ourselves. We 
outsourced too many of our quiet days. 
We also trusted that our pets knew who 
we were even when we weren’t so sure. 
And, if what they knew was “asshole,” 
they never let on. 

I tell the cat that she can go. As if she 
needs my permission. Once the vet 

confirms it’s my breath that’s moving 
her on my lap, new orifices sprout on my 
face. How else to explain the sheer vol-
ume of wetness? This is the last chapter 
of the book. I signed up for this. Well, 
sort of. I did not adopt a cat. She fell 
into my lap. And now she has fallen back 
out. Gingerly, I move her into the hat-
box, sweeping her tail around her. I stroke 
her legs. Sometimes, when I held her, I’d 
lightly bounce and rotate my body, a pro-
cess known within the confines of the 
apartment as “machine-gun legs.” 

The vet speaks in low tones. Her  
accent is soothing, maybe because I  
don’t hear it much. My sister, who’s had 
Crohn’s disease since high school, re-
cently sent me off to my first colonos-
copy with this sage advice: Whatever 
you drink with the medication, make 
sure it’s not your favorite, because you’ll 
never be able to swallow it again. I haven’t 
had to speak with another person from 
New Zealand yet.

The vet holds up a carrot-shaped cat-
nip toy, softened by beatings. I can’t com-
pute how it got into her hand or what 
she’s going to do with it. Knowing a sep-
aration was imminent, I threw out the 
cat’s accessories before the vet arrived. I 
must have missed the carrot. 

“Do you want to put this in?”
“What?” I ask, sniffling.
“It looks well loved,” the vet says, ad-

miring this piece of crap. “Do you want 
to put it in?”

The snobbery is clarifying. It comes 
from deep inside and pushes my  
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personality out from the cave where 
it’s been hiding.

“It’s a toy,” I say.
“I know.”
The snobbery is also maladjusted. 
“I mean, I wouldn’t put a boxed set 

of ‘The Wire’ in your coffin.”
Comedy is tragedy plus time. That’s 

the rule. But you don’t have to add time 
if you don’t have any. I start telling the 
carrot story as soon as that evening. I am 
not sleeping. (I make attempts with my 
head at the foot of the bed.) I speak to 
maybe two people a day, and even those 
people are subjected to the bit: Like, what 
kind of show do you think I’m running here, 
lady? This is a classy affair! Is it? Or am 
I making it classless by calcifying it be-
fore its time? Stories can be bad habits. 
I use this one to deflect condolences. I 
am not great with them regarding human 
beings, so these ones are extra indigest-
ible, tinged with pity. It’s ludicrous to ex-
pect anyone to miss a cat independent 
of the affection they feel for its owner, 
to recognize that this was not a cat but 
a person in a cat suit, to agree that the 
gap between what any cat would do and 
what your cat does is actually quite vast. 
If more than five people outside your 
household miss your cat, it wasn’t a house-
hold, it was a brothel. So I don’t want to 
talk about it. The problem is, I don’t want 
to talk about anything else.

Sometimes I add a bonus layer to the 
story, tossing in the coincidence that I 
put the cat down one day before her an-
nual insurance policy renewed and the 
same week the company announced that, 
after forty-two years, it would cease of-
fering many of its pet-insurance plans. 
What a gal. For all I know, the cat’s eu-
thanasia claim is the last one the com-
pany paid out, especially since I had to 
submit the paperwork twice. The first 
time, “the invoice did not specify the 
name of the pet for which services were 
rendered.” I checked. I hadn’t left the box 
blank. I had put my name down instead.

In reality, the vet and I get along well. 
We move quickly past the coffin zinger. 
She offers to take a plaster paw-print 
mold but suspects I might not want that.

“What do people do with them?”
“I don’t know,” she says, as if she’s 

never given it any thought, which she 
probably hasn’t. “Keep it in their desk 
drawer? Maybe ornaments.”

To each her own. During the call with 

my college friend, he told me about the 
time an owner dropped off her cat for 
surgery and explained that the cat slept 
between her legs. So could he please put 
a pair of her underwear in the cage? The 
owner then produced a thong in a plas-
tic bag, slapping it on the counter before 
she left. My reaction upon hearing this 
story was not that it was unreasonable. 
My reaction was that it was unreason-
able that she didn’t stay. But a plaster 
paw print? I don’t think so.

I ask the vet to clip the cat’s two lon-
gest whiskers. Cats use their whiskers 
for balance and to know where they fit. 
I want a piece of her, but not in the fash-
ion of one of our jokes, in which I hold 
her leg and say, “Rabbit’s foot.” The vet’s 
arms are full, so I open the door for her. 
I walk back into the torturously empty 
space of my apartment while my boy-
friend waits in the hall. I put the whis-
kers in a box and touch the furniture that 
I have kept for too long. The walls look 
different. I curl up with my head on her 
spot until I feel only my own warmth.

I keep adding jokes to my repertoire: 
The only thing keeping me from burn-

ing down my apartment is I’m not a 
hundred per cent sure where to buy a 
can of gasoline. One night, I stay with 
a fancy friend who has a guest bedroom. 
Her espresso machine looks compli-
cated. The four-dollar charge on my 
credit-card bill, from a coffee shop near 
her place, is one of many traces of a bad 
week. I hire a housecleaner who shows 
up in a baseball cap that reads “Wifey” 
in pink script. She surveys the situation 
and sighs.

“So dirty,” Wifey says, shaking her 
head at the floorboards.

It’s like a doctor telling you you’re 
overweight. 

“When was the last time you had it 
cleaned?”

I raise an eyebrow. She doesn’t want 
to know, I don’t want to say. 

“Years,” Wifey mumbles. “Ground in.”
Indeed, the years are ground in. Now 

whom will I ask, as I frantically lift piles 
of paper, “What did you do with my 
keys?” My “boss,” as my boyfriend calls 
her, never permitted me to close my bed-
room door, and so it remains open. Get-
ting into bed at night, I pat the mattress, 
though I know she won’t come. Yes, it’s 
all very sad. But how many stories does 

one get where one can say one did ev-
erything right?

A gift in life can be a problem in sto-
rytelling, especially when the story is 
about a pet. This is why I keep adding 
jokes. For texture. I’m trying to take my 
own advice. When I teach, I encourage 
students to find the second story. Tear 
up the floorboards of the first story and 
see what treasure lies beneath. This part 
they already know. They were not born 
yesterday, an administrative impossibil-
ity. But another tactic is to imagine the 
first story searching for its mate, for a 
wall off which to bounce. Fear not the 
unlikely clash. I’ve read solid essays that 
weave together, say, diabetes and tree 
bark. This second story will bring forth 
the larger story. It’s why people tell cat 
owners, “You want the first cat to be 
happy? Get a second cat.”

But I did not get a second cat. I got 
one cat.

There’s a way to view these additional 
stories as a premature apology. As if to 
say: A single strain of your life has no 
inherent value, but perhaps you could 
persuade people with two. Part of this 
is because the more we analyze a topic 
like pets, the more we fawn or protest, 
the less trustworthy we seem as think-
ers. A cat essay? In this economy?

Just this once, I want to tell the story 
as a dog would. To tell it straight, for 
her. To make her the only story. Maybe 
I can leave the jokes in the grass, swim 
naked in the pool of a hard sell. Your 
pet dies; it feels like a secret you’ve been 
keeping might die with her. It feels se-
rious. Who will know everything now? 
Who has the keys?

Lately, I have been trying to claw some 
of her back, piecing together a sensory 
collage. This can’t be healthy. Most peo-
ple in my position avoid it. I have a half-
dozen recordings of her purr. They are 
labelled “purr” for my own edification or 
“I live with a large hairy dove” for some-
one else’s. Whether I knew it or not, I 
have been preparing, taking note of the 
faint snapping sound of her blinking, the 
weight of her head in my palm, the fur 
that lifted and collapsed with each stroke 
as she plastered herself to my lap, the 
height of her back so I could remember 
where my hand used to rest after she 
vanished. I have no idea what her story 
was about me in return. But she knew 
she was safe. She knew her name. 
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SHOUTS & MURMURS

Melania Trump to Tell Her Story in Memoir, 
“Melania,” Scheduled for This Fall

—Associated Press.

Chapter 1. Caviar Wishes,  

Metamucil Dreams

As a little girl in Slovenia, I had the 
same dreams as any child: to immigrate 
to America on a bogus “genius visa,” to 
model acrylic sweaters in a catalogue, 
and to meet a rich man almost twice my 
age and enter into a financially advan-
tageous marriage with as little physical 
contact as possible. I’d have my Barbie 
doll flirt with a small boulder, asking the 
boulder, “So, you’re separated?” People 
would warn me, “Dreams don’t always 
come true,” to which I’d reply, “Yeah, like 
once I’m rich I’ll ever talk to you again.”

Chapter 2. Education. Blah, Blah.

I believe that education is critical to 
any person’s success in life, which is why 
I enrolled at college for a year until I re-
alized I was expected to take classes, so 
I dropped out. Donald claims I speak at 
least five languages, although no one has 
ever heard me do this. But, for all you 
know, right now I might be yelling at 
my maid to iron my capes more care-
fully in Spanish or German or whatever 
French people speak. 

Chapter 5. Early Days of Struggle  

and Cabs

While I was a very successful super-
model, I wanted to fully explore all of 
life’s possibilities, especially private air 
travel. I met Donald Trump at a party 
where models like myself, only not as 

pretty—I mean, not even first-two-wives 
pretty—could meet men who resem-
bled rotting farm-stand produce. But 
Donald was very virile and handsome, 
by which I mean compared with Giu-
liani. We immediately started talking 
and discovered we had so much in com-
mon, like the fact that we were both 
talking. Donald asked for my number, 
which confused me, as my college ed-
ucation had not included numbers. Then 
it dawned on me that he wanted my 
phone number, which I didn’t give out 
to anyone without seeing a notarized 
bank statement, but Donald took me to 
the window and said, “See that? I own 
that.” And I thought, O.K., he has a 
falafel cart, but Donald said, “No, all 
those ugly buildings with my name on 
them.” And I asked, “Are you Donald 
Dunkin’ Donuts?” And he said, “I’m 
Donald Trump,” so I gave him my num-
ber and the next thing I knew I was liv-
ing in a penthouse at Trump Tower and 
asking Alan Dershowitz to stop eating 
on the couch.

Chapter 28. My Vogue Cover

I was photographed in my couture 
wedding gown for the cover of Vogue, 
which was the happiest day of my life 
that did not involve Ambien. I’d achieved 
the pinnacle of my profession, because I 
could set a drink down on my own face. 
Of course, Vogue has featured every Amer-
ican First Lady on the cover, including 
Martha Washington and whoever mar-
ried Steve Bannon, who told me he was 
a “shadow President.” But during my 
White House years I was never on the 

cover again, a scandal that I blame on 
socialism, something homely people 
use to feel better about themselves.

Chapter 271. Stepkids (Not Tiffany)

When I married Donald I acquired 
several stepchildren, or so I’ve been told. 
There are two boys who Donald pays to 
sit in empty offices and play video games, 
a sad girl named Ivanka, and another 
one who Donald calls “another one.” 
Some claim there’s a rivalry between me 
and Ivanka, and that she wanted to be 
the acting First Lady, but this is false. If 
I am asked to stand beside her at the rare 
events that either of us is willing to at-
tend, I turn and say, “Hello, Lara,” just 
to watch her head explode. This is how 
I express affection without Bitcoin.

As for that other one, Donald ne-
glects her; he once told me, “I think she’s 
named after a store.” So whenever I see 
her, through the window as she’s trying 
to pick the lock, I shout, “Hello there, 
Men’s Wearhouse!”

Chapter 758. My White House Years or 

Where Is the Gold Toilet?

Some people say I didn’t enjoy  
being First Lady but this is a lie. I just 
didn’t like having to remember the words 
“Ohio,” “welcome,” and “Karen Pence.” 
Mainly I focussed on the thought, If I 
don’t get another Vogue cover I’m not 
leaving my bedroom.

I was once cruelly tricked into visit-
ing a children’s hospital, where I was 
told there was a sale on suède boots. But, 
no, there were all these children, who 
seemed sweet, but, of course, none of 
them worked at Vogue. I asked one lit-
tle girl if she would like to hug my as-
sistant, and when she said yes I watched 
with tears in my eyes, once the little girl’s 
Venmo had gone through.

In Conclusion, Because I Have a  

Hair Appointment

I’ve been asked what I’ve learned  
in my glamorous and book-worthy life. 
First, dream big, but two minutes of try-
ing to pay attention on a convention 
stage is a very long time. Secondly, family 
is everything once the prenup has been 
renegotiated. Finally, life is all about love, 
not money or diamonds or Vogue covers. 

(I just reread this last sentence, by my 
ghostwriter, and asked her to add the 
words “Yeah, right—on what planet?”) 

ME, LANIA
BY PAUL RUDNICK
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A REPORTER AT LARGE

NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND
The life of Yahya Sinwar, the leader of Hamas in Gaza.

BY DAVID REMNICK

I
n the archives of Israel’s military 
courts, there is a six-page document, 
handwritten in Hebrew, that re-

cords an interrogation of Yahya Ibra-
him Hassan Sinwar, the Hamas leader 
in the Gaza Strip. The document, dated 
February 8, 1999, gives him identifica-
tion number 955266978.

Sinwar was thirty-six at the time, 
and had been imprisoned for eleven 
years. Before being jailed, he had led 
a Hamas unit called Munazamat al-Ji-
had wa al-Da’wa, or the Majd—an en-
forcement squad that punished those 
who collaborated with Israel or who 
committed offenses against orthodox 
Islamic morality, including homosex-
uality, marital infidelity, and the pos-
session of pornography. Sinwar was 
serving four life sentences in a facil-
ity in the Negev Desert for executing 
Palestinians accused of working with 
the enemy. As his interrogator, a ser-
geant named David Cohen, recorded, 
he also admitted to another crime: the 
year before, he had conspired from 
prison to engineer the kidnapping of 
an Israeli soldier. 

Sinwar’s co-conspirator was a fellow-
inmate, the Hamas commander Mo-
hammed Sharatha. The two had be-
come cellmates in 1997, when Sharatha 
was in the middle of a long sentence; 
as part of a Hamas security force called 
Unit 101, he had participated in the kid-
napping and killing of two Israeli sol-
diers. He wasn’t especially remorseful 
about the operation (“I did what I did, 
and I don’t regret it,” he said later), but 
he was troubled about something. As 
Sinwar wrote in a confession included 
in the interrogation file, “I felt that he 
was sad most of the time.” Sharatha 
eventually explained the source of his 
despair: his sister, back in Gaza, was 
dishonoring the family by having an 
extramarital affair. Could Sinwar help 
find a way to have her appropriately 
punished? Sinwar promised to get word 

to his brother, Mohammed, a leading 
member of the Hamas military wing 
in Gaza. (Hamas prisoners routinely 
smuggled out messages through visi-
tors.) The interrogation record notes 
that the deed was soon accomplished 
by one of Sharatha’s brothers: their sis-
ter was found dead in the Strip.

From the start, Sinwar regarded Is-
raeli prison as an “academy,” a place to 
learn the language, psychology, and his-
tory of the enemy. Like many other Pal-
estinians designated as “security prison-
ers,” he became fluent in Hebrew and 
consumed Israeli newspapers and radio 
broadcasts, along with books about Zion-
ist theorists, politicians, and intelligence 
chiefs. Despite the length of his sen-
tence, he was preparing for his release 
and the resumption of armed resistance.

Indeed, even in jail he continued his 
battle. In 1998, he and Sharatha agreed 
that there was little hope of winning 
the release of Palestinian prisoners by 
political means, so they devised a plan: 
they’d pay kidnappers on the outside to 
capture an Israeli soldier. In exchange 
for the soldier’s release, they would de-
mand the freedom of no fewer than four 
hundred prisoners. 

But, as Sinwar told his interrogator, 
“soldiers had been kidnapped and killed 
before, and nothing was gained in re-
turn.” Instead, they planned to hustle 
the soldier across the border to Egypt, 
“so that the Israelis would not be able 
to free him” from his captors. Sharatha 
mentioned that one of his brothers, Abd 
al-Karim, was connected to a band of 
thieves who stole cars in Israel and drove 
them to Egypt. Maybe they could pull 
off the job. 

Sinwar smuggled a written message 
to a critical figure in Gaza: the founder 
and spiritual leader of Hamas, Sheikh 
Ahmed Yassin. He asked for his bless-
ing and for a hundred and fifty thou-
sand dollars to finance the kidnapping. 
Yassin agreed. 

The plot, however, came undone 
when Israeli police picked up another 
of Sharatha’s brothers, Abd al-Aziz, as 
he was trying to cross into Egypt to lay 
the groundwork for the kidnapping. In 
the years that followed, the conspiracy 
was more or less forgotten. And yet to 
read the records of the interrogation is 
to shudder with a sense of what was to 
come. The foiled plan can easily be seen 
as a foreshadowing of the events that 
led to the current war, the bloodiest 
chapter in the history of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

In 2006, Hamas soldiers led a cross-
border raid through a tunnel from Gaza. 
At an Israeli military outpost near the 
village of Kerem Shalom, they killed 
two soldiers and kidnapped a third, a 
nineteen-year-old corporal from the 
Galilee named Gilad Shalit. Hamas 
kept Shalit captive in Gaza year after 
year, demanding hundreds of prisoners 
in return. In Israel, there were candle-
light vigils and bitter debates over 
whether the life of just one soldier was 
worth freeing so many Palestinian pris-
oners. Shalit was finally released in 2011, 
in exchange for more than a thousand 
Palestinians—including Yahya Sinwar 
and Mohammed Sharatha. 

Sinwar soon ascended to the leader-
ship of Hamas in Gaza, and on Octo-
ber 7, 2023, together with the Hamas 
military leader, Mohammed Deif, he 
unleashed Al-Aqsa Flood, the most dev-
astating attack on Israel in half a cen-
tury. The war that followed, which has 
killed forty thousand Palestinians, con-
tinues to inflame the politics of the globe. 

Yahya Sinwar is believed to have 
spent the days since October 7th 

in the vast network of tunnels that  
runs deep beneath the cities, towns, 
and refugee camps of the Gaza Strip.  
Security off icials in Israel and the 
United States, along with independent 
Palestinian sources, told me they are  
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A 2021 image of Sinwar sitting defiantly in the ruins of his home has inspired other Gazans to post similar photos. 

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY MARK HARRIS
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confident that Sinwar is alive and still 
a critical player in negotiations over a 
potential ceasefire and the release of 
the remaining hostages. 

At first, Sinwar’s underground head-
quarters were believed to be in the 
southern city of Khan Younis, where 
he was born; then, as the Israel De-
fense Forces closed in, he likely fled 
south to a subterranean complex in 
Rafah. He no longer trusts 
electronic communications, 
lest the I.D.F. detect his 
location and kill him. In-
stead, he gives notes and 
oral messages to trusted 
runners, who get them to 
Hamas leaders. When the 
I.D.F. seized Hamas’s com-
plex in Khan Younis, they 
eagerly distributed footage 
of his quarters: bathrooms 
with showers, an office safe overflow-
ing with cellophane-wrapped bricks of 
dollars and shekels. They also released 
a video that they believe shows Sinwar, 
his wife, and their children hustling 
through a tunnel. 

Yocheved Lifshitz, an eighty-five-
year-old peace activist from Kibbutz Nir 
Oz, was taken hostage on October 7th. 
After her release, she told the Israeli 
newspaper Davar that she and other 
hostages had encountered Sinwar in the 
tunnels, a few days after they arrived. “I 
asked him how he wasn’t ashamed to 
do something like this to people who 
have supported peace all these years,” 
she said. “He didn’t answer us. He was 
silent.” Oded Lifshitz, Yocheved’s eighty-
four-year-old husband, remains in cap-
tivity. It is not known whether he is still 
alive. Adina Moshe, another hostage 
who was released, also recalled her en-
counters with Sinwar in the tunnels. 
“He’s short, you know? All his guards 
were taller than him,” she told Chan-
nel 12. “It was ridiculous to see him like 
that. . . . He stood there. No one re-
sponded. ‘Shalom! How are you? Ev-
erything O.K.?’ We all looked down. 
He came twice, about three weeks apart. 
Each time, it was ‘Shalom! How are 
you?’ No one responds, and he leaves.”

From the start of the bombardment 
of Gaza, the Israeli war cabinet has re-
ferred to Sinwar and his chief lieuten-
ants as “dead men walking.” Many of 
the military commanders and political 

leaders of Hamas have been killed. The 
Israeli military effort is unrelenting. On 
July 13th, the Air Force struck a Hamas 
compound in Al-Mawasi, west of Khan 
Younis, where Israel intelligence had 
determined that Deif was meeting with 
another Hamas leader. Deif, who is said 
to be responsible for hundreds of Israeli 
deaths over the years, had previously 
proved so elusive that the journalist 

Anshel Pfeffer dubbed him 
the “Scarlet Pimpernel” of 
Hamas, “a phantom hero of 
the resistance.” After the 
strike, the I.D.F. announced 
that Deif was dead. Hamas 
has not conf irmed this. 
What is beyond dispute is 
that the attack—near a site 
where thousands of dis-
placed Palestinians were liv-
ing in tents—killed ninety 

other people, half of whom were women 
and children, according to the Gaza 
Ministry of Health. On July 31st, Ira-
nian authorities announced that Israel 
had assassinated Ismail Haniyeh, the 
leader of the Hamas politburo. The 
Times reported that a bomb had been 
smuggled into the guesthouse in Teh-
ran where Haniyeh was staying—an act 
that threatens an even wider conflagra-
tion in the Middle East.

Sinwar’s image—close-cut gray hair 
and beard, protruding ears, a penetrat-
ing gaze—is known to nearly every 
Israeli and Palestinian. One image in 
particular: in 2021, after eleven days of 
fighting against the Israelis, Sinwar had 
his photograph taken sitting in an arm-
chair, legs crossed, flashing a rare, defi-
ant smile. He is surrounded by rubble 
that was once his house. Soon, on so-
cial media, many other Gazans appeared 
sitting on chairs outside their own pul-
verized homes. 

Until 1948, Sinwar’s parents and 
grandparents lived in Al-Majdal, a town 
north of Gaza now known as Ashkelon. 
During the war against the newborn 
state of Israel—a period of suffering 
and displacement known in Arabic as 
the Nakba, or “catastrophe”—the fam-
ily fled south and into the Gaza Strip. 
Born in 1962, Sinwar grew up in a large 
family in the Khan Younis refugee camp. 

A depiction of the political and emo-
tional landscape of Sinwar’s youth can 
be found in an autobiographical novel 

that he wrote in 2004, while still in 
prison, called “Al-Shawk wa’l Qurun-
ful” (translated as “The Thorn and the 
Carnation”). Fellow-prisoners “worked 
like ants” to smuggle out his manu-
script and “bring it into the light,” ac-
cording to the preface. Last December, 
Amazon began offering an English 
translation. The promotional copy 
promised that the novel would provide 
readers a rare opportunity to “traverse 
the corridors of [Sinwar’s] mind, pos-
sibly where the seeds for the ‘Flood of 
Al-Aqsa’ operation . . . were sown.” Am-
azon removed the book after several 
pro-Israel groups took offense and 
warned Jeff Bezos that selling it could 
be a violation of British and U.S. anti-
terrorism laws, but it’s still possible to 
find a digital copy online.

Sinwar’s fictive depiction of his life 
in Gaza makes the novels of Soviet so-
cialist realism seem as fluid and fanci-
ful as “Don Quixote.” The book is a 
stolid, schematic bildungsroman, but it 
is revealing in the way Sinwar intends: 
as a portrait of Palestinian life and the 
armed resistance. 

The story begins in June, 1967, during 
what became known as the Six-Day 
War. Ahmad, the young narrator and 
Sinwar’s alter ego, has taken shelter 
with his family from the fighting be-
tween Egypt and Israel, which they 
believe will end with the liberation of 
Palestine. But it’s soon clear to Ahmad 
that the Israelis will prevail. Commen-
tators on the Voice of the Arabs radio 
station had been gleefully issuing state-
ments about “throwing the Jews into 
the sea”; now their tone is mournful. 
The Israelis have seized Gaza and Sinai 
from Egypt; the Golan Heights from 
Syria; and the West Bank, including 
East Jerusalem, from Jordan. In Israel, 
there is euphoria. In Ahmad’s world, 
there is grief, shame, humiliation: “Our 
dreams of returning to our homelands 
from which we were exiled began to 
crumble like the sandcastles we used 
to build as children.” Ahmad’s father 
is believed dead in the fighting. His 
mother, a stoic figure of pious nobil-
ity, is left to hold the family together.

Against a backdrop of increasing re-
pression, Ahmad and his school friends 
play Arabs and Jews, instead of cow-
boys and Indians. The Israeli Army 
dominates the Strip. There are curfews, 



interrogations, arrests, soldiers storm-
ing into houses and harassing people 
at will. In retaliation, Palestinians hurl 
stones and Molotov cocktails. Just as 
Ahmad is clearly meant to represent 
the author, his family members are cut-
outs for the various resistance factions: 
one is a Marxist, one a nationalist,  
one an ardent Islamist. His nationalist 
brother argues that a compromise with 
the Israelis is possible: two states for 
two peoples. An Islamist cousin can-
not countenance a Jewish presence on 
the waqf, the God-given Muslim lands 
stretching from the Jordan River to the 
Mediterranean Sea. Eventually, Ahmad, 
too, will become an Islamist.

On October 6, 1973, a radio blares 
the news that another war has broken 
out. The Egyptians and Syrians, intent 
on avenging the humiliating loss of 
1967, have taken the Israelis by surprise 
on the Jewish holy day of Yom Kippur, 
fuelling more “dreams of victory and 
return.” But after several days these 
hopes are dashed. Four years later, when 
the Egyptian leader Anwar Sadat makes 
his historic visit to Jerusalem and an-
nounces to the members of the Knes-
set, Israel’s parliament, that he is ready 
for peace, Ahmad describes the mo-
ment as a “catastrophe,” a betrayal of 
the Palestinian cause.

Every interaction with Israelis, Ahmad 
concludes, is either violent or morally 
reprehensible. The Gazan men who find 
work inside the Green Line, in Israeli 
cities, invariably indulge in the libertine 
pleasures of Tel Aviv. Some take up with 
Jewish women. But when those affairs 
end and the men return to their old lives 
in Gaza, they are fallen souls. One of 
Ahmad’s cousins, Hassan, comes home 
after such a misadventure, and Ahmad 
sees that “he had become more like the 
Jews than his own people.” Ahmad’s pious 
cousin Ibrahim insists that Hassan must 
be killed. Ahmad suggests instead “that 
we ambush Hassan and break his legs 
so he would remain bedridden in that 
house and stop harming others.”

Ahmad feels a deepening connec-
tion to the Islamic youth groups flour-
ishing in Gaza. One day, he and some 
fellow-students go on a field trip into 
Israel. They pass the ruins of mosques 
and villages that were once Palestinian 
and finally reach the Al-Aqsa Mosque, 
in Jerusalem, one of the holiest sites in 

Islam. “A shiver ran through my body,” 
Ahmad recounts. On the way back home, 
he thinks about yet another site, the pul-
pit of Salah al-Din—the twelfth-century 
Muslim hero who defeated the Crusad-
ers—which was destroyed by a Chris-
tian arsonist, in 1969. Ahmad thinks 
about the “sinful Jewish hands” that rule 
Jerusalem and asks, “Is there a Salah al-
Din for this era?” 

In the novel, Ahmad is transformed 
by an encounter with a sheikh whom 

he describes as a spiritual and political 
mentor. When Sinwar was a young man, 
he met Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, who at 
the time was one of the most influen-
tial Islamist leaders in Gaza. Yassin, a 
member of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
was a figure of unlikely charisma. He 
was confined to a wheelchair, the result 
of a spinal injury that he suffered in a 
sporting accident as a boy, and he spoke 
in a high-pitched voice. Yet he built a 
fervent following. In the nineteen-sev-
enties and eighties, as the founder of 
Mujama al-Islamiya, or the Islamic Cen-
ter, he established mosques, youth groups, 

schools, and clinics. In 1984, he was ar-
rested for amassing weapons. “Sheikh 
Yassin was a genius,” David Hacham, a 
retired I.D.F. colonel who spent eight 
years in Gaza and advised seven Israeli 
defense ministers on Arab affairs, told 
me. “I met him dozens of times. When 
you saw him, you saw a tiny, paralyzed 
guy. He hardly moved, but his mind was 
always working.”

In the eighties, while the leadership 
of the Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion was operating out of Tunisia, Yas-
sin was able to appeal directly to people, 
particularly young Gazans disenchanted 
with their lot and hungry for guidance. 
Sinwar, who studied Arabic at the Is-
lamic University of Gaza, grew increas-
ingly close to Yassin, eventually becom-
ing an aide-de-camp. 

In December, 1987, a spontaneous up-
rising began in Gaza—and then through-
out the West Bank—that came to be 
known as the first intifada, or “shaking 
off.” It was sparked after an Israeli ve-
hicle struck and killed four Gazan men 
as they returned home from their daily 
work in Israel. Many young Palestinians 

“Behold my perfect window of existence, when I’m  
neither trying to wake up nor falling asleep.”
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were convinced that the accident had 
been a deliberate act of aggression, and 
went into the streets, hurling stones and 
setting tires ablaze. 

The day after the incident, Yassin as-
sembled a group of associates in a mod-
est house in the Al-Shati refugee camp, 
in Gaza City, and, after long and fever-
ish discussions, they founded Hamas as 
an Islamist alternative to the P.L.O. By 
that summer, Hamas had issued a char-
ter, complete with a stated determina-
tion to eradicate Israel and “the Nazism 
of the Jews.” The charter’s description 
of Jewish history was filled with famil-
iar antisemitic conspiracy theories about 
a plot for global domination lifted from 
the tsarist-era text “The Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion.” 

Hamas, from the start, was dedi-
cated to jihad—a struggle that was both 
spiritual and military. According to 
Tareq Baconi, the author of “Hamas 
Contained,” “Waging jihad was under-
stood as a way of being, as existing in 
a state of war or espousing a belliger-
ent relationship with the enemy.” To 
establish internal discipline and moral 
rectitude, Yassin set up the Majd and 
selected Yahya Sinwar to help lead it. 
Sinwar, who handled southern Gaza 
for the Majd, reportedly carried out his 

duties with icy efficiency and without 
a trace of regret. “He saw murder vic-
tims as people who needed to die,” a 
Shin Bet interrogator who had ques-
tioned Sinwar told Haaretz. “He bru-
tally murdered a barber. Why? Because 
there was a rumor that the man had 
obscene material in the barbershop that 
he sometimes showed his clients qui-
etly, behind a curtain.” 

But Sinwar’s main responsibility was 
enforcing loyalty and punishing disloy-
alty. Zaki Chehab, a journalist who grew 
up in a Palestinian refugee camp in 
Lebanon, writes in his book “Inside 
Hamas” that Yassin’s instructions were 
specific: “Any Palestinian informer who 
confesses to cooperating with the Israeli 
authorities—kill him straight away.” 
Hacham told me that Sinwar’s mission 
was to torture collaborators and intim-
idate anyone in the community think-
ing about working with the Israelis. 
“He used to do it in the cruellest man-
ner,” he said. “He would drip boiling 
oil on people’s heads to get them to 
confess to collaboration. People were 
terrified of him.” Michael Koubi, a for-
mer officer in the Israeli security ser-
vices who interrogated Sinwar in prison, 
told me that he was the coldest man 
he had ever encountered. “He described 

to me very precisely how he killed peo-
ple,” Koubi said. “He took out a ma-
chete and cut off their heads. He put 
one suspected collaborator in a grave 
and buried him alive.” 

Decapitations, boiling oil—it is hard 
to confirm such lurid stories about Sin-
war, and certainly Hamas refuses to 
credit them. But, as a 2001 Amnesty 
International report published after one 
of the I.D.F.’s operations in Gaza noted, 
men and women suspected of working 
as informants for the Israelis were rou-
tinely abducted, tortured, executed, and 
“dumped . . . in isolated areas, or found 
in the morgue of one of Gaza’s hospi-
tals.” And Israel has indeed recruited 
thousands of Palestinian collaborators 
to provide intelligence, including the 
whereabouts of Hamas leaders. Yassin 
was killed in an Israeli air strike in 
March, 2004. Just a month later, his 
successor, Abdel-Aziz al-Rantisi, met 
the same fate. 

After Sinwar was arrested and sent 
to prison, in 1188, he betrayed no fear 
of his jailers. The Shin Bet interroga-
tor recalled Sinwar telling him, “You 
know that one day you will be the one 
under interrogation, and I will stand 
here as the government, as the interro-
gator.” After October 7th, the official 
said, “If I lived in a community near the 
Gaza Strip, I might have found myself 
in a tunnel, opposite that man. I abso-
lutely remember how he said it to me, 
as a promise, his eyes red. How did he 
put it? ‘Our roles will be reversed. The 
world will turn upside down for you.’”

Hamas leaders and supporters in-
sist that the Israelis require an outsized 
villain, and so they’ve made one of Sin-
war. Resistance groups, like the Irish 
Republican Army, have always pun-
ished collaborators as a necessity of 
war, they argue. When I asked Basem 
Naim, a member of Hamas’s leader-
ship, about Sinwar’s nickname among 
Israeli authorities—the Butcher of 
Khan Younis—he told me, “I think this 
is nonsense. That is the first time I have 
ever heard this.” 

Khaled Hroub, a Palestinian who has 
written two books about Hamas, told 
me that, although Sinwar is widely re-
spected as a “great organizer,” the talk 
of ruthlessness hasn’t been proved. “Be-
fore October 7th, I hadn’t heard all these 
terrible stories,” Hroub said. “I had heard 

“No, he’s not aggressive. But he’s not very pleasant, either.”

• •
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some. I think some of these stories came 
about to complete this image of Sinwar 
the villain. He is decisive, that is true, 
and maybe people started to extrapo-
late from that and spice it up.”

Gershon Baskin, a columnist and a 
peace activist who has sometimes acted 
as a civilian liaison with Hamas lead-
ers, particularly in prisoner-exchange 
negotiations, cautioned me, “All these 
Israeli experts and Shin Bet people and 
interrogators will tell you that they know 
exactly what Sinwar knows and believes. 
But they can’t know. The dynamic of a 
meeting with someone who is your pris-
oner is obviously fraught.” And yet, he 
allowed, we do know a fair amount about 
Sinwar: “During COVID, he talked about 
how it would be a terrible thing if he 
died of COVID and didn’t get a chance 
to be a martyr and kill a lot of the enemy 
at the same time.” 

Yuval Bitton, a retired dentist in his 
late fifties, is a tall, slouchy man 

with a mournful aspect. His English is 
good, but not as fluent as his Arabic 
(his parents were immigrants from Mo-
rocco) or his Romanian (he studied in 
Bucharest). He lives in a bungalow in 
Kibbutz Shoval, a short drive from Gaza. 
His refrigerator and shelves are cov-
ered with snapshots of his three chil-
dren. On a broiling morning, he flicked 
on the air-conditioner and set out cof-
fee and cookies. 

Bitton grew up in Beersheba, in 
southern Israel. In 1996, after a brief ca-
reer in private practice, he accepted an 
offer to work at the dental clinics of two 
prisons in the Negev. He found himself 
treating members of Hamas, Fatah, and 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad, who had been 
imprisoned for various terror-related 
crimes. Sinwar was among them. 

At first, the number of security pris-
oners was relatively modest; hundreds 
had been released as part of the Oslo 
peace accords between Israel and the 
P.L.O. Those who remained were con-
sidered some of the most hard-core—
prisoners, as the authorities put it, 
“with Jewish blood on their hands.” 
But the second intifada, which began 
in 2000, brought a brutal wave of sui-
cide bombings and Israeli incursions 
into Palestinian cities and towns, and 
there was a sharp increase in arrests. 
“The prisoners retained the structure 

of the organizations they came from,” 
Bitton said. “If it was Hamas, they 
lived together as a group, Fatah with 
Fatah. They retained a semi-military 
life. And they were very tough.” Pris-
oners held periodic leadership ballots, 
and, in 2004, Sinwar became the “emir” 
of the Hamas prisoners. 

The security prisoners, Bitton re-
called, were in their cells for more than 
twenty hours a day. The Hamas pris-
oners were particularly ascetic, assem-
bling for the “count”—roll call—at 5 
a.m. and then doing their morning 
prayers. During brief exercise periods, 
Sinwar jogged and jumped rope. Bit-
ton took note of Sinwar’s steeliness and 
remove, his refusal to speak personally 
with his jailers, his pitiless way of en-
forcing discipline among the other 
Hamas prisoners. In the years to come, 
Bitton spent hundreds of hours talking 
with Sinwar, who seemed to have lit-
tle interest in concealing his past or his 
intentions for the future. When Bitton 
asked him whether achieving his goals 
was worth the lives of many innocent 
people, Israelis and Palestinians, Sin-
war replied, “We are ready to sacrifice 
twenty thousand, thirty thousand, a 
hundred thousand.”

Bitton’s account, which he has pro-
vided to many visitors, did not much 
differ from those of the Palestinians I 
spoke with. Mkhaimar Abusada, a po-
litical scientist at Al-Azhar University 
in Gaza, told me, “To be from a refu-
gee camp is not unique in Gaza. That’s 
where most of us are from. What made 
Sinwar who he is was two things. First, 

once you kill someone, it’s easier the 
second and third times. Sinwar was ac-
quainted with killing, with executions. 
He killed Palestinian collaborators 
during the first intifada. Second, his 
life in Israeli jails made a lasting im-
print on his personality. He became a 
leader there.” For Palestinian prison-
ers, he added, jail is “not about serving 

time—it’s about learning about Israeli 
society, becoming fit, holding small dis-
cussion groups.”

Basem Naim, the Hamas leader, put 
it this way: “Anyone who is arrested and 
imprisoned, from the first day will face 
two choices—either to continue com-
plaining about why he is here and about 
those who brought him to this station 
in his life, to jail, or to accept it as a fact 
in his life and to try to make the best 
out of this new situation. Sinwar was 
one of those who chose the second op-
tion. He set out to convert this chal-
lenge into an opportunity.”

In a meticulous hand, Sinwar took 
notes on his reading, filling thousands 
of pages in journals. “Prison builds you,” 
he told an interviewer years later. “Es-
pecially if you are Palestinian, because 
you live amid checkpoints, walls, re-
strictions of all kinds. Only in prison 
do you finally meet other Palestinians, 
and you have time for talking. [You’re] 
thinking about yourself, too. About 
what you believe in, the price you are 
willing to pay.”

Ehud Yaari, a journalist known for 
decades in Israel as an expert in Mid-
dle Eastern politics, visited a number 
of Palestinian security prisoners, includ-
ing Sinwar. In their first encounter, Yaari 
began speaking in Arabic. 

“No, speak Hebrew,” Sinwar told 
him. “You speak better Hebrew than 
the wardens.” Sinwar had seen Yaari on 
Israeli television and presumably wanted 
to learn from him. 

“He is a straightforward man, no 
nonsense, no rhetoric, to the point, very 
calculated, clearly cunning,” Yaari told 
me. The prisoners had permission to 
buy food in the canteen and cook in 
their cells. Sinwar invited Yaari to eat 
with him. “In the best Arab tradition, 
he would feed you,” Yaari recalled. But 
the warmth stopped there. 

In the early two-thousands, Sinwar 
was transferred to Wing No. 4, a high-
security area of Beersheba prison, along 
with other leaders of Hamas, Islamic 
Jihad, and Fatah, the largest compo-
nent of the P.L.O. Bitton, an obser-
vant professional, quickly figured out 
how to tell Hamas men from Fatah 
members: their teeth were better. Hamas 
is a very religious outfit; its members 
don’t smoke, and they are careful about 
what they eat. Even in prison, they were 
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fastidious about their habits, retiring 
at 9 or 10 p.m.; many of the Fatah men 
stayed up late, smoking, gossiping, 
watching television. 

In addition to being a dentist, Bitton 
had trained in Romania in general med-
icine, and he sometimes assisted the 
prison physicians. One afternoon in 
2004, at the clinic, he saw Sinwar, who 
was experiencing severe pain in the back 
of his neck. At first, Sinwar did not rec-
ognize him, and then he said that he 
had lost his balance when getting up 
from prayer. Bitton thought that he 
might be suffering from a stroke, and 
expressed alarm to his doctors. Sinwar 
was sent to the Soroka Medical Cen-
ter, where he underwent emergency 
brain surgery to remove a potentially 
fatal growth. A few days later, Bitton 
stopped by the hospital to see Sinwar. 
“He said that he owed his life to me,” 
Bitton recalled.

Bitton said that he helped broker an 
interview between Sinwar and Yoram 
Binur, a correspondent for Israeli tele-
vision, in which Sinwar acknowledged 
Israeli’s military strength and held out 
the possibility of a hudna, a truce that 
could last a generation. After the in-
terview, Sinwar told Bitton he was con-
fident that Israel could not count on 
its strength forever; it was innately frag-
ile. Fissures between the country’s re-
ligious and secular populations would 
deepen. “After twenty years, you will 
become weak,” Sinwar said, “and I will 
attack you.”

While filling cavities, Bitton could 
engage inmates on everything from 
prison conditions to matters of politics. 
In 2007, he accepted an offer to become 
a full-time prison intelligence officer. In 
this new position, he spent his days at 
Ketziot, a large and notoriously harsh 
prison in the Negev. 

Around 2009, Bitton recalled, Sin-
war got heavily involved in the negoti-
ations surrounding Gilad Shalit, the Is-
raeli soldier who had been kidnapped 
three years earlier and was being held 
hostage in Gaza. The Israelis were pre-
pared to give up hundreds of Hamas 
and Fatah prisoners in exchange, but 
they were reluctant to free anyone con-
victed of killing Israelis after the start 
of the second intifada. Sinwar was al-
most certain to be among those released. 
“After all,” Bitton said, “he did not have 

Jewish blood on his hands”—only Pal-
estinian blood. 

It soon became clear that Sinwar was 
a maximalist voice in the talks, insist-
ing that even those who perpetrated the 
most serious crimes be released. Bitton, 
who was also involved in the negotia-
tions, heard from a West Bank Hamas 
leader named Saleh al-Arouri that Sin-
war was holding up the talks. Eventu-
ally, Sinwar was stashed in solitary con-
finement so that the deal could be 
completed without him. 

On October 18, 2011, Sinwar was 
one of hundreds of Palestinian prison-
ers loaded onto buses headed to Gaza 
and the West Bank. Nearly everyone 
in the Hamas leadership knew that Is-
rael was paying an immense price for 

Shalit. Ahmed al-Jabari, a leader of the 
group’s military wing, told the news-
paper Al-Hayat that the prisoners were 
collectively responsible for the deaths 
of five hundred and sixty-nine Israelis. 

Bitton thought that releasing Sin-
war was a terrible idea, one that would 
come back to haunt Israel. Before the 
buses left, Israeli security officials de-
manded that prisoners sign statements 
promising never to engage in terrorist 
acts again. The lower-ranking mem-
bers of Hamas signed. Sinwar refused. 

As a young man, Sinwar used to 
say that he had no need of a wife; 

he was married to the Palestinian cause. 
But within a month of his release, ac-
cording to Yedioth Ahronoth, he mar-

MR. COGITO AND CERTAIN MECHANISMS OF MEMORY

I

Suddenly it seems there is nothing more fragile than a landscape
One motion of the eyelid annihilates a mountain range buries the Alps
A head turned away dries up the ocean of memory an ocean transformed 

into a lump of salt
An abandoned forest is as hard to remember as a hotel room
Only the landscape of childhood only that landscape
we carry always in the depths of all memories
its colors are muted a drawing concave as a stamp
an intense smell of roots and unexpected glimmerings shaded by an 

eyelash

II

The landscape of childhood overgrown with reeds
the landscape of youth passed by at a gallop
Through the cracks of distraction between parted legs the pages of an 

open newspaper
through a windowpane through a breath we see the landscape of maturity
All of this should fall apart someday
turn black like old decorations
fall silent like murmuring choirs
marring the pure aria of our existence

III

What happens is quite the reverse no doubt against our will
landscapes return invading our memory
repeating themselves sleeplessly whole chains of them vast herds
twilight in the orchard crooked apple trees a steep slope or a house with 

green shutters
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ried a woman eighteen years his junior 
named Samar. Raised in a relatively 
affluent and pious family from Gaza 
City that was known for its support 
of the Palestinian resistance, she had 
earned a master’s degree in religion at 
the Islamic University of Gaza. Sin-
war did not find his bride on his own. 
His sisters selected her while he was 
on a pilgrimage to the holy sites of 
Saudi Arabia. Samar wears a tradi-
tional niqab to cover her face. She and 
Sinwar have three children.

By 2007, Hamas had displaced the 
Palestinian Authority as the dominant 
political presence in Gaza—first through 
legislative elections, then by prevailing 
in a deadly civil war. Sinwar’s reputa-
tion as a prison leader catapulted him 

to the highest ranks of Hamas almost 
as soon as he returned. He became a 
critical decision-maker in the Strip and 
was in frequent contact with Ismail 
Haniyeh, who at the time was Hamas’s 
chief political leader in Gaza; Moham-
med Deif, the military commander; and 
important foreign allies, including the 
leaders of Hezbollah, in Lebanon. In 
2082, he travelled to Tehran to consult 
with General Qassem Suleimani, the 
head of the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guards Corps’ Quds Force. 

Sinwar also remained involved in 
the sanctioning of collaborators. In 
2085, he led an effort to punish a 
Hamas commander named Mahmoud 
Ishtiwi, who was suspected of embez-
zlement and homosexuality and was 

thus susceptible to being compro-
mised. Khaled Meshal, who was then 
Hamas’s primary political leader, re-
portedly tried to de-escalate the sit-
uation, but Sinwar was unrelenting. 
Ishtiwi’s relatives say that he was sus-
pended from a ceiling and whipped 
for days. “I went through torture that 
no one has gone through in Palestine, 
not by the Palestinian Authority, not 
even at the hands of the Jews, but 
by Hamas internal security,” Ishtiwi 
wrote, according to documents that 
the I.D.F. claims it found in Gaza 
during the current war and that were 
excerpted in Haaretz. Ishtiwi was con-
victed by a religious court and sen-
tenced to death. He wrote a final let-
ter to his wife: “I ask to die at your 
feet as I kiss them.” These words were 
a reference to a quotation from the 
Prophet Muhammad: “Paradise is at 
the feet of mothers.” 

Hamas has four centers of author-
ity—Gaza, the West Bank, the diaspora, 
and the prisons—and a ruling politburo 
that makes policy. In 2087, Haniyeh was 
elevated to the head of the politburo, 
and Sinwar was elected as the over-all 
chief of Hamas in Gaza. In the early 
years of his reign, Sinwar sometimes 
presented a more nuanced view of 
Hamas ideology. He persisted in the 
language of resistance and the claim 
that Israel was an alien Jewish entity on 
land bequeathed to Islam. And yet, at 
moments, he hinted at compromise.

In 2088, an Italian journalist named 
Francesca Borri visited Gaza and ar-
ranged to interview Sinwar. Borri told 
me that Sinwar wanted to send a mes-
sage that he favored “quiet for quiet,” 
a pause in the armed hostilities with 
Israel. “The truth is that a new war is 
in no one’s interest,” he told Borri. “For 
sure, it’s not in ours. Who would like 
to face a nuclear power with slingshots?”

Sinwar praised the “brilliant” young 
people of Gaza, who managed to be 
inventive despite Israel’s draconian con-
trol. “With old fax machines and old 
computers, a group of twentysome-
things assembled a 3-D printer to pro-
duce the medical equipment that is 
barred from entry,” he told Borri. “That’s 
Gaza. We are not only destitution and 
barefoot children. We can be like Sin-
gapore, like Dubai. And let’s make time 
work for us. Heal our wounds.” He also 

and a black tar-paper roof (one window open)—the sun on a yellow wall
covered in grapevines the orchard the wall of the house a boat at the 

water’s edge—
blue tracks running out of the forest—what flute leads them out from our 

memory
who will cut the celluloid reel

IV

It is not language at all it’s wrong to draw out symbols
this is the brutal victory of a background
alien to our existence
a river took the legs a branch struck out the head
where the shoulder lay there is now a line of hills
in the place of the heart a foreign city dry as an etching

V

Conclusion

If it is mildew growing if the bacteria of images
multiply so fast as if we were their nourishment
and nothing more the lesson must be
write your name on tree bark
put your faith in wise stones
imprint your hand on the air and water
if that moment comes
don’t clutch at the curtain
but disappear into the folds
—unreconciled to be sure

—Zbigniew Herbert (1924-98)

(Translated, from the Polish, by Alissa Valles.)



said that the Jews had once been “peo-
ple like Freud, Einstein, Kafka. Experts 
in mathematics and philosophy. Now 
they are experts in drones and extraju-
dicial executions.”

When Borri asked Sinwar to compare 
his life in jail with his life as a leader in 
Gaza, he said, “I have only changed pris-
ons. And, despite it all, the old one was 
much better than this one. I had water, 
electricity. I had so many books. Gaza 
is much tougher.” 

In the years that followed, Benja-
min Netanyahu, the Israeli Prime Min-
ister, put in place what is now widely 
known as the “conception,” a set of tac-
tics intended to contain Hamas while 
weakening the Palestinian Authority, 
in the West Bank, and stifling any talk 
of peace negotiations. He allowed Qatar 
to funnel billions of dollars into Gaza, 
supposedly for civic projects and gov-
ernance, even though he knew that 
Sinwar was siphoning much of the 
money to buy arms and expand the 
“Gaza metro,” the system of tunnels 
and bunkers. 

Over time, Sinwar and the rest of 
the Hamas leadership lost faith that 
there would be any progress with Is-
rael. After the second intifada, the Is-
raeli political establishment, especially 

under Netanyahu, became increasingly 
brazen in its contempt for Palestinian 
interests, talking about annexing the 
West Bank. The Trump Administra-
tion, led by Jared Kushner, helped draft 
the Abraham Accords, which aimed to 
normalize relations between Israel and 
the Sunni-ruled states, particularly 
Saudi Arabia, sidelining the Palestin-
ians yet again.

Sinwar’s rhetoric began to darken. 
In 2019, he talked about the “traps” that 
Hamas had set in its tunnels. If the Is-
raelis made any “stupid mistakes,” he 
said, “we will crush Tel Aviv.” He even 
declared, “The script is there, and the 
rehearsal has been completed. Gaza will 
burst with the full force of its resistance, 
and the West Bank will explode with 
all its power. Our people will attack all 
the settlements at once.” Eventually, he 
spoke of dispatching “ten thousand 
martyrdom-seekers” to Israel if Al-Aqsa 
was harmed, of igniting fires in Israeli 
forests, of “the eradication of Israel 
through armed jihad and struggle.” 

I had not read much of any depth 
about Sinwar’s evolution until June, 

2021, when I came across a long piece 
in Haaretz by Yaniv Kubovich, report-
ing that the Israeli security establish-

ment had revised its understanding of 
Sinwar. Kubovich’s sources noted that 
Sinwar had dispensed with his “former 
pragmatism” and “relative humility” in 
favor of more aggressive military tac-
tics and a messianic style of leadership. 
The shift seemed to come about not 
just because the Israelis were ignoring 
the Palestinian issue but also because 
Sinwar had endured a startlingly close 
reëlection race that year. The analysts 
concluded that Sinwar felt he was “pay-
ing a price” for his tacit arrangements 
with the Israelis. 

Kubovich’s sources told him that 
Sinwar was now a more vivid presence 
on the streets, meeting frequently with 
ordinary residents. The sources were 
struck by how people reached out to 
touch him, how they hung photographs 
of him. “Sinwar is turning himself into 
a spiritual figure,” one told Kubovich. 
“He is trying to create myths around 
himself and to talk about himself as 
someone chosen by God to fight for 
Jerusalem on behalf of the Muslims.” 

In May, 2021, fighting broke out be-
tween Hamas and Israel after Israeli 
police raided the Al-Aqsa Mosque, 
amid protests against the looming evic-
tion of Palestinian families from their 
homes in the East Jerusalem neighbor-
hood of Sheikh Jarrah. In eleven days, 
Gazan forces killed roughly a dozen 
Israelis, whereas the I.D.F. killed two 
hundred and sixty Palestinians. The Is-
raeli security establishment concluded 
that Sinwar, at least in his own mind, 
was no longer merely a Palestinian 
leader. He was now a leader of the Arabs, 
“instructed by God to protect Jerusa-
lem and Al-Aqsa.” He began saying 
that the biggest gift Israel could give 
him would be to make him a martyr 
on a grand scale. “I’m leaving now by 
car, heading home,” he said. “They know 
where I live—I’m waiting for them.” 

There were many Hamas speeches 
and public meetings prior to Oc-

tober 7th that should have instilled a 
heightened sense of alarm in the Ne-
tanyahu government. One took place 
on September 30, 2021, at the Com-
modore Hotel in Gaza City, at a con-
ference called “Promise of the Here-
after: Post-Liberation Palestine.” The 
purpose of the discussions, according 
to accounts by Haaretz and the Mid-
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dle East Media Research Institute, 
was to prepare for a future after “lib-
eration”—that is, after the State of Is-
rael “disappears.”

The conference attendees called 
for a declaration of independence that 
would be a “direct continuation” of 
two earlier proclamations: one drawn 
up after Caliph Umar took control of 
Jerusalem from the Byzantines, in the 
seventh century, and one from after 
Salah al-Din defeated the Crusaders 
and liberated the Al-Aqsa Mosque, 
in the twelfth century. Sinwar did not 
attend the proceeding, but sent a rep-
resentative to assure his allies that 
“victory is nigh.” 

The plans discussed at the Commo-
dore Hotel were precise. Hamas had 
compiled a “registry” of Israeli apart-
ments, educational institutions, power 
stations, sewage systems, and gas sta-
tions, all of which it intended to seize. 
Shekels would be changed into “gold, 
dollars, or dinars.” The plans sorted out 
Hamas’s intentions toward the existing 
Jewish population, deciding who would 
be prosecuted or killed, who would be 
permitted to leave or to integrate into 
the new state. The delegates were par-
ticularly concerned with “preventing a 
brain drain” of “educated Jews and ex-
perts in the areas of medicine, engi-
neering, technology, and civilian and 
military industry.” Such people “should 
not be allowed to leave and take with 
them the knowledge and experience 
that they acquired while living in our 
land and enjoying its bounty, while we 
paid the price for all this in humilia-
tion, poverty, sickness, deprivation, kill-
ing, and arrests.”

Shlomi Eldar, an Israeli journalist 
with myriad sources in Gaza and the 
West Bank, told me, “The conference 
was serious, because the Hamas leader-
ship stopped thinking logically and 
began thinking religiously. When you 
think that you have been chosen by God 
to carry out his mission, you believe ev-
erything is possible.” 

Sinwar not only blessed the confer-
ence but also praised the way armed 
struggle had been celebrated in Gazan 
pop culture. In May, 2022, he gave a 
speech lauding “Fist of the Free,” a tele-
vision series that aired on Al-Aqsa, a 
Hamas-sponsored station. The show 
was advertised as a kind of answer to 

“Fauda,” an Israeli series that features 
brave but tenderhearted commandos 
who carry out daring operations in the 
West Bank and Gaza. In “Fist of the 
Free,” Hamas soldiers repel an Israeli 
invasion of Gaza and win glorious vic-
tories of counterattack, storming mil-
itary outposts across the fence and tak-
ing hostages. The series, Sinwar said, 
“has a great impact on the 
struggle of our martyrs and 
their jihad and their prepa-
ration for the path of lib-
eration and return.” 

Of course, history played 
backward can take on a de-
votional clarity. In Decem-
ber, 2022, at the annual 
commemoration of the 
founding of Hamas, the 
organization invoked the 
phrase “We are coming with a roaring 
flood.” Mkhaimar Abusada, the scholar 
from Al-Azhar University, dismissed 
such talk as a “big joke” in those days. 
“They’ve talked about this for a long 
time, the destruction of Israel and lib-
eration from the river to the sea,” he 
said. “But as a political scientist I 
thought this was just to keep the Pal-
estinian people busy with fantasies.” 
Yet there were other signs, too. Around 
that time, Palestinian Islamic Jihad, a 
smaller but no less violent resistance 
group, launched rockets at Israel. Hamas 
chose not to join the fight, putting out 
the word that it was holding fire for a 
more consequential battle.

Samer Sinijlawi, a Fatah politician 
in East Jerusalem, told me, “Sinwar did 
everything possible to prepare, and he 
talked about it openly, but nobody be-
lieved it.” He added, “Israel went to 
sleep on October 6th and thought there 
is a cat sleeping in Gaza. They woke 
up the next morning only to discover 
a dinosaur there.”

A t 6:43 a.m. on October 7th, Avi 
Rosenfeld, a brigadier general who 

led the I.D.F.’s 143rd Division—the 
Gaza Division—sent out an urgent 
military communication: “The Philis-
tines have invaded.” 

The reference was well understood. 
In the Iron Age, the Philistines, the 
sworn enemies of the Israelites, set-
tled near what is now the Gaza Strip. 
As recounted in the Book of Samuel, 

the conflict reached a state of emer-
gency when a messenger came to Saul, 
the f irst king of Israel, and alerted 
him, “Hurry and come, for the Phi-
listines have invaded the land!” Saul’s 
army fell to the Philistines. Rosen-
feld’s coded call to arms proved futile. 
Netanyahu and his security leaders 
had dismissed repeated warnings of 

an attack, and, when it 
came, the region near Gaza 
was nearly defenseless.

Hamas’s overarching 
determination to carry out 
a major military operation 
was made collectively, by 
its leaders in Gaza, the 
West Bank, Israeli prisons, 
and the diaspora. Yet the 
raid’s planning and execu-
tion were largely in the 

hands of Yahya Sinwar, along with 
Mohammed Deif. Haniyeh, the po-
litburo chairman, who was living in 
Qatar, had little influence on the spe-
cifics. As Basem Naim, the Hamas 
leader, told me, “The operational de-
cisions were all made by the military 
wing in Gaza. We don’t interfere in 
the timing and the tactics.” 

Sinwar’s planning reflected his acute 
awareness of Israel and its history. The 
day of the assault was both Shabbat and 
Simchat Torah, the last of a series of 
important holidays in the fall. It was 
also the fiftieth anniversary of the sur-
prise Yom Kippur attack, and Israel was 
immersed in a prolonged and melan-
cholic period of self-reflection. Young 
Israelis read accounts of how Golda 
Meir, Moshe Dayan, and other leaders 
had minimized intelligence reports that 
an attack was imminent. The assault on 
Sinai and Golan came on Yom Kippur, 
the Day of Atonement, when the na-
tion is entirely shut down. In the first 
days of fighting, Israel suffered such 
heavy losses that there were fears that 
the state itself would be destroyed. 

Yet no event in the seventy-five-year 
history of Israel had undermined the 
nation’s sense of security and military 
superiority like Sinwar’s attack did. After 
launching an unprecedented barrage of 
missiles toward Israel and using a vari-
ety of weapons—drones, R.P.G.s—to 
“blind” its communications and sur-
veillance systems, Sinwar’s men broke 
through the border fence at sixty different 
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places. Thousands of Hamas-led sol-
diers poured into southern Israel, with 
orders to kill and kidnap as many sol-
diers and civilians as possible. After them 
came ordinary Gazans—some armed, 
some not—killing, kidnapping, looting, 
and, always, filming. It would later be 
revealed that Israeli intelligence had 
long been in possession of a Hamas war 
plan known as Jericho Wall, a near-exact 
map of the events of October 7th. Sin-
war had even sent a clandestine mes-
sage to the Israelis a few weeks before-
hand, warning them to expect a flareup 
in the prisons. The message, according 
to Channel 12, circulated in the high-
est ranks of the Mossad, Shin Bet, and 
the I.D.F.; both Netanyahu and the 
defense minister, Yoav Gallant, were 
“updated.” Yet when Israeli military 
leaders got word, shortly after 3 a.m. 
on the day of the attack, that Hamas 
soldiers were undertaking maneuvers, 
the commanders concluded that they 
were likely just exercises.

In fact, most Gazans could never have 
envisioned such an assault. “This was be-
yond imagination,” Abusada, the polit-
ical scientist, told me. “Maybe Hezbol-
lah could imagine something like this. 
But Hamas has been under siege for 
seventeen years. We never thought that 
any kind of group was capable of kill-
ing and kidnapping this many Israelis.”

Although Netanyahu has resisted 
any apology or accountability for his 
role in the collapse, there have been 
some resignations in the security estab-
lishment. Rosenfeld, the general who 
sent out the call about the Philistines, 
stepped down in June, saying that he 
had “failed in my life’s mission” of keep-
ing the region around Gaza secure. 
Aharon Haliva, the head of military 
intelligence, resigned in April. In a let-
ter admitting his failure and the fail-
ure of the “directorate under my com-
mand,” he said, “I have carried that 
black day with me ever since, day after 
day, night after night.” It is assumed 
that there will be many more resigna-
tions when the war is finally over and 
there is a full government investigation, 
as there was after the Yom Kippur War. 

One afternoon, north of Tel Aviv, 
I met with Michael Milshtein, a highly 
regarded analyst who worked for 
twenty years in military intelligence; 
his last position, before he retired, five 

years ago, was as head of the depart-
ment of Palestinian affairs. In hind-
sight, Milshtein said, there were many 
reasons that the Israeli security estab-
lishment failed to anticipate the at-
tack. For one thing, Israel was concen-
trating on threats from Iran and its 
proxies in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and 
Yemen. But neglecting to listen care-
fully to what Sinwar was saying pub-
licly was particularly unforgivable. “He 
said, in the next war, we will initiate 
the fighting—and the war will be on 
Israeli territory, not Palestinian,” Mil-
shtein told me. “This was in open 
sources! Sinwar and others said it in 
public!” In recent years, he pointed out, 
Hamas had carried out extensive train-
ing, built around scenarios in which 
invaders swarmed kibbutzim and mil-
itary bases. “The main problem was 
not technical,” he said. “The main prob-
lem was the deep misunderstanding 
of the Other. It’s like you look at that 
coffee cup and see an elephant.”

Rashid Khalidi, the author of “The 
Hundred Years’ War on Palestine,” told 
me, “They will teach this in war col-
leges for a long time—how this opera-
tion was achieved, how this intelligence 
failure happened—much like they study 
Pearl Harbor or the 1973 war.” 

A senior Israeli security official told 
me that the parallel with 1973 was un-
canny: the security establishment had 
suffered from a “vain inability to rec-
ognize that Yahya Sinwar’s messianic 
speeches and ambitious military re-
hearsals had been serious.” In fact, the 
official added, information collected by 
the I.D.F. suggests that Hamas had pre-
cise intelligence on the surrounding 
military bases and kibbutzim, and that 
its fighters would have gone even deeper 
into Israel if they had been able to.

The bloodshed and the trauma of 
the past ten months surpass anything 
in the history of the conflict between 
Israelis and Palestinians. On Octo-
ber 7th, about twelve hundred Israelis 
were killed, thousands more wounded; 
approximately two hundred and forty 
were taken hostage. Whole kibbutzim 
were destroyed. In the air and ground 
assaults that continue today, Israel has 
ravaged the Gaza Strip. The figure of 
forty thousand deaths is frequently in-
voked, but it will take a long time be-
fore the dead and the injured are fully 

accounted for. Apartment buildings, 
mosques, schools, hospitals, and uni-
versities have been reduced to rubble. 
Hundreds of thousands of Gazans have 
lost their homes. The international ram-
ifications are still unfolding: the armed 
exchanges between Israel and Iran, be-
tween Israel and Hezbollah, with dark 
forebodings of an even wider confron-
tation to come; the Houthi attacks on 
Israeli ships and even Tel Aviv; the coun-
terattack on Yemen; the immense wave 
of pro-Palestine demonstrations across 
Europe, the U.S., and Arab capitals; the 
accusations of war crimes against both 
Israel and Hamas in the International 
Criminal Court; the charges of geno-
cide against Israel. As Khalidi told me, 
“Something has been started that has 
changed everything—‘changed, changed 
utterly,’ as Yeats put it. We have never 
been at this level of armed resistance 
or this level of armed punishment in 
response. This is Israel’s worst defeat, 
and at the same time this is worse, more 
deadly, day by day, for Palestinians than 
the Nakba itself.”

Amos Harel, a military and politi-
cal analyst for Haaretz, said that one 
of the most dispiriting aspects of the 
current nightmare is the way Sinwar 
was able to provoke the Netanyahu 
government into a state of horrific and 
ruinous fury. “The sense in Israeli so-
ciety is that we are going down the 
drain, and Sinwar has helped drag us 
there,” Harel told me. “When we jus-
tify things we never would have justi-
fied before, we are in the moral gutter. 
Words like ‘revenge’ used to be heard 
only among the Bezalel Smotrichs and 
the Itamar Ben-Gvirs of the world”—
two particularly reactionary ministers 
in Netanyahu’s cabinet. “Now military 
units and mainstream colonels are using 
terms like nekama, revenge. It’s almost 
part of the norm now. I am not sure it 
was part of Sinwar’s great plan, but that 
is where we are.” 

Not long after October 7th, I drove 
to the Israeli region known as Otef 

Aza, the Gaza Envelope. There were 
funerals taking place all over the coun-
try, many each day. One of the dead 
was Tamir Adar, the thirty-eight-year-
old nephew of Yuval Bitton, the den-
tist who helped save Sinwar’s life. Adar 
had died while defending Kibbutz Nir 
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Oz; his killers took his body to Gaza, 
where it is still being held. 

In the afternoon, I went to Kibbutz 
Be’eri. Established in 1946, Be’eri was 
known as a particularly old-fashioned 
left-wing peacenik community. Before 
the attack, it was a prosperous kibbutz, 
with twelve hundred residents and a 
waiting list. Now it was a scene of 
charred ruins, a dystopia. 

Shortly after arriving, I encoun-
tered Barak Hiram, an I.D.F. briga-
dier general. He told me that he had 
been at home in Tekoa, a West Bank 
settlement, when he heard the news 
of the Hamas incursion. He headed 
south, and eventually led troops in 
Be’eri. When the fighting was over, 
he said, he and his men came across 
corpses everywhere—in the houses, 
under trees. Later, Hiram and other 
commanders would be investigated 
for their actions in Be’eri, including 
ordering a tank to fire on a house where 
hostages were being held; they were 
cleared of any violations.

“They were armed to their teeth,” 
Hiram said of the Hamas f ighters. 
“They had rocket launchers, R.P.G.s, 
a lot of Russian equipment, AK-47s, 
antihuman mines, claymores. They tried 
to booby-trap a lot of civilian bodies 
with hand grenades, taking out the 
safety pins and putting them under the 
body. They knew that someone would 
come and try to evacuate them. While 
we were fighting, digging into the kib-
butz, trying to get to more civilians, we 
heard more and more shooting all 
around. It was a bloodbath. It was a 
massacre. They went from one house 
to another, murdering everyone.”

Then the general paused and said a 
single word that has stayed with me: “Ein-
satzgruppen.” These were mobile para-
military units of the Third Reich, noto-
rious for rounding up and slaughtering 
Jews, Polish clergy, Romani people—any-
one in the path of the Nazi invasion.

Hiram had seen combat before, in 
Lebanon and Gaza. Eighteen years 
ago, he lost an eye in a battle with Hez-
bollah. But he could not fathom the 
brutality of what he encountered in 
Be’eri. He wasn’t prepared to see Gaza 
as the Gazans do, as the site of an in-
tolerable existence. Even before Octo-
ber 7th, electricity, potable water, food, 
and medical supplies were constantly 

in short supply there. The unemploy-
ment rate was more than forty per cent. 
Children grew up in a world of inter-
mittent war and persistent trauma, of 
barbed wire and surveillance. Hiram’s 
was a familiar Israeli narrative, though, 
and not only on the right: we tried to 
make peace; we got suicide bombers. 
We withdrew from Gaza; we got only 
rockets. And now this.

What was next? “We got our orders, 
and we are ready to fight and diminish 
Hamas and exterminate them wherever 
they are,” Hiram said. “Exterminate,” in 
reference to a small territory crowded 
with civilians who had nowhere to go, 
was as jolting as “Einsatzgruppen.”

As hostage and ceasefire negotia-
tions dragged on for months, the 

fighting shifted to a new phase. The 
Israeli assaults have been so prolonged 
and ferocious that Hamas no longer 
has the troop strength or the command-
and-control mechanisms of a compe-
tent army. What remains of its mili-
tary is a diminished insurgent force, 
with fighters popping up from tun-
nels or from the rubble to shoot at Is-
raeli soldiers. 

It is not clear where Sinwar is hid-
ing, but intelligence sources told me that 

he could well be back in the tunnels 
under Khan Younis. One reason the hos-
tage and ceasefire negotiations are so 
time-consuming, they say, is that it often 
takes days for Sinwar’s messages to reach 
the negotiators in Doha or Cairo. Ehud 
Yaari, the Israeli journalist who visited 
Sinwar in prison, told me that, about 
four months into the war, an aide of Sin-
war’s had approached him with a com-
munication. “The main message was 
‘You have done everything you can in 
Gaza, in terms of the destruction of Gaza 
and destroying Hamas capabilities and 
killing its personnel. There is nothing 
much more you can do for now,’” Yaari 
told me. “The implication was that he 
is not in a hurry to go for a hostage deal 
and strip himself of the defensive shield 
of hostages around him.” 

Under the circumstances, the closest 
I could come to talking with Sinwar was 
to talk with one of his associates—in this 
case, Basem Naim, of the Hamas polit-
buro. Naim earned a medical degree in 
Germany and practiced surgery at the 
Al-Shifa Hospital, in Gaza City. In the 
early days of the war, he unleashed plenty 
of spin in the international press, deny-
ing, for instance, that Hamas soldiers 
had killed any civilians at all on Octo-
ber 7th. (“Things went out of control,” 

“Watch this—in ninety seconds, I can completely ruin this date.”

• •
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Sinwar reportedly said in one of his mes-
sages, according to the Wall Street Jour-
nal. Naim blamed, variously, the other 
Palestinians who breached the fence that 
day and Israeli friendly fire.)

Like others before him, Naim began 
by raising the history of Gaza. “A whole 
generation has been losing any hope 
of a better future,” he said, speaking 
from Qatar. “We have tried through 
peaceful means, protests, diplomatic 
means to bring down the siege. But Is-
rael was supported by the international 
powers, especially the U.S., and con-
tinues this aggression and this siege on 
Gaza. We also have more than fifty-five 
hundred Palestinian prisoners in Israeli 
jails, and some of them are there for 
decades. So we had to go for a step to 
oblige Israel to negotiate this release.” 

The “broader context,” he contin-
ued, included the approaching normal-
ization between Israel and Saudi Ara-
bia; matters related to control of the 
Al-Aqsa Mosque; the expansion of set-
tlements in the West Bank; and plans 

that “basically target the elimination of 
the Palestinians and the undermining 
of their cause forever.” 

On October 7th, Ismail Haniyeh, 
the head of the Hamas politburo, ad-
dressed the Jews of Israel. “Get out of 
our land. Get out of our sight,” he said. 
“You are strangers in this pure and 
blessed land. There is no place or safety 
for you.” Not long after that, another 
senior Hamas official, Ghazi Hamad, 
declared on Lebanese television that 
the existence of Israel was “illogical” 
and that it must be eliminated. “We 
must teach Israel a lesson,” he said. “The 
Al-Aqsa Flood is just the first time, and 
there will be a second, a third, a fourth.” 

Naim’s stance was more modulated 
in its language, but not in its intent. 
When I asked if Hamas would repeat 
such an attack, he responded, “I can-
not say no.” The essential issue re-
mained, he said: ending the occupation 
and establishing a Palestinian state. “If 
we can achieve it politically, O.K., but, 
if not, we will do it again—maybe like 

October 7th, or maybe another way.” 
He added that there were other means 
available to Hamas to “delegitimize the 
enemy: resistance in the media, peace-
ful protests, and armed resistance in 
the West Bank and Jerusalem.”

Even with so many dead, with Gaza 
in ruins, Naim insisted that Hamas had 
won a great victory. Considering the 
gap in the “capabilities” of the two sides, 
he said, “the weaker party can claim vic-
tory if it is able to survive.” Naim was 
especially gratified that the war had “un-
dermined Israel’s international reputa-
tion.” His one note of disappointment 
was that it had not yet become a full-
blown regional conflict. “We didn’t con-
sult with any other party, but, yes, we 
expect support from other parties,” he 
said, measuring every word. “How much 
and how to do it is their decision.”

One morning, I drove to East Jeru-
salem and met Yehuda Shaul, an 

Israeli peace activist, and Nathan Thrall, 
a former director of the Arab-Israeli 
project at the International Crisis Group 
and the author of a Pulitzer Prize-
winning book about a Palestinian fam-
ily living under occupation, “A Day in 
the Life of Abed Salama.” 

Shaul is a garrulous, barrel-bellied 
raconteur in his forties. He grew up in 
a conservative, religious family in Jeru-
salem and was radicalized by his expe-
riences in the I.D.F., particularly his 
months in the West Bank city of He-
bron, during the second intifada. As we 
sat in a park near Mt. Scopus, Shaul 
recalled how he and his fellow-conscripts 
were ordered to raid Palestinian homes 
in the middle of the night, toss shock 
grenades, light fires on rooftops—a 
range of harassing activities known as 
“making our presence felt.” 

Toward the end of Shaul’s service, 
he began gathering testimony from other 
soldiers about their experiences. He 
wrote anonymous letters to the press 
describing what he had seen. In 2004, 
he co-founded Breaking the Silence, 
one of a small clutch of left-leaning 
anti-occupation N.G.O.s in Israel.

We spent the day travelling through 
the West Bank, to examine how the 
architecture of the occupation had 
rendered it ever more entrenched and 
impossible to dismantle. We rode in 
a boxy white van north toward Ra-

“Do something with your arms.”

• •
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mallah, with Shaul pausing to note 
how a cluster of settlements had been 
constructed to surround a Palestinian 
town, and to point out the scene of a 
recent settler attack on a Palestinian 
village. Shaul, who describes himself 
as a “two-state extremist,” certainly 
had no sympathy for the Hamas at-
tack, calling it “murderous.” But he 
has also watched for years as the gov-
ernment kept conditions in Gaza on 
a “low boil,” while undermining the 
Palestinian Authority, preventing any 
progress toward an accord. And now, 
he said, “after October 7th, the camp 
that opposes Israeli rule over the Pal-
estinians based on a sense of moral-
ity and values has shrunk to maybe 
four per cent of Israeli Jews.”

When we reached Ramallah, we 
called on a middle-aged Palestinian ac-
tivist who’d just been released after 
nearly eight months in an Israeli prison. 
There had been no charges levelled 
against him; like so many others in the 
West Bank, he had been the subject of 
“administrative detention.” He wasn’t 
eager for me to reveal his name, lest he 
attract further attention. A young fe-
male activist, who sat nearby, had also 
been detained for a few weeks. While 
the man, whom I’ll call Abdul, fixed 
tea in the kitchen, she told me that she 
had been deeply depressed by the war—
she just couldn’t take her eyes off the 
suffering she was seeing on social 
media—and that she’d recently dropped 
her legal studies. “I don’t believe in law 
anymore,” she said. 

Abdul came to the living room to 
sit with us and several of his old friends. 
Some of them, too, had been detained. 
All of them had lost faith in the Pal-
estinian Authority and saw Hamas as 
the only group with any sense of agency. 
“To be a Palestinian can’t be about 
being a victim,” Abdul said. “The ref-
ugees have a right to return, not be-
cause they are victims in a refugee camp 
but because they are human beings.”

Shaul, who has known Abdul for a 
long time, remarked on how much 
weight he’d lost in prison—more than 
thirty pounds. “I didn’t have anything 
left to lose,” Abdul said, patting his 
vanished gut. 

He sketched out the conditions in 
the Israeli jail: a two-hundred-and-fifty-
square-foot cell for eleven men, a small 

window, a toilet, a primitive shower, just 
a tiny opening in the door. So little air 
that they often grew faint. He described 
the daily rations, typically a paltry serv-
ing of falafel or cold turkey with a “tiny 
bit of mushy, half-cooked rice.” 

Abdul told me that the war and his 
months in prison had changed him. “I 
have always believed in nonviolent re-
sistance,” he said. “But they say I am a 
terrorist anyway, that I am like Sinwar. 
The world talks about international 
law and the peace process, but we get 
nothing. Nothing. So how can I be-
lieve in international law and negoti-
ation? After October 7th, we’ve paid a 
price, but we feel like we are nearer to 
reaching our goal.”

This was hard to hear. Later, when 
I spoke to one of the most liberal-
minded intellectuals in the West Bank, 
the human-rights lawyer Raja Sheha-
deh, he said that, when he’d first heard 
the news that Hamas had broken 
through the fence on October 7th, his 
reaction was celebratory, born of a sense 
that this was a “legitimate” act of re-
sistance. “I thought that it’ll f inally 
make it clear for Israel that barriers 
and fences and wars—even the most 
sophisticated of wars—will not protect 
Israel,” Shehadeh told me. Then he 
learned about the cruelty of the ensu-
ing hours—the killings, the kidnap-
pings, the sexual violence. “That is 
something that should not have hap-
pened,” he said. “It’s a criminal action.”

Opinion polls reflect some displea-
sure with Hamas, particularly in Gaza, 
where the misery is so profound. “Sinwar 

spent twenty-odd years in jail, and the 
radicalization that takes place in jail can 
go both ways,” Ibrahim Dalalsha, a po-
litical strategist in Ramallah, told me. 
“It can go the Nelson Mandela way, and 
it can go the Sinwar way.”

Ghaith al-Omari, a former adviser 
to the Palestinian Authority who now 
lives in Washington, was even more 

critical. “Not many people end up kill-
ing people with their own hands,” he 
said. “Sinwar is a criminal and a psy-
chopath, someone willing to do some-
thing like October 7th. Forget the kill-
ing and kidnapping of Israelis for a 
moment. He knew what it would bring 
on his own people. You’d have to be 
blind not to see that.” 

But, judging by what I heard in Ra-
mallah, this is now a minority posi-
tion. As Abdul talked with his friends, 
Thrall leaned toward me and said that 
in the West Bank even people who 
have little sympathy for Hamas believe 
that the massacre and the global con-
sequences of Israel’s assault on Gaza 
have—in a phrase I heard every-
where—“put the Palestinian issue back 
on the table.”

Neomi Neumann, who led the re-
search unit of Shin Bet from 2017 to 
2021, told me that Sinwar had scored 
a great political victory by showing that 
Israel “could be hit hard” and by un-
dermining its international support. 
The C.I.A. director, William Burns, 
reportedly told a closed-door meeting 
that, although Sinwar is concerned 
about being blamed by many Gazans 
for sparking the war and is facing pres-
sure from other Hamas commanders 
to accept a ceasefire deal, he is not con-
cerned about being killed. Palestinian 
and Israeli sources alike said that Sin-
war almost certainly sees himself as the 
triumphal player in a great historical 
drama. As Neumann put it, “From his 
point of view, he is the modern-day 
Salah al-Din.”

In Ramallah, our visit was coming 
to an end. Abdul said, “I may not sup-
port Hamas, but I support the strug-
gle. We cannot go on losing and los-
ing.” There was no bottom to his quiet 
fury. And, like the I.D.F. general in 
Be’eri, he found his frame of reference 
in the Second World War. The Israe-
lis, he said, were no longer the victims 
of Hitler: “They now seem to want to 
be Hitler. ‘The most moral army in the 
world?’ All a big lie.” 

As we got up to leave, I asked Abdul 
what he thought about Sinwar. 

“Sinwar is in every home in Pales-
tine,” he said. “He is the most impor-
tant Palestinian in the world.” 

(With additional reporting  

by Ruth Margalit.)
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“It’s almost like he’s been body-snatched,” one longtime friend said. “I look at pictures of him, and he’s unrecognizable. His sense 

PROFILES

THE INHERITOR
What does Robert F. Kennedy, Jr., actually want?

BY CLARE MALONE



THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 12, 2024 37

I
n December of 2021, the pollster Jer-
emy Zogby began designing a na-
tional survey to capture the radical 

changes that he believed were under way 
in American life nearly two years into 
the pandemic. Zogby, who is an avid 
reader of the psychologist Carl Jung, was 
especially curious about the kinds of peo-
ple that Americans considered “heroic,” 
and he came up with a list of archetypes. 
There was the spiritual leader, the Pope; 
the female entrepreneur, Oprah; the rogue 
pundit, Tucker Carlson; and the philan-
thropist-scientist, Bill Gates. Joe Biden 
and Donald Trump, as the presumptive 
Presidential nominees of the major par-
ties, were also included. Robert F. Ken-
nedy, Jr., the nephew of John F. Kennedy 
and a prominent opponent of vaccine 
mandates, struck Zogby as the quintes-
sential COVID protester. When the re-
sults of the poll came back, Zogby was 
shocked to find that Kennedy topped 
the list. “What it told me was that the 
name still meant something in the po-
litical landscape,” he said. 

Zogby flew out to California, where 
Kennedy lives with his third wife, the 
actor Cheryl Hines. At the time, lead-
ers in the anti-vaccine movement were 
encouraging Kennedy, who has long ex-
pressed the widely refuted belief that 
vaccinating children can cause autism, 
to consider a Presidential bid. Kennedy 
was skeptical. “I thought about it a lit-
tle, but I just didn’t want to run if I 
couldn’t win,” he said. “I knew that Cheryl 
would never go for it.”

Kennedy was introduced to Hines  
by Larry David, her co-star on the HBO 
series “Curb Your Enthusiasm.” (David 
had met Kennedy through his work  
in the environmental movement.) In 
2022, after Kennedy compared Ameri-
ca’s COVID-vaccine protocols to the fas-
cism of the Third Reich—“Even in 
Hitler’s Germany, you could cross the 
Alps into Switzerland, you could hide 
in an attic like Anne Frank did”—he 
suggested to Hines that they publicly 
separate in order to save her reputation 
in Hollywood. But Zogby’s polls showed 
that, “despite all the bad publicity,” Ken-
nedy said, “I still had a lot of popular 
strength.” That summer, Facebook and 
Instagram shut down the accounts of 
his anti-vaccine organization, Children’s 
Health Defense, for spreading misin-
formation. Instagram had suspended  of humor is all but gone. There’s this anger.”

PHOTOGRAPH BY DAN WINTERS
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his personal account a year earlier. Ken-
nedy told me, “I started thinking, Well, 
the one place that they couldn’t censor 
me was if I was running for President.” 

In April, 2023, Kennedy announced 
that he would be running for the Dem-
ocratic nomination. It was a month be-
fore a campaign manager came on, the 
former Democratic congressman Den-
nis Kucinich. Kennedy’s campaign co-
ördinator in New Hampshire, mean-
while, was Rhonda Rohrabacher, the 
wife of the former Republican congress-
man Dana Rohrabacher, who was once 
warned by the F.B.I. that the Russian 
government was trying to recruit him 
as an intelligence asset. That October, 
after it became clear that Kennedy 
wouldn’t be competitive in the Demo-
cratic primary, he declared his inten-
tion to run as an independent. “The 
Democrats are frightened that I’m going 
to spoil the election for President Biden, 
and the Republicans are frightened that 
I’m going to spoil it for Trump,” Ken-
nedy said. “The truth is—they’re both 
right. My intention is to spoil it for 
both of them.” 

Kennedy’s views are heterodox. He 
inveighs against the American “war  
machine,” opposing military aid to 
Ukraine, but supports Israel’s war in 
Gaza. He is pro-choice and also wants 
to “seal” the southern border. On the 
campaign trail, he has embraced his 
status as an oddball and an outsider. In 
May, the Times reported that Kennedy 
had once testified, in a divorce depo-
sition, that a parasitic worm had eaten 
part of his brain; in response, he posted 
on X, “I offer to eat 5 more brain worms 
and still beat President Trump and 
President Biden in a debate.” When 
the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity denied his requests for a Secret 
Service detail—typically, such protec-
tion is provided only to “major” candi-
dates—the campaign made T-shirts 
featuring an image of Kennedy, in an 
airport, wearing a full suit but no shoes 
or socks, with the words “NO SHIRT 
NO SHOES NO SECRET SERVICE.” (In 
July, after Trump was nearly assassi-
nated at a rally in Pennsylvania, Biden 
instructed the Secret Service to assign 
a team to Kennedy.) 

Nationally, Kennedy’s polling num-
bers are hovering around five per cent 
of the vote, and he has shown particu-

lar strength among young and Latino 
voters. In the battleground states of Ar-
izona, Nevada, Georgia, and Wiscon-
sin, all of which Biden narrowly won in 
2020, Kennedy’s presence carries the dis-
tinct possibility of swinging the race. 
“He can have an impact in any of these 
states, because you’re looking at ten thou-
sand to twenty thousand votes,” Spen-
cer Kimball, the director of Emerson 
College Polling, told me. Kennedy’s ap-
proval ratings tend to be higher among 
Republicans, but Timothy Mellon, a 
billionaire who backs Trump, has given 
twenty-five million dollars to a Kennedy-
affiliated super PAC—a suggestion that, 
in some circles at least, the Kennedy 
campaign has been seen as a potential 
spoiler for Democrats.

Kennedy’s family members have been 
nearly unanimous in opposing his cam-
paign. Last fall, four of his siblings re-
leased a statement calling his run “per-
ilous for our country.” In private, some 
have bristled at what they see as a fla-
grant misuse of the family’s legacy. A 
Super Bowl spot from Kennedy’s super 
PAC borrowed the ditty of his uncle’s fa-
mous 1960 television ad—“a man who’s 
old enough to know and young enough 
to do.” (Kennedy later issued an apol-
ogy: “I’m so sorry if the Super Bowl ad-
vertisement caused anyone in my fam-
ily pain.”) At a campaign event in Detroit 
this spring, the walls of the venue’s lobby 
displayed various illustrations of Ken-
nedy, including one of him as a knight 
pulling a sword from a stone labelled 
“Camelot.” A family member who has 
urged Kennedy to drop out of the race 
told me, “He’s very much running on 
perpetuating an unfinished Presidential 
campaign from 1968.” 

In May, I flew to Atlanta to speak 
with Kennedy, and we met in his suite 
at the St. Regis. Kennedy has the sep-
tuagenarian face that his father and his 
uncle never got to age into, which lends 
him the unsettling effect of a black-
and-white photo come to life. His star-
tlingly blue eyes contrast sharply with 
a shock of white hair, which he stopped 
dyeing a decade ago. On the trail, he 
favors skinny ties, often with critters on 
them—flamingos, bees—and gray suits, 
a sartorial nod to the nineteen-sixties, 
when his family set the standard for 
preppy American glamour. He has suf-
fered from spasmodic dysphonia, a neu-

rological vocal-cord condition, for more 
than two decades, and it gives his voice 
a distinctive, halting rasp that he him-
self has said is difficult to listen to; in 
2022, he travelled to Japan to have a ti-
tanium bridge inserted in his throat, a 
relatively niche treatment intended to 
mitigate vocal strain. 

In Atlanta, I asked Kennedy how his 
family’s legacy had influenced his own 
political aspirations. “It was realistic to 
think of myself in the Senate,” he said. 
He added that his uncle Edward Ken-
nedy, a senator from Massachusetts for 
forty-seven years, “had enormous fun 
in that job.” But, when it came to the 
Presidency, “I think I was always con-
scious that it was kind of a dangerous 
thing to make that my ambition,” he 
said. “I always had at least a part of me 
that recognized the implausibility of 
ever achieving that.” 

As we spoke, Kennedy occasionally 
grabbed at a fruit platter that sat on the 
table between us, munching first on 
some blueberries before going back for 
a slice of watermelon. Running for Pres-
ident, he said, presented “the danger of 
hubris and arrogance.”

Two weeks earlier, I had driven to a 
public library in North Kingstown, 

Rhode Island, to meet with Charles Ei-
senstein, who has called himself Ken-
nedy’s “campaign philosopher.” A grad-
uate of Yale, he spent his twenties in 
Taiwan, working as a translator and be-
coming immersed in Buddhism and 
Taoism. “I just completely left the sys-
tem,” he said. At forty, Eisenstein pub-
lished “The Ascent of Humanity,” which 
he told me was “partly a critique of tech-
nology and civilization itself.” “I study 
the transition in the defining myths of 
our civilization,” he said. “The deep sto-
ries that we’re not even really aware of, 
that answer questions like ‘What is the 
human being? Why are we here? How 
does change happen in the world?’”

Eisenstein, who wore a flannel shirt 
and a thin necklace, is fifty-six and gaunt, 
with flecks of white in his hair and a 
wide, toothy grin. In 2021, as he became 
increasingly critical of COVID safety 
measures, he wrote a Substack post 
called “Mob Morality and the Un-
vaxxed,” in which he compared unvac-
cinated people to historical scapegoats, 
including Jews in Europe. “That really 



got me cancelled,” Eisenstein told me. 
“The terms ‘misinformation’ and ‘disin-
formation’ have been adopted by gov-
ernments and corporations to quash 
dissent. That’s one of the things that 
drew me to Bobby Kennedy.”

In early 2023, Eisenstein struck up 
a conversation with Kennedy at a fund-
raising event for Children’s Health De-
fense. (A subscriber of Eisenstein’s Sub-
stack had won a raffle to attend and 
asked him to come along.) Kennedy, 
who was a month or so from officially 
launching his bid, invited Eisenstein 
to share some of his ideas with the 
campaign’s inner circle, many of whom 
had similarly gained notoriety for ex-
pressing anti-establishment views. Del 
Bigtree, his communications director, 
is the founder of the Informed Con-
sent Action Network, an anti-vaccine 
advocacy group; at a rally in Texas in 
2019, he wore a yellow Star of David, 
apparently as a symbol of the persecu-
tion of people who refuse to vaccinate 
their children. Amaryllis Fox Kennedy, 
who had joined the campaign in an 
unofficial capacity, is married to Ken-
nedy’s oldest son, Robert F. Kennedy 
III. Her memoir, from 2019, about 
working as an undercover officer for 
the C.I.A.—which included details of 
a meeting with “a feared and bat-
tle-hardened jihadi”—was met with 
skepticism by members of the intelli-
gence community. “You don’t go wan-
dering around Karachi on your own,” 
William Murray, a former C.I.A. op-
erations official, told one interviewer. 
“You’ll wind up in some warlord’s 
harem, or you’ll wind up dead.” 

Shortly after Kennedy announced 
his decision to run as an independent, 
Kucinich quit and was replaced by Fox 
Kennedy. Without the backing of a 
major party, the campaign had to gather 
hundreds of thousands of signatures to 
secure ballot access across the country. 
Nicole Shanahan, the billionaire ex-wife 
of Sergey Brin, a co-founder of Goo-
gle, was chosen as Kennedy’s running 
mate in part because she could help fi-
nance the effort. 

Kennedy ultimately appointed Nick 
Brana, a former national-political-out-
reach coördinator for Bernie Sanders 
and the founder of the progressive group 
the People’s Party, to run his ballot-ac-
cess operation. Two years earlier, Brana 

had allegedly tried to force himself onto 
a female colleague, an accusation that 
was corroborated by a woman who had 
walked in on the scene. (Brana has said 
that the allegation is “false and politi-
cally motivated.”) The campaign and 
its super PAC have spent millions of dol-
lars working with firms associated with 
a ballot-access consultant named Trent 
Pool. In May, Pool was arrested in New 
York for choking and punching a woman. 
(A lawyer for Pool called it “a completely 
unjustified prosecution.”) So far, Ken-
nedy has got his name on the ballot in 
about a dozen states.

The campaign has also been beset 
by disagreements on policy and mes-
saging. Eisenstein nearly quit because 
of Kennedy’s support for Israel. “He 
invited me to his house, and we had a 
pretty long conversation,” Eisenstein 
said. “But I wouldn’t say it’s resolved. 
It’s still a point of contention.” In 2023, 
at the Iowa State Fair, Kennedy told 
reporters that he was in favor of fed-
eral legislation banning abortion after 
the first three months of pregnancy, a 
statement that the campaign quickly 

walked back. In 2024, he told the pod-
caster Sage Steele that he didn’t believe 
in any government interference in a 
woman’s choice. In response, Angela 
Stanton King, Kennedy’s adviser on 
Black-voter engagement and a former 
Trump supporter, resigned from the 
campaign. Even his running mate ap-
peared confused. “My understanding is 
that he absolutely believes in limits on 
abortion, and we’ve talked about this,” 
Shanahan had told Steele in an episode 
released a week earlier. In a statement 
on X, Kennedy said that he supported 
“the emerging consensus that abortion 
should be unrestricted up until a cer-
tain point.” Kennedy told me that his 
views had been influenced by his wife 
and her older sister: “They were all on 
the phone with me, hot as hornets, and 
said, ‘It’s always got to be the woman’s 
right to choose.’” 

On the campaign trail, Kennedy 
tells crowds that he wants to redefine 
which issues should actually matter to 
them. Abortion, guns, border security, 
and transgender rights, he says, are dis-
tractions that career politicians use to 

“Before you go into the quiet room, would you like  
a bucket of the loudest food on the planet?”
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divide voters. He calls chronic disease 
an “existential” threat facing the U.S. 
“The cost of diabetes now in this coun-
try is higher than the defense budget,” 
Kennedy told the conservative pod-
caster Ben Shapiro. In an interview 
with the podcaster Todd Ault, he said, 
“Our kids are all on Adderall. They’re 
all on S.S.R.I.s. Why? Doctors didn’t 
just start prescribing these for no rea-
son. We have damaged this entire gen-
eration. We have poisoned them.” 

Notably, there isn’t much talk of vac-
cines at Kennedy’s campaign events. “I 
think what Kennedy learned along the 
way is that it’s not in his interest to go 
after Tony Fauci and to say, ‘Lock him 
up,’” Zogby, who has conducted poll-
ing for the campaign, told me. Kennedy 
now typically deploys euphemisms such 
as “medical freedom” and “informed con-
sent” when referring to the issue. 

The candidate has sought to widen 
his appeal in other ways, too. Recently, 
his campaign released a slick thirty-min-
ute video with a voice-over by Woody 
Harrelson. In the opening, Kennedy reads 
a selection of headlines and excerpts from 
articles criticizing him. “He is a walking, 
talking conspiracy theory,” Kennedy in-
tones, quoting the Times. “He is a crank 
who cranks out whoppers the way Tay-
lor Swift disgorges perfect pop songs.” 
Then he says matter-of-factly, “I wouldn’t 

vote for that guy, either.” A title card 
flashes onscreen: “Who is Bobby Ken-
nedy? What if he’s not crazy?”

Kennedy was born in 1954, to Rob-
ert F. Kennedy and Ethel Skakel; 

he was the third of their eleven children. 
At the time, his father was a Democratic 
attorney on the Senate’s Permanent Sub-
committee on Investigations, which was 
then chaired by Joseph McCarthy. Ken-
nedy spent most of his childhood at 
Hickory Hill, an estate in McLean, Vir-
ginia, that had once served as General 
George McClellan’s headquarters for 
the Union Army. The home became 
something of a second White House 
during the Kennedy Administration. 
Young women from the Justice Depart-
ment would babysit. The adults worked 
and mingled; the children would swim 
and play touch football. 

Les Guthman, whose father was 
R.F.K.’s press secretary, recalled visiting 
on the weekends. “I remember meeting 
Bobby, I think when he was about 
nine years old,” Guthman said. “And he 
had dozens of animals.” Kennedy wanted 
to be a veterinarian, and the house and 
grounds were filled with creatures—
horses, ducks, dogs, a seal, a giant leop-
ard tortoise. Ethel, whose father had 
made a fortune selling chemical coke 
for blast furnaces, was herself an ani-

mal-lover; in 1963, she directed Kennedy 
and his older brother, Joseph, to steal a 
neighbor’s horses because she felt they 
were being mistreated. “I think my mom 
liked that chaos, and she endorsed risk-
taking,” Kennedy told the journalist 
David Samuels last year. He and his sib-
lings were always outside, getting into 
some kind of trouble. “There were a lot 
of emergency-room visits,” he said. 

R.F.K. nurtured his son’s love of na-
ture, too, outfitting the house with a 
walk-in terrarium for his son’s collection 
of lizards. When Kennedy was eleven, 
he injured his foot jumping off a roof. 
During his recovery, his father bought 
him a red-tailed hawk, igniting a life-
long passion for falconry. Kennedy has 
said that, as a child, he had difficulty con-
centrating in school. “I broke thermom-
eters and rolled balls of mercury down 
my desk,” he wrote in his 2018 book, 
“American Values.” “I doodled hawks 
and iguanas and daydreamed about Hun-
garian homing pigeons.” He seemed to 
thrive on the reactions that his unusual 
hobbies elicited. One of Kennedy’s cous-
ins told me, “He wanted to have some-
thing that makes you go, ‘Oh, wow! ’ ” 

On June 5, 1968, Kennedy’s father won 
the Democratic Presidential primary in 
California. He had just delivered his vic-
tory speech, in the ballroom of the Am-
bassador Hotel, in Los Angeles, when he 
was shot by Sirhan Sirhan. In an iconic 
photograph from that night, Ethel can 
be seen crouching over her husband, clasp-
ing his hands. Kennedy’s younger brother 
David, who was then thirteen, had trav-
elled with his parents and stayed up late 
in the hotel room to watch his father’s 
speech; he saw the assassination unfold 
on live TV. Because of the chaos, it was 
several hours before anyone thought to 
check on him. He was discovered, with 
the television still on, unable to speak.

Kennedy and his older siblings flew 
to California to say goodbye to their fa-
ther, who was in the hospital on life sup-
port. Kennedy, fourteen years old, with 
a thick mop of hair, served as a pall-
bearer at the burial, in Arlington Na-
tional Cemetery. Afterward, at their 
home in Virginia, he went into his fa-
ther’s study, which still smelled of his 
cologne, and looked at the pictures on 
the wall: Uncle Joe, a fighter pilot shot 
down in the Second World War; Aunt 
Kick, killed in a plane crash at the age 

“Seen a horse? Of course I’ve seen a horse!”

• •
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of twenty-eight; Uncle Jack, assassinated 
five years earlier. “I remember sitting 
there thinking they all looked so young, 
and they were all dead,” Kennedy told 
an interviewer in 1993. “And I lay there 
and wept for probably an hour or more.”

Kennedy has said that he subscribes 
to the theory that Sirhan, who opposed 
R.F.K.’s support of Israel, was not the 
only participant in the assassination. In 
2018, when Kennedy’s older sister, Kath-
leen Kennedy Townsend, told the Wash-
ington Post that she thought the inves-
tigation should be reopened, she said, 
“Bobby makes a compelling case.” R.F.K., 
for instance, suffered a fatal wound be-
hind his ear, but Sirhan, who was con-
victed of the killing, was standing in front 
of him. (Investigators have said that 
R.F.K. turned away from the shooter.) 
Kennedy has gone further, arguing that 
his father was assassinated by a supposed 
C.I.A. asset named Thane Eugene Cesar, 
who had recently been hired as a secu-
rity guard at the hotel; the C.I.A. refutes 
this. When Sirhan was recommended 
for parole, in 2021, Ethel and most of her 
children opposed his release, but Ken-
nedy and his younger brother Douglas, 
a Fox News reporter, advocated for it. 
(Ultimately, California’s governor, Gavin 
Newsom, reversed a parole board’s de-
cision to release Sirhan.) 

Kennedy also believes that J.F.K.’s 
death was part of a C.I.A. conspiracy. 
In “American Values,” he recounts his 
father’s early fears that members of the 
agency, angered by efforts to curtail their 
sprawling powers, had been involved in 
J.F.K.’s assassination. “My dad imme-
diately suspected that the CIA had killed 
Uncle Jack,” Kennedy writes. “He called 
a yet-unidentified CIA official and asked 
point-blank, ‘Did your outfit have any-
thing to do with this horror?’” 

Such suspicions are a theme of Ken-
nedy’s thinking. In 2016, he published 
a book about the conviction of his cousin 
Michael Skakel, in 2002, for the 1975 
murder of f ifteen-year-old Martha 
Moxley, in Greenwich, Connecticut. 
The case against Skakel was built on 
circumstantial evidence and fuelled by 
media speculation. In 2018, his convic-
tion was vacated on the ground that his 
defense had been inadequate. But Ken-
nedy’s version of events was widely seen 
as outlandish. His book raised the pos-
sibility that the crime had been com-

mitted by two young men of color from 
New York City—“unusually big, mus-
cular, and tall”—who were friends with 
a classmate of Skakel’s and who, the 
classmate claimed, had been in Green-
wich that night. The Connecticut Di-
vision of Criminal Justice released a 
statement calling the book “inflamma-
tory,” noting it provided “no valid or 
new information.” 

A year after his father’s death, Ken-
nedy dropped acid in Hyannis Port. 

He was having a good trip until he went 
into a diner, looked up, and noticed a 
picture on the wall of his father, his uncle, 
and Jesus Christ, their hands folded in 
prayer. The sight sent Kennedy into a 
tailspin. Walking home in the Cape Cod 
morning air, he ran into a group of boys 
and told them that he was feeling down. 
They offered him a bump of meth to 
improve his mood. For the next four-
teen years, Kennedy has said, his life 
was a merry-go-round of chasing a high 
and coming down into a deep despair.

Ethel, at forty, had become a single 
mother of eleven children—Kennedy’s 
youngest sibling, Rory, was born six 
months after R.F.K.’s funeral. Ethel del-
egated the care of Kennedy to Lem Bill-
ings, a close family friend who had been 
J.F.K.’s roommate at Choate. “I had a 
very troubled relationship with my mom, 
but I had people in my life from whom 
I experienced unconditional love,” Ken-
nedy told me. “One of them was a woman 
who was a housekeeper, a nanny at my 

home, a Costa Rican woman named Ena 
Bernard. I felt profound love from her. 
And I felt that from Lem.” 

When Kennedy arrived at Harvard, 
in 1972, he was a celebrity—cool, pleas-
ant, and handsome, with high cheek-
bones and long, wavy hair. In his room 
at Winthrop House, he had a water bed; 
when he moved off campus, he kept a 
pet owl. He rowed crew and developed 
close relationships with faculty mem-

bers, including Robert Coles, a child 
psychiatrist and a Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning writer, and Marty Peretz, the for-
mer publisher of The New Republic, who 
was then a lecturer at Harvard. Kennedy 
was “a smart boy and a bad influence,” 
Peretz wrote in his memoir. Peter Ka-
plan, who would later edit the New York 
Observer, was among Kennedy’s closest 
friends. Their sophomore-year room-
mate Locke Bowman said, “It was just 
a constant stream of women and friends.”

Many people around Kennedy 
seemed to think that he was destined 
for the White House, a notion that he 
did little to dispel. His cousin and Har-
vard classmate Stephen Smith, whose 
father helped manage R.F.K.’s Presi-
dential campaign, told me, “He always 
wanted to be President.”

It was the early seventies, and drugs—
pot, cocaine, barbiturates—were ubiq-
uitous. Kennedy has said that he first 
tried heroin at the age of fifteen. After 
Kennedy’s brother Joseph flipped his 
car on Nantucket, paralyzing one of his 
passengers, a friend at Harvard recalled 
watching Kennedy tie off and shoot up 
in his dorm room. “Our family, at least 
the generation that preceded me, went 
through difficulties, but they had what 
Bob Coles called the ability to trans-
figure their suffering,” Smith told me. 
“J.F.K. became a more deep and inter-
esting person because of his war expe-
rience, and Robert F. Kennedy became 
a deeper and more compassionate per-
son because of the loss of his brother. 
Bobby seems to have had a maladap-
tive approach to that experience.” Drugs 
could be a part of that, Smith said, but 
there was also something more: “The 
way I think Bobby compensated for his 
lack of a close relationship with his par-
ents was to surround himself with the 
comfort of acolytes.”

Billings, who was then in his fifties 
and working as an advertising executive 
in New York, was a frequent presence 
at Harvard. He and Kennedy did drugs 
together, even as Billings encouraged 
the notion that Kennedy was the heir 
apparent to the family’s political dynasty. 
“He was more of a comrade-follower 
who adored Bobby,” a family member 
said. Bowman, Kennedy’s college room-
mate, found Kennedy’s relationship with 
Billings “weird.” A longtime Kennedy 
friend told me that he had always found 
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Billings “creepy” and thought that Bill-
ings was in love with Kennedy. 

In the book “The Kennedys: An 
American Drama,” which the journal-
ist David Horowitz co-authored with 
Peter Collier, an ex-girlfriend of one of 
Kennedy’s cousins described a typical 
scene at Billings’s apartment, on Man-
hattan’s Upper East Side: “There was 
always the period of sitting around mak-
ing small talk. It was really a period of 
waiting for somebody to decide when 
and how we were going to score. Then 
there would be the fighting over who 
got to do it first. Bloody needles. Doors 
slamming. Lem in his bathrobe and 
shorts yelling, ‘Bobby, get in here quick,’ 
and then going in to get his shot. The 
women were supposed to sit there wait-
ing for the drug leftovers. It was always 
a macho scene, a shoot-out: which of 
them could do the most drugs, which 
of them could do the most women.” 

Kennedy attended Harvard with his 
younger brother David, who was also 
drawn to the drug scene. But while Ken-
nedy was able to turn his senior thesis—
on the Alabama judge and champion of 
civil rights Frank M. Johnson—into a 
book, David struggled. “He was always 
coming around—‘Anybody got any-
thing? I need some,’” the Harvard friend 
said of David. “He seemed really lost, 
and that was really sad.” Another per-
son who knew Kennedy at Harvard re-
called seeing Ethel walking with Ken-
nedy and David down a street in 
Cambridge, screaming at them at the 
top of her lungs. (David would die of a 
drug overdose, in a Palm Beach hotel 
room, at the age of twenty-eight.)

After graduating from Harvard, Ken-
nedy attended the University of Virginia 
law school, where he met his first wife, 
Emily Black, an Indiana native and the 
daughter of a widowed schoolteacher. 
He took a leave of absence to work on 
Edward Kennedy’s 1980 Presidential cam-
paign and, according to the longtime 
friend, spent much of it on the campaign 
trail in Alabama, high on speedballs. He 
also allowed Horowitz to tag along. In 
Jerry Oppenheimer’s book “RFK Jr.: Rob-
ert F. Kennedy Jr. and the Dark Side of 
the Dream,” from 2015, Horowitz said 
he was shocked by Kennedy’s reckless 
behavior, particularly when it came to 
women. According to Horowitz, Ken-
nedy had a 4ing in every city they vis-

ited during a three-day swing of Ala-
bama. “It was just insanity, compulsive, 
nutty with him,” Horowitz said. 

A number of people who are close to 
Kennedy described him to me as a life-
long philanderer. “He has a very addic-
tive nature, whatever it is—whether it’s 
drugs, whether it’s sex, whether it’s at-
tention,” the longtime Kennedy friend 
said. Recently, Vanity Fair reported that 
Kennedy had groped a babysitter who’d 
cared for his kids; according to the Wash-
ington Post, after the article appeared, 
Kennedy sent the woman an apologetic 
text. Kennedy has developed campaign 
talking points about his former drug 
use—he had “a big empty hole inside” 
that needed filling—and speaks of mak-
ing, and sometimes breaking, contracts 
with himself. He told me that his will 
power is “iron” in all parts of his life out-
side of his drug use. 

In September, 1983, Kennedy was on  
a 4ight to South Dakota, where he 

planned to get treatment for drug ad-
diction, when he overdosed on heroin 
in the airplane’s bathroom. He and Black 
had married and moved to New York 
the year before. Kennedy had been named 
an Assistant Manhattan District Attor-
ney, a job he’d held for a year, despite 
failing the bar twice. (He passed on the 
third try.) Billings, who’d died two years 
earlier, had left Kennedy his Upper East 
Side apartment. Kennedy would regu-
larly ride the subway uptown to purchase 
drugs in Harlem. After the plane landed, 
in Rapid City, Kennedy, who was twen-
ty-nine, was arrested on the tarmac, an 
event that made national news. 

Kennedy spent five months in a New 
Jersey rehab facility. He’d pleaded guilty 
to possession charges and was sentenced 
to two years probation and fifteen hun-
dred hours of community service. To 
fulfill the requirements, he began vol-
unteering with the Natural Resources 
Defense Council, an environmental le-
gal-advocacy group. “I decided now to 
explore job opportunities in areas that 
felt truer to my earlier aspirations,” Ken-
nedy wrote in his book “The Riverkeep-
ers,” from 1997, co-authored with the 
environmentalist John Cronin. John 
Adams, the N.R.D.C.’s founding direc-
tor, helped Kennedy stabilize his life. 
For a time, Kennedy would visit Adams 
and his wife every day at their home. 

In 1984, Adams helped Kennedy get 
work as a pro-bono lawyer for the Hud-
son River Fishermen’s Association, which 
had been founded, in 1966, by Robert 
Boyle, a former marine and a Sports Il-
lustrated writer. A year earlier, the group 
had launched Riverkeeper, a patrol boat 
that monitored and reported polluters 
on the Hudson River. “It was an English 
concept,” Boyle’s son Alex told me. (Rob-
ert Boyle died in 2017.) “A lord who 
owned a manor, to protect from trespass-
ers and poachers, would have a game-
keeper. They would have a riverkeeper.” 
Riverkeeper collected a portion of the 
fines that were levied against the pollut-
ers they caught. Kennedy and Black 
moved, with their two children, into a 
large home not far from the Hudson 
River, in New York’s Westchester County. 

One of Kennedy’s first projects was 
helping to bring charges against pollut-
ers of Quassaick Creek, a tributary in 
the lower Hudson River Valley. Ken-
nedy and Cronin swam the creek’s con-
taminated ponds and streams to gather 
samples, and they sneaked onto factory 
rooftops to record evidence of illegal 
dumping. They eventually identified 
sixteen polluters, all of whom settled 
without going to trial, bringing in two 
hundred thousand dollars in revenue 
for Riverkeeper. Alex Boyle, who was 
then a college student, worked with 
Kennedy on the project. “He realized 
that this was his ticket back to legiti-
macy,” Boyle said. “He wanted to mus-
cle in and claim the credit.” 

But Boyle’s father saw Kennedy as an 
asset, particularly for fund-raising. Ken-
nedy used his cachet and his genuine 
fascination with nature—he kept a pet 
crow at his desk in the Riverkeeper of-
fice—to draw celebrities to the organi-
zation’s galas. Lorraine Bracco, Uma 
Thurman, Glenn Close, and Alec Bald-
win became supporters. Liz Bar-
ratt-Brown, who worked closely with 
Kennedy at the N.R.D.C., told me, “He 
had some sense of who he was and where 
he was and the world around him and 
how he could use his name and, really, 
his ego to do good.”

In 1987, Kennedy began to help run 
an environmental-law clinic at Pace Uni-
versity and worked with Barratt-Brown 
at the N.R.D.C. on an international pro-
gram that advocated for environmental 
rights. He also began a lucrative speak-
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ing career, eventually earning as much 
as two hundred and fifty thousand dol-
lars at overseas engagements. Kennedy 
seemed to enjoy the attention. The Times 
book review of “Riverkeepers” noted that 
it was “tedious to read a list of Kenne-
dy’s Op-Ed pieces, to be given accounts 
of calls from CBS and NBC and front-
page articles in The New York Times. 
No doubt gaining press coverage is an 
important tactic, but it is treated almost 
as an achievement in itself.” 

At Riverkeeper, Kennedy’s relation-
ship with Robert Boyle became increas-
ingly tense. “In the beginning, Kennedy 
was all right,” Boyle later told New York 
magazine. “But then he started throwing 
his weight around.” In 2000, Boyle be-
came apoplectic when he discovered that 
Kennedy had hired a staff scientist 
who’d been arrested for running a ra-
re-bird-smuggling ring. Boyle demanded 
that Kennedy fire him. Instead, Kennedy 
won the support of the board; the man 
remained on staff. Boyle resigned. “He 
just became very hostile,” Kennedy told 
the Washington Post this year. “Bob Boyle 
was always a curmudgeon, and that was 
part of his charm. And he became in-
creasingly charming with age.” Boyle was 
furious to be leaving the organization that 
he had founded. “He was pissed, livid, 
very much betrayed,” Alex Boyle said. 

Kennedy, who left Riverkeeper in 2017, 
has continued to have a major impact on 
the environmental movement, helping to 
bring successful lawsuits against DuPont 
and Monsanto. In April, a number of his 
former colleagues at the N.R.D.C., in-
cluding Adams and Barratt-Brown, signed 
an open letter calling on him to drop out 
of the Presidential race: “In nothing more 
than a vanity candidacy, RFK Jr. has cho-
sen to play the role of election spoiler to 
the benefit of Donald Trump—the sin-
gle worst environmental president our 
country has ever had.” Barratt-Brown 
emphasized the deep sense of personal 
betrayal that the letter’s signatories felt. 
“That’s his environmental family,” she 
said. (Kennedy is the godfather to one of 
Barratt-Brown’s children.) She added that 
Kennedy’s candidacy has weighed heav-
ily on Adams, who is eighty-eight. “I 
think he feels the strain of having to speak 
out that way against somebody he was 
such a mentor to,” Barratt-Brown said. 

In January, 2017, two months before 
his departure from Riverkeeper, Ken-

nedy had visited Trump, then the Pres-
ident-elect, at Trump Tower. In the build-
ing’s lobby, Kennedy told reporters that 
Trump had asked him to chair a com-
mission on vaccine safety. The Trump 
campaign denied that such an offer was 
made. I asked Kennedy if Trump’s 2016 
victory had changed the way he thought 
about his own political future; Trump, 
like Kennedy, had skeletons in his closet. 
“I think that it enlarged the notions of 
what’s possible,” he said. 

Mary Richardson had been a Ken-
nedy family friend since she was a 

teen-ager. She and one of Kennedy’s sis-
ters, Kerry, were roommates at the Put-
ney School, in Vermont, in the seventies, 
and again at Brown. For a time, Richard-
son, who had long dark hair and thick 
eyebrows, lived in SoHo, where she was 
friends with Andy Warhol. But her at-
tachment to the Kennedys was para-
mount. The longtime Kennedy friend 
recalled a car ride with Kerry and Mary 
when they were in college. “I said, ‘O.K., 
Mary, what’s your life? Cut to the future,’” 
the friend said. “And there was a long 

pause. And she said, ‘Well, you know, if 
I could just have a room in Kerry’s house, 
that would be so great.’ And this is some-
body who is so intelligent and beautiful.”

In 1993, Richardson and Robert Ken-
nedy, Jr., reconnected at an art gallery, in 
New York. She had studied architecture 
at the Rhode Island School of Design 
and was working at Parish-Hadley, a de-
sign firm whose two founders had dec-
orated the Kennedy White House. The 
pair began an affair that quickly became 
serious. Richardson, who was thirty-four, 
got pregnant. Kennedy secured a divorce 
from Black, in the Dominican Repub-
lic, and three weeks later he married Rich-
ardson on a boat in the Hudson River. 
Their first child, Conor, was born three 
months after the wedding. 

Richardson moved into Kennedy’s 
Westchester home, where the couple 
threw dinner parties for a rotating 
roster of celebrities and city friends. Ken-
nedy was serially unfaithful and often 
indiscreet. A close friend of the couple’s 
described him hitting on her: “It was 
disgusting. It was anyone and everyone.” 
Years later, she told Richardson to check 

“He’s one of those people who sit in an ice bath  
every morning and think you should, too.”

• •



her husband’s phone. “She was genu-
inely stunned to find out the stuff that 
he was texting and sexting with women 
that were friends of hers,” the friend said. 
Kennedy denied the affairs. “He said, 
‘You’re crazy, you’re a downer, you’re just 
negative’—it was always Mary’s fault.” 

Richardson saw Kennedy’s infidel-
ity as an aspect of his addictions. One 
of her confidantes told me, “We would 
walk the beach, and she would have ro-
sary beads, and she would talk to me 
about how he was sick and he was a 
sex addict, and if he would just go back 
into recovery their marriage could be 
saved.” Another person with knowl-
edge of their relationship said that Ken-
nedy, whose speaking career had taken 
off, travelled frequently for work. “He 
also gaslighted her about her own psy-
chiatric health,” this person said. “He 
told her more than once that she was 
crazy, that she was paranoid, that all 
the things she feared about what he 
was doing when he was out and about 
were fantasies.” In 2007, Kennedy called 
the police on two separate occasions, 
saying that he was afraid that Richard-
son would hurt herself. He later claimed 
that she had physically abused him.

At some point, Richardson became 
aware of a diary, from 2001, in which 
Kennedy had logged his sexual conquests. 
The New York Post later obtained and 
reviewed the contents of the diary, re-
porting that it included dozens of women, 
with numbers next to their names to in-
dicate sexual acts; ten meant intercourse. 

According to the Post, Kennedy seemed 
to have recorded the encounters as a way 
of policing himself. In one entry, he re-
calls being propositioned to have sex with 
two women: “It was tempting but I prayed 
and God gave me the strength to say 
no.” In another, he reminded himself to 
“avoid the company of women. You have 
not the strength to resist their charms.” 
He admonished himself to “be humble 
like a monk. Keep your hands to your-
self. Avert your eyes.” 

In the spring of 2001, Kennedy was 
arrested in Puerto Rico while partici-
pating in a protest against U.S. military 
exercises on the island, which he said at 
the time were making local populations 
sick. He was convicted, along with sev-
eral others, including Al Sharpton, for 
trespassing, and served thirty days in jail. 
Richardson gave birth to their fourth 
child while he was incarcerated, but Ken-
nedy seemed perfectly content behind 
bars. “I have to say it. There’s no women. 
I’m happy!” he wrote in the diary. “It’s 
not misogyny. It’s the opposite! I love 
them too much.” He called his “lust de-
mons” his “greatest defect” and wrote 
that, after his father died, “every time I 
was afflicted with sexual thoughts, I felt 
a failure. I hated myself. I began to lie—
to make up a character who was the hero 
and leader that I wished I was.” 

Kennedy told me that part of his ad-
diction recovery was a commitment to 
a more personally vigilant existence. “I 
just said, ‘I’m going to act as if there’s a 
God out there watching me all the time 

and I have to behave myself, even when 
I don’t have an audience.’” 

In May, 2010, Kennedy filed for di-
vorce. Three days later, Richardson was 
arrested for driving under the influence. 
“This gets to the core of Mary—she 
couldn’t not be Mrs. Robert F. Kennedy,” 
the longtime Kennedy friend said. “It 
just gave her a sense of being that she 
didn’t have otherwise.” Those who knew 
the couple said that Richardson repeat-
edly begged Kennedy to take her back, 
even after he began dating Hines. Peo-
ple magazine later reported that, while 
the couple was separated, Kennedy called 
child-protective services on Richardson. 
“I know Bobby was concerned about the 
kids,” his friend Peter Michaelis, a TV 
producer, told the magazine. Richard-
son’s contact with the children was lim-
ited to supervised visits. Peter Kaplan, 
Kennedy’s Harvard roommate, who died 
in 2013, was troubled by Kennedy’s treat-
ment of Richardson. According to one 
former friend, “He thought Bobby was 
cruel to her during that divorce.” 

By Mother’s Day of 2012, the kids 
were living with Kennedy, who was pur-
suing full custody. Three days later, Rich-
ardson was found dead in the garage of 
the Westchester house; she had hanged 
herself. Almost immediately, Kennedy 
went into damage control. The day after 
Richardson’s death, he and his sister 
Kerry gave an interview to the Times 
in which they detailed Richardson’s 
struggles with depression and sobriety. 
“A lot of times, I don’t know how she 
made it through the day,” Kennedy said. 
In his eulogy at a memorial service, in 
Bedford, New York, that was not at-
tended by Richardson’s family, Kennedy 
said, “I know I did everything I could 
for her. And she knew that.” 

A month later, Newsweek published 
a story based largely on Kennedy’s di-
vorce affidavit, which said that Richard-
son had been given a diagnosis of bor-
derline personality disorder. Appended 
to the piece was an editor’s note with a 
statement from Richardson’s family: 
“The affidavit, which Mary repudiated 
at the time, is full of vindictive lies. This 
latest piling on is proof perfect of the 
unbelievable emotional and psycholog-
ical abuse that Mary endured during the 
last years of her life, and now in death. 
The false claim that Mary suffered from 
BPD is also an insult to those who do 
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struggle with this serious mental illness.”
The Richardsons had sued to have 

Mary buried in Westchester, but Ken-
nedy won the right to bury her in the 
Kennedy family plot on Cape Cod. At 
the burial, Conor, a skinny seventeen-
year-old with mussed hair, bent over his 
mother’s coffin, looking eerily similar to 
Kennedy at his father’s funeral forty-four 
years earlier. A month later, Kennedy 
had Richardson’s body exhumed and 
moved to a separate part of the ceme-
tery, because, he said, it offered more 
space. Afterward, many of Kennedy’s 
friends began to distance themselves. 
Tim Hagan, a retired Democratic Party 
official, who has been close to the fam-
ily for decades, told me, “I think it was 
a real unravelling in many ways.” 

In August, 2003, Sarah Bridges, a Min-
nesota mother, wrote a harrowing ac-

count in the Washington Post Magazine 
about the struggles of her second child, 
who, at four months, had spiked a fever 
after a vaccination and experienced a 
grand-mal seizure. Bridges’s son was 
later diagnosed with autism, and he has 
continued to experience seizures and 
other serious problems. “I was getting 
my Ph.D. in neuropsychology, a total 
science mom, all my kids were vacci-
nated,” Bridges told me. “I came to this 
as a total skeptic, but what happened to 
my son made it very stark.” 

Bridges was researching the poten-
tial causes of her son’s condition when 
a college friend, the wife of Kennedy’s 
brother Max, mentioned that her 
brother-in-law was interested in look-
ing at the deleterious effects of mercury. 
In public talks, Kennedy often spoke 
about the dangers of mercury contam-
ination in fish, which is a by-product 
of coal plants. (Kennedy has said that 
he likely got mercury poisoning from 
eating too many tuna-fish sandwiches.) 
Thimerosal, a mercury-based preserva-
tive, had been used for decades in vac-
cines, though, in the early two-thou-
sands, it was largely phased out. 
Kennedy’s sister-in-law told Bridges 
where she could find the Kennedy com-
pound in Hyannis Port. Bridges, armed 
with a Bankers Box full of studies, 
showed up unannounced. 

“I think I got about three sentences 
in and he said ‘I’m not interested,’ ” 
Bridges recalled. She started telling 

Kennedy about the studies. “And he 
said, ‘I need to go sailing,’ and he lit-
erally walked away.” Kennedy was gone 
for hours. When he returned, Bridges 
was still there, and he promised to look 
at the studies. “I think mainly to get 
rid of me,” Bridges said. The next day, 
when she went back to Hyannis Port, 
“he said, ‘I’m going to make some phone 
calls. There’s something going on here.’” 

Like Bridges, Kennedy 
had experienced a feeling 
of helplessness when it 
came to the health of his 
children. Conor had seri-
ous food allergies; anaphy-
laxis had sent him to the 
emergency room twenty-
nine times before age three. 
Another son, Finn, also de-
veloped severe allergies. In 
1998, Kennedy helped 
found the Food Allergy Initiative, and 
he and Richardson often attended the 
annual Food Allergy Ball, in Manhat-
tan. In recent years, he has suggested 
that such allergies could be caused by 
vaccines. (Conor, who is now thirty, for-
merly dated Taylor Swift and, in 2022, 
briefly volunteered with Ukraine’s In-
ternational Legion.)

In 2005, Kennedy approached his 
friend Jann Wenner, the co-founder of 
Rolling Stone, with an idea for a story 
about what he said were links between 
vaccines and autism. Kennedy was well 
liked at the magazine; two years earlier, 
he had written an article on the envi-
ronmental movement. “He’s an incred-
ibly charismatic presence,” Will Dana, 
the former managing editor of the mag-
azine, said. “One time, he gave this 
speech in the Rolling Stone conference 
room about environmentalism, and I 
swear to God he practically had every-
one in tears.” Still, Dana went on, he 
could display a certain sense of entitle-
ment. “He came in one day carrying a 
bucket with a little injured baby bird,” 
Dana said. “So then we have our meet-
ing, and we do our thing, and suddenly 
he’s, like, ‘I gotta go. Um, can you get 
one of your interns to take the bird to 
the vet?’ ” (When asked to comment, 
Kennedy said, “This is a lie.”)

Kennedy’s previous work for the mag-
azine was sometimes problematic. “He 
would turn in these manuscripts, and 
it’s barely exaggerating to say, like, eighty 

to ninety per cent of the facts would be 
incorrect, even the simple ones,” Dana 
said. “It’s because he’s not a journalist. 
He’s a lawyer. He’s more about making 
arguments than about trying to com-
municate the truth.” The former friend 
remembered attending a dinner party 
with Kennedy and finding his case 
against vaccines persuasive and nimble, 
even though the former friend knew 

that the facts were wrong. 
“People think he’s an idiot—
he’s not an idiot,” the per-
son said. But the vaccine 
story for Rolling Stone was 
riddled with errors. Eric 
Bates, an editor at the mag-
azine, tried to slow-roll the 
piece, but Wenner pushed 
it through. (Wenner said 
that, if he had known that 
the piece was “flawed that 

deeply,” he wouldn’t have published it.)
The article, titled “Deadly Immu-

nity”—which stated that “the link be-
tween thimerosal and the epidemic of 
childhood neurological disorders is 
real”—required a number of major cor-
rections. Kennedy falsely reported the 
amount of ethylmercury that infants re-
ceive in their vaccinations and misrep-
resented the transcript of a meeting of 
doctors in order to support his thesis that 
they were conspiring with the pharma-
ceutical industry to push unsafe vaccines. 
The magazine staff agonized over the 
fallout, but Kennedy seemed unfazed. 
“Bobby never had a moment of doubt,” 
a former staffer told me. “He was already 
convinced in the overarching argument, 
so the loss of any one piece or all of the 
pieces of data didn’t put a dent in that.” 

Kennedy told me that, in the after-
math, he stepped away from the vaccine 
issue. “I did the Rolling Stone article, and 
I felt like I’d done my part,” he said. 
“Things kind of calmed down.” A year 
later, he published a piece for the mag-
azine suggesting that George W. Bush 
stole the 2004 election. In Kennedy’s 
telling, he was dragged back into the 
vaccine debate in 2011, when Salon—
which had co-published “Deadly Im-
munity”—retracted and removed the 
story from its Web site. “By then, I was 
watching the science on this issue, on 
neurological harms from certain vac-
cines,” Kennedy told me.

In 2014, he published “Thimerosal: Let  
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the Science Speak,” an expansion on his 
refuted claims in Rolling Stone that vac-
cines contain dangerous amounts of eth-
ylmercury. He told the Washington Post 
that friends and colleagues had urged him 
not to pursue the project. But, when we 
spoke in Atlanta, he seemed to suggest 
that his honor had been besmirched, 
forcing him to respond. “At that point,” 
he said, “it was like a declaration of war 
from pharma.” 

One day, in the fall of 2014, Kennedy 
was driving to a falconry outing in 

upstate New York when he passed a furry 
brown mound on the side of the road. 
He pulled over and discovered that it 
was the carcass of a black-bear cub. Ken-
nedy was tickled by the find. He loaded 
the dead bear into the rear hatch of his 
car and later showed it off to his friends. 
In a picture from that day, Kennedy is 
putting his fingers inside the bear’s bloody 
mouth, a comical grimace across his face. 
(When I asked Kennedy about the in-
cident, he said, “Maybe that’s where I 
got my brain worm.”)

After the outing, Kennedy, who was 
then sixty and recently married to Hines, 
got an idea. He drove to Manhattan 
and, as darkness fell, entered Central 
Park with the bear and a bicycle. A per-
son with knowledge of the event said 
that Kennedy thought it would be funny 
to make it look as if the animal had 
been killed by an errant cyclist. The next 
day, the bear was discovered by two 
women walking their dogs, setting off 
an investigation by the N.Y.P.D. “This 
is a highly unusual situation,” a spokes-
woman for the Central Park Conser-
vancy told the Times. “It’s awful.” In a 
follow-up piece for the Times, which 
was coincidentally written by Tatiana 
Schlossberg, one of J.F.K.’s granddaugh-
ters, a retired Bronx homicide com-
mander commented, “People are crazy.” 

That year, Kennedy moved with Hines 
to Los Angeles, where he soon became 
acquainted with Eric Gladen, a vaccine 
skeptic who, in 2007, founded a group 
called World Mercury Project. Accord-
ing to an Associated Press investigation, 
the group—which was later renamed 
Children’s Health Defense—reported 
$13,114 in revenue on its 2014 tax filings. 
But, in 2015, after Kennedy joined the 
group’s board, revenue shot up to $467,443. 
At an event in Sacramento to promote 

a film by Gladen, “Trace Amounts,” Ken-
nedy told a crowd that, when children 
receive vaccines, “that night they have a 
fever of a hundred and three, they go to 
sleep, and three months later their brain 
is gone. This is a holocaust, what this is 
doing to our country.” 

In May, 2019, as a measles outbreak 
rippled across the country, Kennedy’s 
older brother, Joseph, his older sister, 
Kathleen Kennedy Townsend, and 
Townsend’s daughter Maeve published 
an op-ed in Politico about Kennedy’s 
anti-vaccination efforts. “He has helped 
to spread dangerous misinformation over 
social media and is complicit in sowing 
distrust of the science behind vaccines,” 
they wrote. That summer, Kennedy and 
the actress Jessica Biel spearheaded a 
high-profile campaign against manda-
tory vaccination in California schools. 
By the end of the year, the journal Vac-
cine found that, during a two-month pe-
riod, two groups accounted for more than 
half of the ads spreading misinforma-
tion on Facebook about vaccines. One 
was Children’s Health Defense, which, 
in 2021, paid Kennedy an annual salary 
of five hundred thousand dollars. 

With the arrival of COVID, Kennedy’s 
reach exploded. He churned out books: 
“The Real Anthony Fauci,” “Vax-UnVax: 
Let the Science Speak,” and “A Letter to 
Liberals: Censorship and Covid.” In the 
summer of 2021, as COVID vaccines were 
rolling out, Children’s Health Defense 
promoted its film “Medical Racism: The 
New Apartheid,” which was seemingly 
aimed at Black Americans. During the 
early weeks of Kennedy’s Presidential 
campaign, the New York Post published 
a video in which Kennedy said that COVID 
was “targeted to attack Caucasians and 
Black people” and that “the people who 
are most immune are Ashkenazi Jews 
and Chinese.” Researchers in China, Rus-
sia, and the U.S., he went on, are devel-
oping “ethnic bioweapons” to “target peo-
ple by race.” (Kennedy said that his 
remarks were taken out of context.) 

Kennedy has long been drawn to ques-
tionable science. But some of his former 
close friends have grown alarmed at the 
changes they’ve seen in him more re-
cently. Last summer, Kennedy posted a 
video of himself shirtless, doing pushups, 
a sunburn blooming across his well-de-
fined back and torso. The implication 
was that his then rivals, Trump, at sev-

enty-seven, and Biden, at eighty, were 
comparatively old and enfeebled. On a 
podcast last year, Kennedy said that he 
was taking testosterone-replacement ther-
apy under the guidance of a doctor. One 
of the side effects of that treatment is in-
creased muscle mass. But the longtime 
friend told me, “It’s almost like he’s been 
body-snatched. I look at pictures of him, 
and he’s unrecognizable. His sense of 
humor is all but gone. There’s this anger.”

The tragedy of Kennedy, the former 
friend said, is that there is a lot of good 
in him. Kennedy is said to have a natu-
ral affinity with children, taking them 
fishing or falconing, enthusiastically ex-
plaining nature and animals. “That guy 
was kind of magical,” the former friend 
said. “And that guy appears to be gone.” 
The longtime Kennedy friend said that 
he has tried talking to Kennedy about 
the environmental havoc that, he be-
lieves, Trump will unleash. In response, 
he said, Kennedy just “goes on a rant 
about the D.N.C.” Nearly everyone who 
knows him is perplexed by his belief that 
he can win the Presidency. “Sure, he was 
anti-corporate when we worked together,” 
Barratt-Brown said. “But he is now an-
ti-government in such a dark way.”

In early May, the Kennedy campaign 
invited the media to a press conference 

with the candidate in Brooklyn, though 
what unfolded was more of a state-of-the-
race briefing from the campaign’s perspec-
tive. Amaryllis Fox Kennedy, the campaign 
manager, led a slide-show presentation, 
striding across a stage in black riding 
boots and a blazer with leather-panelled 
sleeves. “The D.N.C. has been demand-
ing that Robert F. Kennedy, Jr., drop out 
of this race in the name of saving democ-
racy,” she said. But really, Fox Kennedy 
continued, it was Biden who was play-
ing the spoiler. “He cannot win in either 
scenario, and by being in the race he pre-
vents the only person who can beat Don-
ald Trump from doing so in November. 
How do you like them apples?”

Kennedy sat on a stool at the side of 
the stage, sipping from a venti Starbucks. 
Electoral maps appeared on the screen, one 
showing how Kennedy would beat Biden 
in a two-way race, another how he would 
beat Trump. Neither image included the 
fact that, for now, Kennedy hasn’t for-
mally qualified to be on the ballot in most 
states. At the end of the event, as Kennedy 
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was hustled into a black Mercedes, a re-
porter shouted a question: Had Trump’s 
team been in touch about debates this 
summer? “Oh, I’m available for debates,” 
Kennedy replied. “Anytime, anywhere.”

A month later, in a debate with Trump 
at CNN’s studios, in Atlanta, Biden’s re-
sponses were so incoherent and awkward 
that, afterward, Democrats joined Re-
publicans in calling for him to step aside. 
Kennedy, who wasn’t invited to partici-
pate, held what his campaign called “the 
real debate,” a video stream of him, alone 
on a stage, answering the same questions 
that Biden and Trump were asked. Fox 
Kennedy recently told me that the cam-
paign wasn’t surprised by Biden’s poor 
performance. When Kennedy had first 
approached her, in the fall of 2022, about 
the possibility of his running for Presi-
dent, she recalled, “even then, he said, ‘I 
think Biden has Parkinson’s.’ ”

On July 13th, at a campaign rally in 
Pennsylvania, Trump narrowly survived 
an assassination attempt. That night, 
Kennedy appeared on Sean Hannity’s 
Fox News show and said that the “cour-
age” Trump had shown during the shoot-
ing was “inspirational.” “All of us are 
complicit in some ways in what hap-
pened tonight,” he added. “How do we 
change the tone of the political dialogue 
in this country and start to forgive each 
other, to reconcile, to love each other 
again, and to see each other, and to be 
able to have differences with each other 
without wanting to murder each other?” 

Soon after, Trump and Kennedy 
spoke on the phone. In a video of the 
call, which Kennedy’s oldest son, Rob-
ert Kennedy III, posted online, Trump 
can be heard discussing his own vaccine 
skepticism—“And then you see the baby 
all of a sudden starting to change rad-
ically,” Trump says—before seeming to 
offer Kennedy the possibility of a spot 
in his Administration: “I would love you 
to do stuff, and I think it would be so 
good for you, and so big for you, and 
we’re going to win. We’re going to win.” 
Kennedy replies, “Yeah.” 

The following week, Kennedy was at 
the Republican National Convention, in 
Milwaukee, where a Trump victory was 
treated as a near-inevitability. In a recent 
text exchange, Kennedy told one person 
that Trump was “a terrible human being. 
The worse president ever and barely 
human. He is probably a sociopath.” But, 

Kennedy went on, Biden was “more dan-
gerous to the Republic and the planet.” 
At the Convention, Fox Kennedy said, 
Trump alluded to the possibility of Ken-
nedy ending his run. “They said, ‘You 
know, we know that you take more from 
us than you take from Biden,’” she re-
called. Trump and his team, she went on, 
had asked Kennedy, “ ‘Is there something 
that you would want to do?’” Kennedy 
is not opposed to serving in a Trump 
Administration. Secretary of Health and 
Human Services, Fox Kennedy said, “is 
an incredibly interesting one.” 

That Sunday, Joe Biden announced 
that he was withdrawing from the cam-
paign, and he endorsed his Vice-Presi-
dent, Kamala Harris, for President. Early 
polling suggests that Harris is gaining 
ground with certain traditionally Dem-
ocratic voters who were disillusioned 
with Biden. Kennedy’s numbers are slip-
ping. If the youth vote goes to Harris, 
Kimball, the pollster, said, “that’s going 
to hurt him.” (Fox Kennedy told me that 
Kennedy would also be open to offers 
from a Harris Administration.) 

For now, Fox Kennedy said, the cam-

paign is not focussing on specific states 
but, rather, on constituencies, mainly 
Democrats in reliably Republican states 
and Republicans in reliably Democratic 
states. One way in which she sees Ken-
nedy becoming President is in a con-
tingent election, a scenario in which no 
one candidate receives enough Elec-
toral College votes to win outright, and 
the House of Representatives picks the 
President. (It was also a plot device on 
the HBO comedy series “Veep.”) Fox 
Kennedy told me, “We’ve always said, 
as soon as people realize Bobby can 
win, he will win.”

In Atlanta, I asked Kennedy how the 
deaths of his loved ones had affected 
his political identity. He told me that, 
after his brother David died, he turned 
to his mother for solace. “I said to her, 
‘Does the hole that they leave in you 
when they die, does it ever get any 
smaller?’” Kennedy recalled. “And she 
said, ‘It never gets any smaller, but our 
job is to grow ourselves bigger around 
the hole.’” He added, “In doing that, we 
make ourselves larger, and the hole be-
comes proportionately smaller.” 

“They prefer sudoku.”

• •
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T
he county had recently put in 
a light at the intersection of 14 
and 273, because of all the semis 

that were coming through. The Old 
Spot was a little south of that. It was a 
bar in what had once been a Mexican 
place, and a big wooden board with the 
old menu, painted by hand, was still 
standing in the empty lot beside it.

When Jane drove by, on her way 
home, she was pretty sure she saw her 
husband’s truck parked out front. A 
red Ford F-150. But it was almost dark, 
and she wasn’t sure. This would be the 
third night in a row, if it was him. There 
was no red F-150 in her and Lindy’s 
carport when she got home.

She pushed open the back door of 
the house, and their cat, Gray, trotted 
toward her on stiff legs. “Lindy?” she 
said into the empty rooms.

During his shift, he got so bored, 
he had once explained. He had never 
been one for sitting in a chair, and at 
the motel that was pretty much all he 
had to do.

“Weeyeh,” Gray sighed. Jane put a 
can of his food into the machine to 
open it. Behind the machine was where 
she tucked the bills she hadn’t paid yet.

She would take Gray with her if she 
ever decided to leave. It wasn’t as though 
Lindy would starve. His mother was 
always ready to bring over a casserole 
she’d made or a roast chicken she’d 
picked up at the H-E-B in Fuller. Jane 
couldn’t actually see herself leaving, of 
course. A future where she left wouldn’t 
have a yellow sofa in it, for one thing, 
she thought, as she sat down on their 
yellow sofa, having poured herself a 
glass of water. She and Lindy had 
bought it at Modry’s around the same 
time they bought the house, seven years 
before. His parents had helped with 
the house, but the two of them had 
bought the sofa on their own. Lindy 
had been working at the dealership 
then. She fingered the sofa’s slightly 
rough waffle pattern. She wasn’t strongly 
attached to it for its own sake. But the 
texture of things as they actually were 
made them convincing. Made it a lit-
tle easier to continue believing in them. 

Gray was bolting down his food in 
gobbets, as if until she arrived he had 
believed he’d been abandoned.

When he finished, Jane took up his 
bowl. She washed it and then set about 

frying a couple of pork chops. When 
Lindy did get home, he would need to 
eat right away and go straight to bed 
if he was going to get any sleep at all. 
His shift started at 4 a.m. 

He still wasn’t home when the pork 
chops were ready, though, so she went 
ahead and served herself one. Gray sat 
in Lindy’s chair, beside her. Whenever 
she looked over, he blinked and looked 
away, as if he wasn’t trying to persuade 
her to relax the rules about animals 
being given people food at the table. 
She had also made a salad, her half of 
which she was eating without any dress-
ing rather than dress it and have it be 
wilted by the time Lindy got home. 
You’re not a rabbit, her mother would 
say, if she could see her, but Jane didn’t 
mind. She also didn’t mind that, even 
though there was no celery in the salad, 
you could taste the celery she had been 
keeping in the refrigerator. She was 
unfinished on the inside, as a person, 
she sometimes thought. If she ever did 
live by herself, she would probably get 
to be very odd. She probably wouldn’t 
mind that, either.

She draped a damp kitchen towel 
over Lindy’s portion of the salad and 
stretched cling wrap over the plate with 
his pork chop and put it all in the fridge. 
After she did the dishes, she stared for 
a while at the phone—they still had a 
landline. Cell-phone service wasn’t very 
good where they were. They also still 
had one of those little phone books, 
the size of a clutch, that the phone 
companies used to make before they 
gave up on them. It had only the num-
bers in their exchange and a few ex-
changes nearby, in their town and the 
next town over. To get you to want to 
keep the book, the phone company had 
chosen a local scene for the cover: the 
county courthouse, colossal and deli-
cate, where Jane happened to work, its 
ornately carved red sandstone façade 
weathered to dusty pink. The grass in 
front neat and pert. She worked as a 
bailiff. It wasn’t a woman’s job, except 
that it was. Helping people in a cor-
ner do what they had no choice but to 
do—to stand up, to say the words. She 
was proud of her blue uniform, a little 
darker even than navy, and of her ser-
vice revolver, which she cleaned every 
weekend. At home, she kept it on a 
shelf in the hall closet, the same closet 

where the washer and dryer were, just 
outside her and Lindy’s bedroom. She 
was proud, too, of the ways she some-
times found of winning people’s trust. 
Asking what kind of dog they had, for 
example, if it was on account of a dog 
that they had got a ticket, or how old 
their little girl was, if they had had to 
bring her with them—kindnesses that, 
despite how easy they were, always 
seemed to take people by surprise. 
“Well, I guess you’re the law now, aren’t 
you?” Lindy said when he caught her 
being proud. His father had been the 
town sheriff for almost twenty years, 
so the law was something he thought 
of as on his side and also, at the same 
time, against him, a tension that, in 
high school, he had made the most of 
by being the class cutup. She had been 
one of the girls who were always watch-
ing out for his jokes and laughing loudly 
when he made one. She had been able 
to see that the jokes were so sharp that 
he sometimes cut himself on them, 
which had impressed her. His willing-
ness to be cut had led her to think he 
was strong. 

In the sky beside the courthouse, 
Lindy had inscribed a phone number 
in ballpoint, and Jane was in the habit, 
whenever she was on the phone, of sort 
of filigreeing this number with a pen-
cil, elaborating the digits. In time, her 
decorations became so baroque that one 
day she noticed that the numerals be-
neath were hardly legible, at least not 
without a fair amount of effort. It didn’t 
matter, Lindy had said, when she 
pointed it out. She was going to do 
what she was going to do, wasn’t she? 
Anyway, he said, he couldn’t remember 
whose number the number had been.

Her bedtime came around, and there 
was still no sign of Lindy. She 

didn’t like to turn in while there was 
still food trash in the house, so she 
opened the little door under the sink, 
gathered the mouth of the plastic sack 
from around the rim of the wastebas-
ket, slipped her feet into the old sneak-
ers she kept by the back door, and went 
outside. It was winter, but in Texas 
winter means dark and silent, not cold, 
for the most part. The light in the car-
port ceiling clicked on, from the mo-
tion detector.

A creature of some kind was hunched 



50 THE NEW YORKER, AUGUST 12, 2024

at the edge of the concrete driveway, 
beside the two steel trash cans, staring 
at her. 

It was too big to be a rat, but like 
a rat it had a bald tail that looked 
like a large worm. Its rump was wide 
and its head narrow, and its belly 
tapered from one end to the other 
in roughly the shape of a turnip. Its 
hair was pale and wispy; even in 
the weak light, you could 
see through the hair to 
the white skin glowing 
underneath.

“Shoo,” Jane said, not 
very loudly.

The creature’s snout 
wavered for a moment in 
the air, as if it were hav-
ing trouble keeping its bal-
ance. Then it swivelled its 
head away. The rest of its 
body followed, very slowly. It seemed 
to need to feel its way forward, pal-
pating the concrete with its feet, which 
were hairless, like its nose. 

It was a possum, she was pretty sure. 
She had seen one once before, when 
she was a little girl. She had been alone 
that time, too.

She watched it saunter off.
She put the bag of trash into one of 

the steel cans and clanged the lid down 
hard. She and Lindy should probably 
get a brick or a cinder block to put on 
top. In the absence of such a weight, 
she made the lid as snug as she could.

Gray looked at her blankly when 
she came back inside, as if he didn’t 
know that anything had happened, or 
didn’t want to admit that he knew.

She dialled her mother’s number. “Is 
it too late to call?” she asked. “I saw 

a possum.”
“You can do them with rat poison.”
“Mother! What about Gray?”
“Oh, that’s right,” her mother said.
“It had a pink nose.”
“Lindy’s not home?”
“He’s out with friends.”
“Who?”
“Well, by now he might be over at 

his parents’.”
“I don’t know why his father doesn’t 

find him something.”
“His father’s retired.”
“He still knows them all over there.”
“It wasn’t doing anything,” Jane said, 

going back to the possum. “It wasn’t 
actually in the garbage.”

“Listen to you,” her mother said. 
“You always did like animals.”

When, from bed, she heard Lindy 
open the back door and drop his 

keys on the kitchen counter, she opened 
her eyes and touched the side of her 
phone, to see the time. Gray, in the easy 

chair beside her dresser, had 
opened his eyes, too. There 
were still a few hours left for 
Lindy to get some sleep. And 
he might be able to doze a 
little in the first part of his 
shift. Not much happened at 
four in the morning, even at 
a motel. Most of the guests 
were long-stay, Lindy had 
told her, on a hitch at one 
of the local rigs, where they 

were worked too hard to have the energy 
left over to make much trouble. 

She looked again for the shadow in the 
chair that was Gray, but the cat had slipped 
out of the room. Her head fell back on the 
pillow. She heard the yawn of the refrig-
erator being opened, and then she heard 
the little smack of its lips as it closed. 

After that, she must have fallen asleep 
again, because the next thing she knew 
the mattress was wheezing as Lindy sat 
down on his side of it to take his pants off. 

“There’s a pork chop in the fridge,” 
she said.

“I saw,” he said. “Did you get the mail?”
Their mailbox was at the end of the 

sidewalk in front of the house, which nei-
ther of them ever walked past or even drove 
past, because of the way the house was 
placed, on a corner, so that you could drive 
into their carport from the main road with-
out ever turning onto the road their house 
was officially on. There weren’t any other 
houses at this end of the road. It was a cut-
through between Old Fuller Road and 301 
which there wasn’t much reason for any-
one to take. “I didn’t get out there,” she said.

Without saying anything, he put his 
pants back on. He must have been ex-
pecting something. She heard him go 
out the front door.

She meant to stay awake so she could 
tell him about the possum, but she 

fell asleep again and didn’t hear him 
come back in. She didn’t hear him get 
out of bed and get dressed a few hours 

later, either. The flutter-thump of the 
back door being pulled shut behind him 
as he left for work, however, did wake 
her. She listened for a while, without 
moving, to the soft buzz of the fluores-
cent light in the hall utility closet. There 
was no need for it to be on, but it wasn’t 
worth getting out of bed for. She let 
herself drift off.

She walked down the three green-
painted steps at the back of her grand-
mother’s house, which had represented 
the limit, in her childhood, of as much 
of the world as her grandmother had 
made safe. The paint on the last step 
was chipped, and the exposed wood was 
gray. Just beyond were two flagstones, 
almost swallowed by the grass that grew 
thickly around and between them, like 
two rocks in a stream, to hop across. 
Like toes just breaking the surface of 
the water in a bathtub. There was no 
third flagstone, so after the second Jane 
stepped onto the lawn, where she could 
be bit by chiggers, she knew, if she didn’t 
have her shoes on. 

But she did have them on. That was 
a relief. She wasn’t always so responsi-
ble, but this time she seemed to have 
done the right thing. She was by now 
some distance from the house. Did her 
mother know she was out here? But she 
was a grownup; a grownup is allowed 
to take a walk now and then, if she wants 
to. Two pecan trees had always stood 
in her grandmother’s back yard, and 
now, as she approached them, she dis-
covered that they had companions—
they were the start of a grove she had 
for some reason never explored. The 
trees had recently flowered, and the lawn 
under their branches was littered with 
dusty, brittle catkins. She turned down 
a broad but crooked double file of the 
trees. The sun was setting, and there 
was an amber, slanting light. It was the 
end of the day the way the steps had 
been the end of her grandmother’s world. 
There was that feeling of coming to the 
last part of something. Of letting go. 

She walked between the two rows 
of trees, which sloped gently downhill. 
Could all of this land really belong to 
her grandmother? Jane was quite far 
from the house at this point. She won-
dered if there were as many pecan trees 
in this grove as there were stars in the 
flag of Texas, which, in her mind, at that 
moment, numbered fifty, in the way 



dreams sometimes have of quietly con-
tradicting reality. Maybe the land be-
longed to the state. Maybe that was why 
there was so much of it undeveloped 
right here in the center of town. If there 
was water on the property, there might 
be a conservation easement—and no 
sooner did she have this thought than 
she heard water, and saw the falloff 
where a creek had undermined the earth 
and eaten it away. 

Just before the falloff, a station wagon 
was parked. It was such an old-fash-
ioned car. Who drove a station wagon 
anymore? The grass around it didn’t 
have the folded-over look of grass that 
has been recently driven on, so the sta-
tion wagon must have been parked there 
for a while. She cupped her eyes to look 
in the window: in the back seat, a baby 
girl was pushing down with her feet 
and shoulders, arching up her tummy. 
The baby was hers. Oh, my mother will 
be so happy to have a baby, finally, she 
thought. The little girl was lying on a 
fuzzy lavender bunting that had been 
unzipped into a blanket. The bunting 
had paws and ears. The little girl’s eyes 
were the color of the meat of a pecan, 
and her skin and hair were the colors 
of the shell of one. Who was the little 
girl’s father, then? That Jane couldn’t 
remember seemed like a kind of joke. 
It would come to her. Of course, she 
shouldn’t have left the little girl alone 
all this time. Was the girl all right? She 
seemed all right. Jane would have to be 
careful to introduce her to her mother 
in such a way that her mother’s first im-
pression was of how beautiful she was. 
Jane opened one of the station wagon’s 
back doors, to climb inside. To be with 
her daughter.

As Jane lifted her second foot off the 
ground, there was a click and then a 
shuttling sound, which must have been 
the parking brake coming somehow un-
hitched, maybe because of the weight 
that her body added to the car. Or maybe 
the creek had undermined more of the 
ground than she had realized. The car 
was lurching. 

She opened her eyes and sat up. 
Lindy had come home. He never put 
the parking brake on. He was a silhou-
ette against the triangle of light that 
was falling out of the utility closet. 
“Lindy?” she asked. His head was 
hunched forward and his right arm was 

out. He was pointing something at her. 
A gun. Her gun? She looked away. She 
would have given him anything he asked 
for. There was a sudden light.

She tried to get up. It felt like she was 
wearing one of those lead blankets 

they put over your lap before they take 
an X-ray. Her legs felt so heavy she 
couldn’t move them. One of her hands 
was heavy like her legs, but she was able 
to raise the other one, she discovered. 
For some reason it was wet.

Her left hand.
Sun was cutting in along the sides 

of the blinds of the bedroom windows. 
Her left hand was red and glittering 
like a hand a baby has put in its mouth.

Her ears were ringing. The morning 
sun made it hard to be sure, but it looked 
like the light in the hall utility closet 
was off now. She extended her left hand, 
which seemed to be the only one that 
was working, toward her phone, but, 
because she had to reach it across her 
body, she could only just barely touch 
the bedside table. Digging her left hand 
into the bed, she scooted herself closer. 

There was a sharp pain in her neck. 
Her head had dipped to the side while 
she was scooting and was crooked. She 
reached her left hand up to straighten 
it and there was that eerie half-numb 
feeling: her hand could feel her head, 
the hair strangely matted, but her head 
couldn’t feel the touch of her hand. She 
balanced her head on the stem of her 
neck as if it were a thing. As if it were 
a wobbly pumpkin. Like in “Ozma of 
Oz.” She reached again for her phone. 
Now she was close enough. She brought 

it to her face with the charging cable 
still attached. 

It didn’t recognize her. With the 
thumb of the hand with which she was 
holding it, she tried to tap her passcode, 
but her thumb was sticky and smeared 
the screen. It was blood, she realized. 
That was what was on her hand. She 
tried to wipe her thumb on her cami-
sole, but her camisole was slick with it, 
too. She wondered how much she had 
lost. She found a dry spot of sheet. She 
rubbed dry her thumb and the screen 
of her phone. The cable slipped out of 
the socket at the bottom of the phone 
and slithered away from her and off the 
bed. She tried again to tap her code. 
But her hand was trembling so hard 
that she mistyped. 

No one wanted her. No one had ever 
wanted her, and everyone knew it. No 
one was waiting for her to call. She let 
hand and phone collapse together on 
the wet stomach of her camisole. She 
took a few breaths. She had been taught 
to take breaths. 

Then she rubbed the phone dry 
again and one more time, very slowly, 
she tapped.

As the call was going through—she 
hoped the signal was strong enough—
two bars—it occurred to her that she 
might not be able to speak.

“Please state your emergency,” the 
dispatcher said. The town contracted 
the work out, so it wasn’t anyone she 
knew. 

“He shot me,” she said. Something 
flooded her as she said it. A kind of 
relief.

She stayed conscious and the 
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dispatcher kept her talking until the 
police broke down the front door for 
the E.M.T.s. 

When a nurse came in, she was 
feeling her scalp where it wasn’t 

bandaged. There was a soft stubble. 
She was feeling with her left hand. She 
was in a white room, and it was mid-

day, and no one had lowered the blind.
“Do you want to sit up?” the nurse 

asked.
She was able to nod. When she 

touched the bandages on her head, they 
felt cool and dry, like diapers, and they 
made a similar rustling sound against 
the pillowcase as she nodded.

The idea of diapers reminded her 

of the baby in her dream. She was prob-
ably never going to have a baby.

The nurse held down a button that 
made the bed hum and slowly perform 
a kind of sit-up. “We’ve been keeping 
your head elevated, but we can go a lit-
tle higher now that you’re awake.”

“Brown,” she said. It was the nurse’s 
name.

ITALIAN LESSON

the boy plays with the wooden horse       il ragazzo gioca con il cavallo di legno
the seasons change       le stagioni cambiano
I have never seen a volcano       non ho mai visto un vulcano
we need wood for the fire       abbiamo bisogno di legno per il fuoco
the wet wood is not good       il legno bagnato non è buono
he saw smoke in the sky       ha visto fumo nel cielo
then it is a volcano       allora è un vulcano
there is sand in my shoes       c’è sabbia nelle mie scarpe
the children build sandcastles       i bambini costruiscono i castelli di sabbia
the clouds were getting darker       le nuvole stavano diventando più scure
we could see nothing but fog       non vedevamo niente a parte la nebbia
the fog is a cloud on the ground       la nebbia è una nuvola sulla terra
the fog doesn’t let us see anything       la nebbia non ci lascia vedere nulla
there is a flower on the bed       c’è un fiore sul letto    
there is a flower on the table       c’è un fiore sul tavolo  
we are in the forest       siamo nella foresta  
it is dangerous to swim in this lake       è pericoloso nuotare in questo lago   
I have only a small garden       ho solo un piccolo giardino    
we can hear the ocean from here       possiamo sentire l’oceano da qua   
where do you see the moon?       dove vedi la luna?   
she sees the sea        lei vede il mare     
the climate in the mountains is different       il clima nelle montagne è diverso 
it could rain this evening       potrebbe piovere stasera 
the rain follows me everywhere       la pioggia mi segue dappertutto       
he sees the sky       lui vede il cielo      
the region has many rivers       la regione ha molti fiumi     
are you lost? heaven is far from here       ti sei perso? il paradiso è lontano da qua       
which planet are you on?       su quale pianeta ti trovi?  
the sea is not blue today       il mare non è azzurro oggi   
the storm has passed       il temporale è passato
in autumn the moon is beautiful       in autunno la luna è bella
the snake waits under the rock       il serpente aspetta sotto la roccia
the children play in the snow in December       i bambini giocano nella neve a dicembre
the snow is beautiful       la neve è bellissima 
this morning we go to look at the sunrise       questa mattina andiamo a guardare l’alba
there wasn’t a cloud in the sky       non c’era una nuvola nel cielo
the sea, the hills, the little mountains       il mare, le colline, le piccole montagne
yesterday I went fishing in the river       ieri sono andata a pescare nel fiume
the sun this evening is not yellow it is orange        il sole stasera non è giallo è arancione
how many stars do you see?       quante stelle vedi?     

there are many stars in the universe       ci sono molte stelle nell’universo

—Cynthia Zarin
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“Well, bless your heart.”
“Church.”
“I thought you looked familiar. Don’t 

tell anyone, but I haven’t been in ages.”
“Nee,” she said. She meant Me, nei-

ther. The woman seemed to understand. 
“Now, are you in any pain, dear?”
“Ow.”
“I imagine. They say it feels like get-

ting beat up. You’ve had a little some-
thing for it already today but you let 
me know if you need any more. Now 
I’m here to take off your dressing for 
a minute because the doctor wants to 
see how things are healing. Then I’ll 
fix you right back up again.”

Jane bowed her head. With a pair 
of bright shears, the nurse sliced away 
a nest of white tape and gauze. Jane 
looked to see if it was stained but the 
nurse as a professional seemed to be 
indifferent. 

“Your husband was in this morn-
ing,” the nurse said, conversationally.

“No.”
“No?”
“Stay.”
“I can only stay a little bit. But I’ll 

say no visitors. Is that what you mean? 
What about your mother? She came 
by yesterday, I think.”

“No.”
“O.K., nobody at all just yet. I 

understand.”
He shot me, Jane thought, but the 

words had lost something. 
“I’ll just clean you up a little,” the 

nurse said, and, with a cotton swab that 
had been dipped in something cool, 
she wiped short gentle radii that con-
verged on a site behind and above Jane’s 
left temple.

He shot me, she repeated to herself. 
Because of her job, she knew, unlike 
most people, that bad things do some-
times happen. A defendant had once 
taken a knife out of one of his boots 
and stuck her with it. It had been a 
surprise. It had seemed almost to be a 
surprise to him, too. Most people did 
what they could to avoid having to 
know that something like that could 
happen in the world they lived in.

“Almost done here,” the nurse in-
formed her. And then she started daub-
ing another site, on the back of Jane’s 
head on the right.

“Two?” Jane asked, in alarm.
“No,” the nurse said. “Back here is 

where Dr. Whitmire took it out. It ran 
around the inside from the front to the 
back, is what they think happened, in-
stead of going through. Like a marble 
in a can. You’re very lucky.”

At that moment the doctor came 
in, the skirts of his coat flouncing. “Jim 
Whitmire,” he said. “I had the honor 
of being your surgeon the other night.”

“Yeah,” Jane said.
The doctor looked at the nurse.
“She recognized me,” the nurse  

told him. 
“From when she came in?” the doc-

tor asked.
“From church.”
“Bi-den,” Jane said.
“Biden?” the doctor echoed.
The nurse laughed. “I think she 

means she knows who the President is.”
The doctor inspected his cutting 

and sewing. “I’m very happy with the 
way the surface incisions are healing,” 
he said. “What we did is, we had to 
neaten things up a little here in front—
there were some fragments that had 
splintered and weren’t going to mend—
and then in back we had to do a little 
procedure where we removed a small 
circular section, for access.”

“Back.”
“Well, you can’t put that sort of thing 

back, but, once we took the bullet out, 
we put a metal disk in place that’s just 
as strong as bone, maybe even stron-
ger, and the nice thing about a good 
head of hair like yours is, once it grows 
in, no one will ever know.”

“Show.”
“I can show you, yes.” He scooted 

his chair away from her bed and in a 
drawer found two hand mirrors with 
white plastic handles. “Now, if I hold 
this one behind your head and Kim-
berley holds the other one in front of 
you . . .”

“Me,” Jane said, reaching for one of 
the mirrors herself.

“There’s been some swelling,” he 
cautioned.

The features of the face in the mir-
ror were distorted. The left temple was 
a taut purple pouch that sagged over 
and almost closed the left eye. The pouch 
was crossed by three curving seams that 
were knotted shut with railroad tracks 
of black wiry thread. Elsewhere on the 
face the skin was yellow. Even the mouth 
was askew, the lips unevenly enlarged. 

She realized they were waiting for 
her. She looked in her mirror for the 
mirror the doctor was holding.

“That’s right,” the doctor said, when 
he saw that she had aligned the angles.

Her mother trundled a chair into 
the room. “Look what they did 

to you.”
Did she mean the doctors? Jane won-

dered. She closed her eyes for a moment.
“You know, they told me you might 

not make it,” her mother said. “When 
they called me that morning. I was so 
upset. To think I might lose my baby.” 
She pulled a crumpled bandanna out 
of her purse and blew her nose. “They 
haven’t found him yet. They’re calling 
him the intruder. I don’t think they can 
have tried very hard to find him, be-
cause how do they know what they’re 
looking for. They’ll be looking for 
someone who shouldn’t be here, and 
there’s been so much of that lately. They 
haven’t even found the gun.”

“Mine.”
“They’re pretty sure it was yours. But 

it’s probably on a bus to New York by 
now. Oh, I shouldn’t be talking about all 
this to you, should I? About all these hor-
rible things. Are they taking good care 
of you? I would have brought you some-
thing if I had known you were awake.”

“Fine.”
“You’ll tell me if you need anything, 

you hear.”
Jane shook her head, but then she 

did think of something. “Gray.”
“Gray?” her mother echoed, won-

deringly. “Gray hasn’t been seen, but I 
think Joe and Meryl are still putting 
out food for him, at the back door. Don’t 
you worry. Cats have a way.”

Joe and Meryl were Lindy’s parents.
“They’ve been so good,” her mother 

continued. “They went over and cleaned 
up, right after the ambulance took you 
away. Lindy must have called them. He 
was so upset. Nobody thought you 
would want to come home to that mess.”

“Phone,” she said to Brown after 
her mother was gone.

“I don’t know why we haven’t brought 
you a TV.”

“Phone,” she repeated.
“I’ll ask Dr. Whitmire where they 

put your personal effects.”
When Jane asked for Brown a 
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little later, however, she was told  
the nurse had gone home for the  
day.

She was resting after having brushed 
her own teeth for the first time when 

she looked up and saw Lindy.
His hair was slick from having just 

showered. His eyes had a quizzical 
expression.

“Janey,” he said.
She tried to make a noise, but the 

croak that came out wasn’t loud enough 
and sounded deliberate, in a confused 
way, rather than frightened. 

“Janey,” he said. “They haven’t found 
him yet.”

She started to unsnap the wires from 
the metal dots taped to her chest. An 
alarm began to gong and an orange 
rectangular light to flash. 

“What are you—” he asked.
A nurse came in. “What’s all this, 

sweetie? Did something come loose 
again?”

Jane pointed at Lindy.
“I was telling her we’re going to find 

him,” Lindy said. “I’m her husband.”
“Yes, sir,” the nurse said.
Jane’s still extended finger reminded 

her, and must have reminded him, of 
the way he had pointed the gun. “Go,” 
she said. 

“We’re going to find him,” Lindy 
repeated. “Don’t you worry.”

The nurse, holding against her 
bosom the drooping spray of white-
coated wires that Jane had detached, 
seemed to be waiting for a cue.

“Go,” Jane whispered.
“Now, Janey, don’t be ugly,” Lindy 

said. “I’ll come back when she’s feel-
ing better,” he told the nurse.

When the current sheriff, the one 
who had replaced Lindy’s fa-

ther, finally visited, Jane was in the cor-
ridor outside her room, practicing walk-
ing, an aide at her side.

“Paul,” she said. 
“Janey, I’m so sorry.”
He fell into step behind her, her 

aide, and her rattling I.V. stand. In her 
room, she sat down on the side of her 
hospital bed. 

“Tell me what happened that night, 
Janey.” He took out a steno pad.

“Late,” she said.
“It was late.”

“Lindy.”
“Lindy was late.” 
She nodded. 
“And then?” he prompted.
“Left.”
“He left. He came home late and 

then he left again. For the motel, I’m 
assuming. And then?”

“Back.”
“He came back? Lindy came back. 

About what time?”
She shook her head. Raising her left 

hand in the shape of a pistol, she shot 
it at the sheriff.

“Are you sure it was Lindy? Did you 
get a good look at him? Did you see 
his face?”

She didn’t reply.
“Janey, I want to be able to help you.”
“Lindy,” she said.
“O.K.,” the sheriff said. “But you’ve 

stood long enough in enough court-
rooms. Is there any way it could have 
been someone else?”

It hadn’t been, but she saw the prob-
lem. “Brain,” she said.

“That’s going to be a concern. Dr. 
Whitmire says memories can get con-
fused when something like this hap-
pens. You ask a question, and the pa-
tient just names the last person they 
saw. Doesn’t matter the question.”

“No,” she said.
“I understand,” the sheriff said. “I 

hear you.”
“Scene,” she said.
“Nobody saw Lindy leave the motel. 

Is that what you’re asking? No one saw 
him move his truck. Of course, I sup-
pose he could have walked to your place 
and back if he walked fast enough.”

“Scene,” she repeated. “Scene.”
“Oh, scene, yes. Joe and Meryl did 

clean it up. They meant well. They just 
thought . . .”

Jane looked at her hands. “Scene,” she 
said one more time, bitterly. “Sheriff.”

“He did use to be sheriff,” Paul 
agreed. “And so he should have known 
better. I’m sorry, Janey.”

She shook her head. 

A fter Jane was discharged, she rented 
a place in a nice part of town. A 

woman who had spent a few years in 
California had turned her garage into 
an apartment. It had a stove and a re-
frigerator and a shower.

Gray never turned up, but Jane didn’t 

mind being on her own. She slept with 
her gun on her bedside table now, next 
to her phone. 

She recovered her ability to put 
words together into sentences, but she 
could do it only by precipitating her-
self into a strange hurry, in which she 
seemed to lose track of the endings of 
words, as if her mind grew impatient 
and as soon as a word was launched 
stopped paying attention to it. On 
Mondays and Wednesdays, she went 
to see a speech therapist at a brain-in-
jury rehabilitation unit. It was in a new 
wing of the medical center, with glass 
walls and gray carpets. On Tuesdays 
and Thursdays, she saw a physical ther-
apist in the same unit, and they worked 
on her right hand and her right side, 
generally, as well as her balance. The 
medical center was in the county seat, 
so her drive there was almost the same 
as the one she used to make every day 
to the courthouse. She still went past 
the Old Spot. 

Her favorite day was Friday, when 
they had a kind of art class at the unit. 
The teacher had just graduated from 
college; she had long blond hair that 
she kept pinned up on top of her head 
as if she were an old lady. There were 
usually three or four patients in the 
room. One woman still had hair as 
short as Jane’s and slurred her words, 
but otherwise you would never know, 
from looking at them. Unless you could 
tell just from their being adults who 
were playing in the middle of the day 
on a weekday. 

Her and Lindy’s old place was listed 
but hadn’t sold yet, and the mail was 
being forwarded to her garage apart-
ment. One day a notice came saying 
that a life-insurance policy in her name 
was about to be cancelled because the 
premiums hadn’t been paid. Jane had 
never heard of this policy, and she had 
her mother call. It turned out that the 
policy had been taken out a month be-
fore the shooting. That was enough for 
the sheriff but not for the D.A., who 
said it would have made sense to in-
sure her—she was the one who had a 
job with the county and a reliable sal-
ary that even came with health insur-
ance. Lindy’s lawyers, the D.A. said, 
would argue that her memory of the 
policy had been interrupted, just like 
her memory of that night had been. 
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She could attempt a civil case if she 
wanted, but he worked for the taxpay-
ers and couldn’t bring a criminal case 
he didn’t think he could win. They 
might still find that intruder. 

In order to bring a civil case, she 
would need to be able to persuade a 
lawyer to take a chance. But there were 
no assets, on Lindy’s side, to make a 
chance worthwhile.

That Friday, the teacher brought in 
modelling clay, which came in bars the 
size of sticks of butter. She gave Jane 
a pale-yellow one. What are we mak-
ing? Jane asked. Vegetables, the teacher 
said. Flower? the woman who slurred 
her words asked. You can make a flower 
if you prefer, the teacher allowed.

Warm the clay up, the teacher sug-
gested, by shaping it first into a ball 
and then into a pancake. And then into 
a ball and then into a pancake again.

The cold, thick compound resisted 
the immediate pressure of Jane’s fin-
gers. This is good for us, she thought. 
It’s good for our nerves and muscles 
to have this feedback. It’s good to push 
our hands into and against a substance 
that doesn’t give in right away. Like the 
old politician who fixed his stammer 
by loading pebbles into his mouth. The 
color of her clay, and maybe an asso-
ciation with the idea of butter, made 
Jane think of an ear of corn. She pulled 
on the mass in her hands to make it 
into a cylinder, but it came out with 
one end much fatter than the other, 
more lopsided than an ear of corn. She 
rolled it against the table. It reminded 
her of something. A carrot? A turnip. 
A turnip was tapered like that. She 
started smudging even more of the 
matter toward the thicker end of the 
cylinder. The thicker end could be the 
fat head of the turnip.

“The fat ass of the possum.”
Had she spoken? No one was re-

sponding. She hoped she hadn’t. For a 
moment, she was a little afraid to touch 
the clay.

Maybe her cylinder had come out 
uneven because her right hand was still 
so much weaker. 

She hadn’t really disliked the pos-
sum, is the thing. She gathered a lump 
from the front of her cylinder into a 
little spade-shaped head, and she 
tweezed a tail out of the rear. The tail 
got too thin and fell off, and she had 

to reattach it. From the sides and the 
bottom she pinched four paws.

That’s a funny-looking potato, the 
man next to her said. He didn’t mean 
any harm.

The making was a kind of remem-
bering. Who had she been, when she 
saw the possum? Was she still that per-
son? Her brain had been changed, and 
she had been changed, in the way you 
always are when something happens to 
you. The night she saw the possum, she 
hadn’t known she was in any danger. She 
had just been living. She hadn’t under-
stood she wasn’t wanted, any more than 
a possum did. She had been living, like 
the possum, in a kind of night world. 

In order to get the shape of the an-
imal more or less right—in order to 
feel her way—she imagined herself 
holding the animal, cradling it, as she 
worked. She imagined the feel of it at 
the same time that she was bringing it 
into being. Even though there wasn’t 
really anything sad about making a 
shape out of clay, a catch came into her 
throat, and for a moment she thought 
she might cry. Over an old sorrow. She 
wasn’t sure what. Something much older 
than Lindy. 

In the center of the table the teacher 
had scattered wooden tools for detail-
ing. At the end of one was a row of small 

wires, so that it was a kind of comb, and 
she began to give the creature a coat of 
fur by using the comb to gently stroke 
and ruffle the surface of the clay. She 
combed the creature’s back, rump, and 
belly. Because the creature’s head was 
still bare, it looked at this point a little 
like an armadillo. When she combed 
the head, to give it fur there, too, she 
had to be careful not to bend the head 
out of shape—it was made from a much 
smaller wedge of clay—so she worked 
even more slowly and gently. 

Once the fur on the head was fin-
ished, she took a wooden tool with a 
point and swirled in eyes. For ears, she 
flattened a bit from the tail into two 
tiny saucers that she folded slightly and 
fastened to the back of the head. In 
her dream, she remembered, her baby’s 
bunting had had paws and ears. She 
drew toes on her creature’s feet. 

It’s beautiful, the teacher said, when 
she came around the table to Jane. The 
other students oohed and ahed.

It was really good, to be honest. It 
was the first time since the shooting 
that something had made her happy. 
Before she smushed it back into a lump, 
she took a picture with her phone. 

“Call me conservative, but I like things the way they are.”

• •
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BAD DREAM
What was Surrealism really about?

BY JACKSON ARN

Y van Goll was born in 1891. In 
his twenties, he moved to Paris, 
where he wrote antiwar poetry 

and absurdist drama, met Picasso and 
Chagall, and gorged himself on the era’s 
avant-garde buffet. Photographs show 
us a laser-eyed face that is either wrap-
ping up a sneer or embarking on a new 
one. He looks like the kind of person 
who would pen an attack on the young 
rascals who called themselves Surreal-
ists, and, in 1924, he did. By making 
“Freud a new muse,” Goll wrote, Sur-
realists were “confusing art and psychi-
atry,” producing glib, trivial work that 
strained to “shock the public.” The good 
news was that it would “quickly disap-
pear from the scene.” I should add that 
Goll considered himself a Surrealist, 
and that he was jabbing at his rivals’ 
ideas in an issue of Surréalisme, the jour-
nal he founded. You should also know 
that he did the jabbing days before the 
poet André Breton published his first 
Surrealist manifesto.

Let’s assume, as a flurry of exhibi-
tions have this year, that the appear-
ance of Breton’s manifesto, a century 
ago, marks the birth of Surrealism as 
we know it. This would mean that peo-
ple have been trying to kill Surrealism 
since it was in the womb. Childhood 
was no less eventful: in 1930, members 
of the far-right League of Patriots in-
terrupted a screening of Luis Buñuel’s 
Surrealist film “L’Âge d’Or” to drop 
stink bombs and throw ink at the 
screen, which sounds suspiciously like 
a Surrealist stunt itself. Still harsher 
assaults came from within. In 1939, 
Breton, in his capacity as the leader  
of the group he’d defined, kicked out 

the world’s most famous Surrealist, 
Salvador Dalí, for being too flamboy-
ant, too right-wing, and (probably) too 
charismatic. René Magritte, maybe the 
most famous Surrealist not named Dalí, 
left to found his own spinoff. In 1968, 
pirate-costumed Yippies gathered out-
side MOMA to celebrate Surrealism 
and protest the lobotomized version 
trapped inside.

The paradox is that these endless at-
tacks didn’t ruin things; they seem to 
have made Surrealism indestructible, 
free to spread wherever it pleases. The 
screechy orange in “The Elephants” must 
have been a sight to see in 1948, when 
Dalí painted it, but now anybody can 
find it in the sky when California or 
Canada is on fire, or in the hair of the 
forty-fifth President, or on the Sphere, 
in Las Vegas, when it turns into a giant 
jack-o’-lantern. Illogic and uncanniness 
barely require pointing out; social media 
is a chorale of non sequiturs, and, for 
long chunks of the pandemic, time was 
measured by the melting-watch min-
utes of “The Persistence of Memory.” 
Only one kind of art has been whisked 
into the batter of our world until it fla-
vors everything.

But every kind of art, like every kind 
of person, has its own unconscious—
its own primal memories and guilty 
ambitions. Because Surrealism has al-
ways worn its nightmares on its sleeve, 
it can be hard to imagine anything else 
underneath. A snippet from Goll, the 
Surrealist leader who wasn’t, comes to 
mind, though: “Reality is the basis of 
all great art. Without it there is no life, 
no substance.” Much of art depicts a 
world we know and hints at the oth-

erworldly. What if Surrealism, beneath 
the burning giraffes and furry teacups, 
has always dreamed of waking up?

Let me begin by throwing some ink 
of my own: the first Surrealist man-

ifesto—Breton’s, not Goll’s—is a triumph 
of tediousness. I am not alone in feeling 
this way. “It’s actually a very boring doc-
ument,” the novelist Tom McCarthy said, 
speaking on behalf of the countless arty 
teen-agers who’ve fallen in love with 
Dalí, looked up the text that inspired 
him, and lost interest by page 2. Those 
who stick with it will find Breton defin-
ing Surrealism as “psychic automatism 
in its pure state, by which one proposes 
to express . . . the actual functioning of 
thought,” and vowing to resolve dreams 
and waking life by restoring a sense of 
“the marvelous” to the latter. The move-
ment owed lots to the Dadaist artists 
who emerged during the First World 
War, and who pledged themselves to 
nonsense as fervidly as wise, levelheaded 
civilization had pledged itself to mass 
slaughter. It owed at least as much to 
Freud, whose work Breton had studied 
as a young medical student, and to the 
poet Guillaume Apollinaire, who coined 
the term in 1917 but graciously left most 
of the explaining to others.

At first, words held more sway over 
Surrealism than images did, but within 
a few years artists of all stripes had joined 
up. The movement’s devotion to the plea-
sure principle can’t have hurt, and soon 
it had constructed a series of monuments 
to its own drooly libido: Man Ray’s pho-
tographs of Lee Miller; Max Ernst’s chi-
meric nudes; most of Dalí. Same-sex de-
sire, you can deduce from this list, was 
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A detail from “Self-Portrait (Inn of the Dawn Horse),” by Leonora Carrington, one of the movement’s greatest works.
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low among the freedoms Breton sought 
to celebrate—he accused male homo-
sexuals of “mental and moral deficiency.” 
Female Surrealists fared somewhat bet-
ter, though the most talented ones were 
often conscripted into being their hus-
bands’ muses.

The exalted subconscious, the spurn-
ing of reason—these are the precepts of 
Breton’s manifesto, familiar from any art-
history textbook. What the textbooks 
rarely report is that he begins by dunk-
ing on Dostoyevsky—specifically, a short 
description of a room from “Crime and 
Punishment.” The room is small, and 
outfitted with yellowish furniture, yellow 
wallpaper, muslin curtains, and gerani-
ums in the windows. That’s it, more or 
less; the writing isn’t great, but far from 
terrible. To Breton, however, this passage 
demonstrates what’s so wretched about 
realism in art: it dares to wallow in ev-
eryday reality, the stuff that he calls “the 
empty moments of my life.” All avant-
gardes need a devil. Surrealism, via faith 
in the id’s boundless originality, was meant 
to save our souls from endless stacks of 
“school-boy description,” so clichéd that 
Dostoyevsky could have taken them from 
“some stock catalogue.” 

It is hard to trust a writer who hates 
Dostoyevsky, let alone one who thinks 
that the author of “The Grand Inquis-
itor” wrote realist Mad Libs. But Breton 
was an odd duck, forever f litting be-
tween polemic and clenched restraint: 
apparently, the man who trumpeted the 
aesthetics of louche, feral freedom had 
no taste for drugs, brothels, or staying 
out late. Even in his heyday, when his 
charisma could vaporize entire careers, 
fellow-Surrealists mocked his prim-
ness—he insisted on kissing women on 
the hand, a custom only slightly hipper 
a century ago than it is today. Still, some-
one had to drive the bus. In “Why Sur-
realism Matters” (Yale), published ear-
lier this year, Mark Polizzotti does an 
elegant job of defending Breton, as well 
he might, having also authored a seven-
hundred-page biography of the poet. 
“We have to wonder,” he writes, “whether 
Breton’s tendency to hold back was pre-
cisely what allowed him to sustain the 
Surrealist group for almost half a cen-
tury, and to ensure its legacy.”

Pluck this man out of Surrealism’s his-
tory, and he takes plenty with him. Yes, 
Breton did too much plucking himself—

not just Dalí but Antonin Artaud, Georges 
Bataille, and other mutinous geniuses—
and, yes, he wasted years on a merger 
with the Communist Party that, with the 
benefit of hindsight, seems doomed from 
Day One. But he evangelized as much 
as he excommunicated. One of the ex-
plicit aims of the Met’s 2021 mega-survey 
“Surrealism Beyond Borders” was to tell 
a story of a global movement without 
Breton (or anyone else) at the center, but 
it left him looking more central than ever: 
the Johnny Appleseed of id art, spread-
ing it to Mexico and Martinique, lectur-
ing on it in New Haven and Port-au-
Prince, and rousing the great Chicago 
Surrealist Ted Joans to undertake a pil-
grimage to Paris, where the two men 
bumped into each other at a bus stop.

Central doesn’t have to mean most 
important. In this case, it may not even 
mean most coherent. The complaint is 
often made that what we now call sur-
real has been watered down to the point 
of senselessness, as though it were once 
a strict, bulleted ideology, when the fact 
is that Surrealism was always a sly com-
bination of specific and vague. In his bi-
ography, Polizzotti praises Breton’s man-
ifesto for making Surrealism sound both 
woozy and clinical, arming it with the 
double authority of the poet and the doc-
tor. Goll had already pointed out that 
these two didn’t go together; his mistake 
was to assume that this was a weakness 
instead of the beguiling imperfection that 
inspired a century of riffs and revisions.

Examining Surrealist art, one is often 
relieved that Breton never decided ex-
actly what it was. Have another look at 
his definition—how would it even work 
for visual art? Can any painting evince 
pure psychic automatism? An abstract 
splatter, maybe, except that Breton had 
trouble admitting that abstraction could 
be Surrealist. And yet Surrealism, like the 
Roman Empire or Amazon, had an ex-
traordinary knack for absorbing its dis-
senters. The finest thing in “Surrealism 
Beyond Borders” may have been a paint-
ing by the Ethiopian Armenian artist 
Skunder Boghossian, “Night Flight of 
Dread and Delight” (1964), which shows 
a bird fluttering over a landscape, its eyes 
two more celestial bodies in a sky ready 
to burst with them. The paradox (Surre-
alism, you’ll have noticed, is all paradoxes) 
is that this image’s dreamy, figurative bits 
may well be its least surreal—my eyes al-

ways sink to the lower right-hand cor-
ner, where the frenzy of dots becomes 
totally, gleefully abstract. This isn’t the 
Surrealism that Breton prescribed; it’s far 
more surreal than that, too sloshed on 
the sheer possibilities of paint to care 
whether it’s staying true to psychic au-
tomatism. Half of all writers, per the old 
joke, try to imitate Hemingway, while 
the other half try not to. Surrealism’s trick 
was to jolt painters like Boghossian into 
embracing its tenets and moving past 
them on the same canvas.

Surrealism’s contradictions burn hot-
test in paintings, which make up  

the better portion of one of the year’s 
major centennial shows, “IMAGINE! 100 
Years of International Surrealism.” I saw 
it at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts, 
in Brussels, but it will move to Paris, in 
September, and after that to Hamburg, 
Madrid, and Philadelphia, shedding and 
gaining works along the way. The Brus-
sels curators were as shamelessly Euro-
pean in their selections as the Met’s were 
doggedly international, featuring a group 
of largely canonical names and classify-
ing their creations by motif: the forest, 
the labyrinth, and so on.

There is a dryness to much Surreal-
ist art, as though a hallucination were 
being recounted in monotone. One vir-
tue of “IMAGINE!” was its attention to 
this quality, putting Surrealism side by 
side with its kooky uncle, Belgian Sym-
bolism, the fin-de-siècle aesthetic of 
Jean Delville, Fernand Khnopff, and 
William Degouve de Nuncques, all of 
whom delighted in depicting mythic 
figures and objects with a shimmery 
mystery that can come off as merely 
schlocky. De Nuncques’s “The Enchanted 
Forest” (1896) is all glow and shadow, 
hinting at some vast secret. Surrealist 
treatments of the same subject, like “Land-
scape,” Magritte’s sylvan scene from 1927, 
or “Undergrowth,” André Masson’s from 
a few years earlier, hold less back: the se-
crets arrive in broad daylight, one frank 
brushstroke at a time. Stylistic peacock-
ery in general is rarer than you might ex-
pect—walking through the exhibition, I 
wasn’t often struck by a provocative color 
contrast, a virtuosic line, a deft impasto 
patch. The “how” of these images steals 
very few scenes from the “what.”

As for the “what”: to the best of my 
recollection, I have never dreamed about 
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the desert, even though I spent the first 
eighteen years of my life in one. I say 
this because the Surrealists sometimes 
appear to have dreamed about little else. 
Psychic automatism is a dubious tech-
nique but a splendid alibi, enabling many 
of the artists in the exhibition to get away 
with imagery that, if not outright cliché, 
looks a lot like it. In “The Women’s Up-
rising” (1940), Rita Kernn-Larsen gives 
trees breasts and curvy hips; tree-women 
also star in paintings by Méret Oppen-
heim and Paul Delvaux, though they’re 
perhaps slightly outnumbered by all the 
bird-women, and both are severely out-
numbered by the deserts. Once you start 
to notice these, it is hard to stop. Poeti-
cally barren landscapes—gravelly in front, 
mountainous in back, tired all over—fig-
ure in paintings by Delvaux, Dalí, Mar-
ion Adnams, and Yves Tanguy, and also 
Ramses Younan and Adnan Muyassar, 
if we count the Met show. Freud got 
many things wrong, but projection wasn’t 
one: Surrealism, which talked so tough 
about realism’s silly conventions, ended 
up with enough of its own that they may 
as well have been—how should I put 
this?—taken from some stock catalogue.

The marvellous, to be fair, is a tricky 
thing to promote. The more successful 
the promoting, the less marvellous the 
results. Everybody knows this from living 
in the current millennium, but “I2AGINE!” 
provides a concentrated refresher: most 
of its wonders come fast and fade faster, 
disrupting nothing but one another. I’ve 
had a similar feeling while messing around 
with DALL-E, the Surrealist-named A.I. 
system that translates text descriptions 
into glassy images. It’s miraculous, and 
boring in its miracles—the ease with 
which the technology vomits up content 
exactly mirrors the ease with which I get 
weary of it. Maybe I’m ungrateful, or 
maybe the id gets tedious when invited 
to speak too freely. Call this the deepest 
paradox of Surrealism: the voice of the 
unconscious, whether babbling away in 
comments sections, ads, or Presidential 
debates, is the dullest one on the planet.

Surrealism can take a few hits, proba-
bly needs them. Chisel away what’s 

lacklustre, and you are left with the good, 
more lustrous than ever. The final galler-
ies of “I2AGINE!,” devoted to the motif 
of the cosmos, attempt to end the story 
with a flourish. They don’t, and the prob-

lem has nothing to do with curation.
“Instead of creating a magical world,” 

the onetime Surrealist Barnett Newman 
wrote, “the Surrealists succeeded only in 
illustrating it.” Fair enough, but only if 
you accept that their goal was to find 
wonder in galaxies, or to fill landscapes 
with flying apples and tiny trains. These 
were the sorts of things that first attracted 
me, like so many others, to Magritte’s 
paintings. When I look now, 
I’m indifferent to the obvi-
ously surreal bits but awed by 
the ordinary, utilitarian real-
ities—the streets, the bowler 
hats, the neat bourgeois in-
teriors. On the surface, it’s 
perplexing that plain, un-
adorned tobacco pipes show 
up in so many Surrealist 
works: Magritte’s paintings 
of pipes that aren’t, of course, 
as well as Man Ray’s photographs and 
the wooden boxes of bric-a-brac assem-
bled by Joseph Cornell. But have you ever 
seen—really, deeply seen—a pipe? I’m not 
sure I had before getting acquainted with 
the various examples in Cornell, none of 
which will ever tar a set of lungs again. 
Pale, lopsided creatures, they have noth-
ing to do anymore but occupy their cor-
ners of Cornell’s zoo. To seem surreal, 
mundane things don’t need to be trans-
formed, exactly, just allowed to breathe.

We’re arriving at our final paradox. 
Breton spent more than forty years de-
scribing Surrealism, spreading its doc-
trine, expelling anyone who challenged 
him—and, after all that, Surrealism 
turned out like the version Goll wrote 
about in 1924, while Breton was still get-
ting warmed up. You can think of the 
difference in terms of wallpaper. When 
Breton read about the stuff in “Crime 
and Punishment,” he saw something for 
Surrealists to skip over. Goll saw the es-
sence of life, and art—the greatest cre-
ators, he hoped, could bow down to “the 
simplest, the most worthless object,” even 
“a piece of wallpaper, in its full reality.” 

Where are we with Surrealism, then? 
Quite possibly in the same plain 

little room where we began. The light-
ing is clear, the walls straight, the cor-
ners decorously right-angled. Something 
is off, but psychoanalysis won’t help us.

An early painting by Leonora Car-
rington, among her most famous, is set 

in the kind of room I’m talking about—
may, in fact, be a painting of this room. 
The title, “Self-Portrait (Inn of the Dawn 
Horse),” doesn’t clarify much. Nor does 
the image, not right away: Carrington, 
sitting in a blue chair on the right, could 
be the main character or one of the many 
ingredients in the scene’s stew. She began 
the painting in 1937, a few months into 
her twenties, and shortly after she’d met 

her soon-to-be lover Max 
Ernst. Five years later, by 
which time Ernst had left 
her for Peggy Guggenheim, 
she relocated to Mexico, 
where she’d spend most of 
her remaining sixty-nine 
years. Gusts of activity and 
passivity blow through her 
biography; one feels them 
in this painting, too. The 
seated figure’s glare adver-

tises control of everything around her: 
the hyena to her right, the wooden rock-
ing horse above her, the actual horse 
seen through the draped window be-
hind her. Her right hand is raised, as 
though we’ve interrupted her in mid-
abracadabra, but her left rests on her 
chair with a peculiar tensed caution. 

If you didn’t know what gravity was 
and had only “Self-Portrait” to guide you, 
you might guess that it tugs downward 
but gets bored easily. Carrington could 
be sitting in her chair or barely touch-
ing it, the way that the rocking horse 
could be attached to the wall or just hov-
ering nearby. It’s the room itself, the calm 
Euclidean certainties of reddish floor 
tiles and bluish walls, that makes these 
mysteries palpable. You can get used to 
the hyena, the most conspicuously Sur-
realist thing about this painting, but the 
room refuses to be tamed. Notice, for in-
stance, the smudge on the lower left-
hand side, where there should be more 
tiles; Carrington seems to have painted 
something there, reconsidered, and moved 
on without bothering to paint the floor 
back, though doing so probably wouldn’t 
have taken more than a few minutes. It’s 
the strangest part of the image by far, if 
not the strangest thing a Surrealist ever 
painted: ordinary, three-dimensional 
space that could be occupied by any-
thing, at any time. The world that the 
finest Surrealists succeeded in illustrat-
ing, in short, is the one we’ve always lived 
in. We still have a hard time noticing. 
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DIVORCE STORY
Sarah Manguso’s blow-by-blow account of a fracturing marriage.

BY PARUL SEHGAL

ILLUSTRATION BY ARD SU

Sex, like hemlines, follows fashions of 
its own, if novels are to be believed. 

The eighteen-hundreds was the peak era 
for the covert carriage assignation, and 
early-twentieth-century fiction revelled 
in sex al fresco—leave your britches on 
the riverbank, step right in for your 
marshy and mystical Lawrentian com-
munion. The nineteen-sixties saw some 
awestruck, and genuinely ghastly, odes 
to anal sex by Norman Mailer and James 
Salter (from “A Sport and a Pastime”: 
“She rolls over and in the full daylight 
he slowly inserts this gleaming declara-
tion”). Sadism bordering on snuff was all 
the rage in the nineties, in the work of 
Dennis Cooper, Heather Lewis, and Su-

sanna Moore. In the past decade, in what 
has been called the “millennial sex novel,” 
masochism had a heyday, as sad-eyed 
young women in books by Sally Rooney, 
Miranda Popkey, and Raven Leilani 
slouched forward with plaintive appeals 
to be hit and hurt, just a little. 

And lately? Lately, our heroines can’t 
keep their hands off themselves. The sig-
nature sex act du jour might be the fur-
tive solo session, at least according to 
new novels such as Miranda July’s “All 
Fours,” Eva Baltasar’s “Mammoth,” and 
Kimberly King Parsons’s “We Were the 
Universe.” “It’s not that I want to mas-
turbate in the vestibule of the Tiny Toads 
gymnastics class, specifically,” the narra-

tor of Parsons’s novel confesses—and yet. 
These scenes are very often fun, filthy, 
hot, and, frankly, a relief after so much 
doleful, droopy coupling. It might be 
overkill to mine them for meaning, but 
their signif icance feels overt: these 
self-sufficient women star in stories that 
are very often about self-understanding, 
about locating and reasserting an essen-
tial identity that’s drowning beneath the 
commotion of work and family life. It’s 
been the mood of the moment, to judge 
by the best-seller lists, on which July’s 
novel is one of many books about the 
marital crises of white women in their 
forties. Memoirs by Leslie Jamison, Mag-
gie Smith, and Lyz Lenz revise the well-
worn story in which art-making and 
child rearing are pitted against each other. 
Babies, it turns out, have been falsely ac-
cused; babies, these writers suggest, were 
never really to blame. It was the hus-
bands all along—husbands who were 
useless with the children and domestic 
duties, who themselves needed constant 
care, whose envy of their wives’ profes-
sional success could drip a slow stream 
of poison into the marriage. In “Splin-
ters,” Jamison recounts preparing for a 
nineteen-city book tour. Her husband at 
the time, also a writer, once told her, “I’ll 
be damned if I’m going to stand there 
holding your purse.” 

Jane, they’re singing your song. The 
narrator of Sarah Manguso’s new novel, 
“Liars” (Hogarth), lies awake next to her 
husband, dully, resentfully making her-
self come. “The smell of a woman’s cunt on 
her own fingers, I wrote in my notebook 
that night. It felt important,” she tells us. 
This is what passes for epiphany for the 
solemn, solitary Jane, who searches for 
self-knowledge in a woebegone key. She 
is in full wilt, exhausted by trying (and 
failing) to balance full-time parenthood 
with her work as a writer and a teacher, 
to say nothing of her constant itinerancy; 
she and her husband, John, move six 
times in eight years, as he founds (or is 
fired from) a series of businesses. Feck-
less, beautiful John. Jane desires him ter-
ribly—his heavy limbs and cedar smell, 
his “raucous black bloom of pubic hair”—
even as he squanders their money, even 
as he refuses to touch her. In the next 
room, she can hear him on the phone 
with another woman. Told in tight vi-
gnettes, gusts of fury, the novel is not so 
much the story of the slow implosion of Manguso’s narrator is in full wilt, exhausted by parenting and domestic duties.
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a marriage over the years as it is the black 
box found amid its wreckage, a play-by-
play accounting, from Jane’s point of view, 
of her own annihilation. 

You’ll recognize Jane. She’s a famil-
iar Manguso character—laconic, dead-
pan, elaborately controlled (at least at 
first)—if not a version of the author 
herself. Manguso’s middle name is Jane, 
and their lives overlap; several events in 
the novel have shown up in Manguso’s 
first memoir, “The Two Kinds of Decay” 
(2008), and in her autobiographical book 
“Ongoingness: The End of a Diary” 
(2015). The similarities don’t feel hid-
den or coy. Manguso has spoken of her 
husband abruptly leaving her, in 2020, 
and she gives John elements of his back-
ground and similar artistic ambitions. 

John worries about becoming a foot-
note in Jane’s biography. “He said he 
didn’t want to be the unsuccessful part-
ner of the successful person,” she says. 
“Then he apologized and said that he’d 
just wanted to be honest. I said, It was 
brave and considerate to tell me.” Unlike 
Jamison’s memoir, in which we see a 
loving relationship turn sour, “Liars” 
makes the rot in this marriage visible 
from the beginning. John does not con-
ceal his insecurity or entitlement. Jane, 
in turn, admits her contempt: “I noticed 
that he used the word phenomena as a 
singular noun, couldn’t spell the word 
necessary, couldn’t write a coherent para-
graph. Next to him, I was brilliant. Next 
to me, he was beautiful, charming, and 
initially capable of hiding all the things 
that, in my wrinkly little heart, made 
me consider him inferior.” His hapless-
ness confounds her. A framed picture 
falls on the floor one day and shatters. 
After sweeping up, John jokes, “Being 
an adult is really annoying.” “Had he 
never swept a floor?” Jane wonders. “I 
tucked away the little shard of the day 
because I couldn’t imagine that it could 
be true, that he would actually think 
what he appeared to be thinking.” In 
“Liars,” Jane empties her pockets and 
lets fall more than a decade’s worth of 
painstakingly hoarded splinters and 
shards. She begins to tally: “By noon I’d 
showered, dressed, tidied the house of 
John’s shoes and clothes, put away laun-
dry, swept the floor, watered the garden, 
moved boxes to the garage, cooked 
breakfast, eaten, done the dishes, taken 
out the recycling, handled correspon-

dence, and made the bed. John had got-
ten up and taken a shit.”

The book is a balance sheet. Jane doc-
uments a few serious, even scary episodes. 
She slaps him; he shoves her. On one oc-
casion, he is found drunk, passed out on 
a sidewalk; a terrified and heavily preg-
nant Jane mops up his vomit and tries to 
sleep on the floor of the emergency room 
as he is scanned for a brain bleed. The 
majority of the incidents, however, are 
what the writer Dawn Powell described 
as the “pinpricks” of domestic life. John 
washes most but not all of the dishes. 
John does the dishes, but he puts the re-
fillable seltzer bottles in the dishwasher 
and melts them. John forgets to clean the 
cutting boards. John forgets to buy the 
muesli. John arrives late to parties and 
forgets the gifts. John buys another stack 
of comic books and spends too much 
money on cheese again. John promises 
to vacuum but pleads back spasms. John 
spends forty dollars on sushi. John prom-
ises to be home before eleven o’clock to 
fuck Jane; at eleven o’clock, Jane, alone 
at home, begins washing the dishes.

Virtuous Jane! Jane spot-cleans, area-
cleans, rage-cleans, and nurses the baby 
seven times. Jane plays Mozart for the 
child. Jane plays “Rhapsody in Blue” for 
the child. Jane makes origami polyhedra 
with the child. Jane kneads two batches 
of cookie dough—after her hysterec-
tomy! Jane packs and unpacks their be-
longings, hires and fires babysitters. Jane 
gets John’s phone turned back on after 
he forgets to pay his bill. Jane makes 
herself come, again. Jane roasts carrots. 
Jane, pointedly, does not include any in-
formation that challenges or compli-
cates her version of events.

John’s surname—Bridges—recalls 
Evan S. Connell’s paired novels, “Mrs.
Bridge” (1959) and “Mr. Bridge” (1969), 
which tell the story of a marriage from 
the perspective of each half of a deeply 
repressed Midwestern couple. The books 
have provided a template of sorts for re-
cent fiction like “Fleishman Is in Trou-
ble” and “Fates and Furies,” in which we 
get the husband’s and the wife’s inter-
pretations, each of them annotating the 
other’s story. “Liars,” however, belongs 
only to Jane. It is her aria—of laundry 
loads and slights—as she repeats the de-
tails of her life back to herself in disbe-
lief: “Every day I had to write it all down 
again so I could see it all in one place, 

but it didn’t sink in. I kept having to say 
the same things over and over.” 

Why do you stay? a neighbor asks, lis-
tening to her litany. After a screaming 
fight, after John admits that he cannot 
contribute to the joint bank account 
that month, after Jane cries “from the 
deepest part of the pain tank,” she ad-
mits, “I understood why people divorce.” 
The reader’s heart lifts—see Jane run?—
but then drops, realizing that there are 
more than two hundred pages to go. 
Eventually, it’s John who will leave, for 
another woman, and Jane who will beg 
him to stay.

“L iars” was not a novel Manguso in-
tended to write. She had a con-

tract for a different book, a long-planned 
study of whiteness and migration to New 
England, marrying history, sociology, 
and her own family’s story. She has ap-
proached such topics before, in her novel 
“Very Cold People” (2022), which ex-
plores the wages of secrecy around sex-
ual violation in a small Massachusetts 
town. Writers are often encouraged to 
find their voices, but it has always been 
Manguso’s silences that have felt distinc-
tive—she is a sculptor of omission, dis-
tinguishing what has not been said from 
what cannot be said. Negative space is 
a key feature of her form. In “The Two 
Kinds of Decay,” she describes under-
going treatment for a rare neurological 
disease, during which her blood plasma 
was removed and replaced more than 
fifty times. “I was brought upstairs from 
Emergency to Intensive Care and given 
a treatment called apheresis,” she writes. 
“From the Greek aphairein, to take away. 
In the hematological context, apheresis 
is the process of separating blood into its 
components (red cells, white cells, plate-
lets, plasma), removing the component 
that’s sick.” Much of Manguso’s writing 
pursues a similar effect in its calm, cool 
fragmentation, which slows down the 
narration and allows her to carve away 
as much as she can in order to isolate 
pure states of being. “Ongoingness” is 
a distillation of her eight-hundred-
thousand-word diary, less interested in 
preserving a record than in capturing 
the essence of the desire to preserve. 
Her collection “300 Arguments” (2017) 
is even more compressed, comprising 
mostly aphorisms (“inner beauty can fade, 
too”), just the lines Manguso imagines 



being underlined in a much longer book. 
“Liars” seems, at first, like a depar-

ture from her aloof, even icy work of the 
past. Here the writing scalds and gives 
the appearance of holding nothing back. 
But key omissions are, in fact, central to 
its architecture. John’s version of events—
his intentions and perspective—is en-
tirely absent. Jane does not seem to en-
tertain them, nor does Manguso. There 
is a strange lack of motive in the book. 
We receive blurry, shifting notions of 
why the couple act as they do: why they 
married, why they hurt each other. In-
stead, from the opening lines, from the 
very names—John and Jane—there is a 
sense of a universal story being unfurled, 
a fable. “In the beginning I was only my-
self,” Jane says. “Everything that hap-
pened to me, I thought, was mine alone. 
Then I married a man, as women do. 
My life became archetypal, a drag show 
of nuclear familyhood. I got enmeshed 
in a story that had already been told ten 
billion times.” 

A woman marries, and she steps into—
and is effaced by—a story and a script. 
There are no choices to interrogate, no 
motive to examine; the why is a given. 
It is patriarchy. Even Jane’s desire for her 
husband, the thing that binds her to him, 
is beyond her volition. It is biology. Her 
body wants him, despite herself. She is 
commandeered by her ever-optimistic 
eggs, her hormones: “I ovulated hard, 
as I always did then. I ovulated like a 
mother. Every time John was kind to 
me, my body immediately responded. It 
wanted me to get pregnant again.” To 
ask why she stays, why she suffers, bor-
ders on offense. “No married woman I 
knew was any better off, so I was de-
termined to carry on,” she says. “I was 
exactly as angry as every other woman 
I knew. It wasn’t that we’d been born 
angry; we’d become women and ended up 
angry. Anger is one of the last privileges 

of the truly helpless. Infants are angry.”
Manguso presents Jane’s logic not as 

a curiosity, not as intriguingly unreliable 
narration, but as primal truth. The book 
is called “Liars” because both husband 
and wife are lying; Jane, Manguso sug-
gests, lies to conceal her exploitation and 
abuse from herself. A reader could be 
forgiven for thinking that Jane is also 
lying to herself about her own impulses. 
When a journalist visits her for an in-
terview, she is strangely compelled to 
sexually service him. “Even though I 
wasn’t attracted to him and would have 
been disgusted if I’d had to kiss him, hav-
ing an unfamiliar cock in the house made 
me want to suck and fuck it. I couldn’t 
tell if the urge was entirely separate from 
my habit of locating any nearby need for 
emotional labor and immediately fulfill-
ing it, but it didn’t matter. Either way, 
when an entire civilization tells you that 
you owe that cock a good suck and fuck, 
it isn’t a personal failure when you give 
in. You’ve been coerced.” 

What is this vision of womanhood, 
of sexually indiscriminate infants run-
ning households? For all her subtlety, 
Manguso has always evinced a tendency 
to make broad, sometimes crude gener-
alizations, to break the world into types. 
In “Very Cold People,” characters lose 
any sense of individuality or inner life 
after experiencing abuse—they become 
lumped together as “all the Waitsfield 
girls,” reduced to the sheer fact of a suf-
fering that seems not merely inevitable 
but ordained. Such simplification shaded 
into something uglier in “The Two Kinds 
of Decay.” Manguso describes one of her 
doctors bungling a procedure, writing, 
with rage and disgust, about his clumsi-
ness, his body odor. She never names 
him, but he provides the chapter head-
ing: “The Sikh.” My breath catches every 
time I recall it, her easy, unembarrassed 
way of not only reducing the man to his 

identity but having his identity announce 
the chapter, float over it, as if to explain 
his incompetence, his smell. 

Manguso’s secret weapon has always 
been the sudden, blunt moment of 
self-implication—her disappointment, 
for example, in her first memoir, when 
she realizes that her illness has not made 
her a better person but, rather, trans-
formed her into a monster of entitle-
ment. That book, however, was written 
after seven years of remission. “Liars” 
seems to have been written in the heat 
of the crisis. “The blood jet” is what Syl-
via Plath called her sudden outpouring 
of poetry after Ted Hughes left her for 
another woman. But novels require dif-
ferent fuel; among their essential ingre-
dients are doubt and time. This book, 
in its blazing assurance, tells a thin and 
partial tale, frayed by silences that feel 
more like blind spots than like the canny 
omissions of old. A writer, lancing and 
fluent on what cannot be said, founders 
here in her inability to reckon with what 
she has yet to see. 

Signed and sealed, “Liars” is almost 
impenetrable in its self-conviction—but 
there is a clue to understanding it, em-
bedded in the acknowledgments. Man-
guso thanks the cartoonist Tracy Schorn 
“and the life-saving community of 
Chump Nation,” an online network of 
people who follow Schorn’s writing on 
infidelity. Manguso became a daily vis-
itor to their forums after her husband 
left her; it was, she said on Schorn’s pod-
cast, her therapy. The group shares a par-
ticular vocabulary and framework for un-
derstanding infidelity. The betrayed party 
is “the chump,” the cheater is a “fuck-
wit,” and the cheating partner is, incred-
ibly, “the schmoopie.” A chump mini-
mizing a fuckwit’s harm is said to be 
engaged in “spackling.” For the chump 
to compete with the schmoopie for the 
fuckwit’s attention is to do the “pick-me 
dance.” To try to understand the cheat-
er’s motivation is to be entangled in “the 
skein of crazy.” Chump Nation has a 
mission to reframe cheating as abuse and 
to push back against “the reconciliation-
industrial complex.” “Lose a cheater, gain 
a life” is the motto. 

These steely certainties, swaddled in 
baby talk and baby thinking, are the un-
fortunate scaffolding of “Liars,” which 
employs language not of harm, hurt, or 
humiliation but of domestic abuse. “It’s 
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the critical mass of details that makes 
John’s abuse impossible to deny,” Man-
guso said on the podcast. “We need to 
get specific when we talk about covert 
domestic abuses.” Heterosexual marriage 
itself is regarded as only questionably 
consensual. “We are impelled to make 
this bad choice,” Manguso added. “The 
entire civilization is screaming it at us9. . . 
from the cradle.”

A little proportion, please. As the 
product of generations of arranged mar-
riages, a number of them coerced, I find 
that such claims feel strange, if not ob-
scene. It’s not merely that bandying 
around these neon words—abuse, coer-
cion—dilutes their power; it’s that these 
words are being deployed to foreclose 
thought and impose silences of their own. 
Chump Nation cautions against posing 
too many questions about why someone 
cheats, about marital dynamics or psy-
chology, to avoid revictimizing the 
chump. The finality of such diagnoses 
stunts Manguso’s account, keeps it from 
becoming a more persuasive story, where 
we would genuinely feel for and trust 
the protagonist, experience the full mea-
sure of her loss and exploitation. There 
are occasional glimpses of a more com-
plex portrait. (Manguso is too interest-
ing a writer to hew completely to the 
program.) “Being ignored—was that my 
trigger?” Jane wonders, considering an 
old pattern with John. “For rage and, 
somehow, also, for desire? It turns me on 
when you ignore me.” Later, when con-
sidering her own decisions, her orienta-
tion toward freedom or constraint, she 
admits to herself, “I was a logical person, 
and I chose restriction, over and over, 
because it felt good.” 

“Is the end of the marriage plot the 
beginning of a woman’s self-knowledge?” 
the writer Joanna Biggs, reflecting on her 
recent book about divorce, “A Life of 
One’s Own,” asked in the Guardian. It 
can be, Biggs finds, if an individual can 
embrace plotlessness for a time, if she is 
willing to reëxamine her premises and 
her path, to think. To do so, to try to un-
derstand, is not an act of exoneration but 
an act of attention. And attention, as 
Manguso noted in her first memoir, is 
“suffering’s lesson.” “Pay attention,” she 
wrote. “The important part might come 
in a form you do not recognize.” Stay 
alert, stay inquisitive. Don’t just trade one 
lie for another. Don’t be that chump.9

BRIEFLY NOTED
Fifteen Cents on the Dollar, by Louise Story and Ebony Reed 
(Harper). The title of this deeply researched book points to 
the authors’ sobering calculation that, for every dollar of wealth 
that a typical white family has, a typical Black family has about 
fifteen cents. The writers attribute this stark gap to, among 
other culprits, the 2008 financial crisis, predatory lending prac-
tices, discrimination, and risk-based pricing models used by 
the insurance industry. Focussing on Atlanta, Story and Reed 
relate the lives of several residents, including a former presi-
dent of the Georgia N.A.A.C.P. and the son of a man shot 
by a police officer, to elucidate both the Black-white wealth 
gap and the “Black-Black wealth gap”—the divide between 
wealthy Black Atlantans and their poorer counterparts. 

Jane Austen and the Price of Happiness, by Inger Sigrun 
Bredkjær Brodey ( Johns Hopkins). This astute treatise by an 
Austen scholar questions the deep association in popular cul-
ture between the beloved writer’s work and happy endings. 
Although the heroines of Austen’s six novels marry well—
and, crucially, for love—Brodey argues that the author’s use 
of irony, rushed pacing, and narrative elision and intrusion 
undermine the marriage plot. Amid the continued adoration 
of Austen’s œuvre, Brodey’s observations are a reminder of 
the ways in which fandom can unintentionally smooth out 
the rougher, more interesting edges of complex art.

Swift River, by Essie Chambers (Simon & Schuster). Diamond, 
the teen-age narrator of this powerful début novel set in the 
nineteen-eighties, is the only Black person in her New En-
gland mill town, where she lives with her mother. Diamond 
wrestles with the memory of her father, with ordinary teen 
angst, and—after she receives a letter from a long-lost aunt—
with a rupture in the town’s past: the expulsion, seven de-
cades earlier, of the community’s Black residents. Through-
out, Chambers’s sharply observed characters butt up against 
one another in funny and poignant ways. Diamond’s unex-
pected friendship with another girl propels the story in sur-
prising directions, but it is Diamond’s fraught relationship 
with her mother that forms the heart of this ultimately hope-
ful coming-of-age story.

Their Divine Fires, by Wendy Chen (Algonquin). This story 
of emotional inheritances begins in China in 1927, when a 
young woman named Yunhong marries the man of her 
dreams, the son of a wealthy lord. The wedding takes place 
on the eve of the Civil War, which will dramatically shape 
her fate, and that of the rest of her family. Spanning four 
generations and two continents, Chen’s novel draws exten-
sively on folklore, incorporating dragons, tigers, and “hun-
gry ghosts”—restless spirits whose untimely deaths con-
demn them to wander the earth forever. The narrative, told 
from the perspectives of Yunhong and her female descen-
dants, examines how children raised in households with 
unspoken traumas become haunted by the holes in their 
family histories.
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THE DEVIL TAKE IT
The Faustian bargain has quite a history—and future.

BY JAMES WOOD

ILLUSTRATION BY CLEON PETERSON

How many who piously lament  
the “disenchantment” of the sec-

ular world would have been able to 
bear ordinary life in, say, seventeenth-
century Europe? We are bereft, the 
elegy goes, because modern knowledge 
has stripped us of ancient magic. We 
can’t wander like our ancestors in the 
spirit-filled woods, or hear the music 
of the spheres, because the sacred spaces 
became concrete deserts. The cathe-
drals were displaced by malls. To “un-
derstand” the solar system, the charge 
continues, is to be dead to it. No lon-
ger open to the pressing torque of di-
vinities and djinns, we moderns are 
closed off and shut down, buffered and 

buttressed, marching efficiently through 
our merely material world, grim-faced 
assassins of mystery.

But consider for a moment the na-
ture of those early modern supernatu-
ralisms. In a classic study, “Religion and 
the Decline of Magic” (1971), Keith 
Thomas patiently restored, parish rec-
ord by parish record, the old enchanted 
English world of the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries. For most people, 
life was a business of terrifying exter-
nal forces and arbitrary powers, both 
spiritual and legal. Credulity cut both 
ways: when religion was still magical, 
and magic was still religious, then both 
were supported by alarming supersti-

tion. Prayers were also placatory spells, 
and harmless charismatics might well 
be witches. The local doctor was really 
just a helpless conjurer, while the lazy 
village priest got endowed with un-
warranted godlike powers. Thomas is 
particularly good at depicting the cen-
trality of the Devil in ordinary life. Me-
dieval Christianity was effectively Man-
ichaean. Christ and his angels battled 
for your salvation, while the Devil and 
his many demonic spirits sought to 
trick and tempt, to pull you into their 
infernal kingdom. King James I called 
the Devil “God’s hangman.” Demons 
had no bodily presence, Thomas writes, 
but it was understood that they could 
borrow a human form. Preachers spiced 
up their sermons with frightening re-
ports of abduction and deception.

In England, the Protestant Refor-
mation of the early sixteenth century 
did nothing to ameliorate this regime. 
Protestantism’s obsession with human 
sinfulness and the arbitrariness of sal-
vation exposed the self only more 
acutely to the battleground of warring 
deities. For Martin Luther, who fa-
mously threw his inkpot at the Devil, 
Satan was as elemental and omnipres-
ent as excrement. (Luther essentially 
told Satan to eat shit.) Keith Thomas 
tells the story of an English boy who, 
for five or six years, “went to sleep with 
his hands clasped in a praying posi-
tion, so that if the devils came for him 
they would find him prepared.” This 
is the world brilliantly evoked in Dan-
iel Kehlmann’s novel “Tyll” (2017), set 
in early-seventeenth-century Germany, 
in which Claus, a village miller who 
has been dabbling in magic and nec-
romancy, is quickly forced to confess 
by Jesuit inquisitors and sentenced to 
hang. Claus humbly accepts that he’s 
done something wrong, though he 
doesn’t know what it is. The local hang-
man reassures him that execution is 
much nicer than it used to be: “These 
are better days. In the past you were 
all burned to death. That takes time, 
it’s not pleasant. But hanging is noth-
ing. It happens quickly. You climb onto 
the scaffold and before you know it, 
you’re standing before the Creator. 
You’re incinerated afterward, but by 
then you’re dead, it doesn’t bother you 
at all, you’ll see.” “Good,” the unlucky 
Claus replies.The tale teased an earlier culture with the promise of freedom and a wider world.
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It was a logical step from this ap­
prehension of the Devil to the suspi­
cion that certain people had done deals 
and bargains with him, selling their 
immortal souls for worldly benefits. 
My favorite of the many stories that 
Thomas recounts involves a student at 
Cambridge University, who was strug­
gling to understand one of his schol­
arly texts. The Devil appeared in the 
guise of a Master of Arts, who eluci­
dated the text and offered the student 
a trip to Italy and a degree from the 
University of Padua. “Two days later,” 
we learn, “the hapless student’s gown 
was found floating in the river,” the 
student having paid a rather steep price 
for a spot of academic help.

These kinds of tales, as Ed Simon 
explores in his lively new book, 

“Devil’s Contract: The History of the 
Faustian Bargain” (Melville House), ex­
isted as myths that enacted both resis­
tance and control. A cowed culture 
flirted with the danger of freedom and 
blasphemous knowledge—literally, the 
danger of reading the wrong things—
while the shape of the Faustian tale al­
most always enforced the proper reli­
gious and social punishment, in the 
form of Faust’s death and eternal dam­
nation. Reading Simon, I was often put 
in mind of the English critic Tony Tan­
ner’s observation that the nineteenth­ 
century novel of adultery wrote judg­
ment but dreamed transgression. The 
Faustian tale teased and consoled an 
earlier culture in similar ways. In these 
stories, knowledge itself functions a  
bit like the heroine’s extramarital affair 
in the novel of adultery. It’s the lure of 
freedom, the understandable tempta­
tion, the promise of a wider world 
(Emma Bovary imagining the streets 
and shops of Paris). In Christopher 
Marlowe’s play “Doctor Faustus,” writ­
ten at the end of the sixteenth century, 
the Devil gets Faustus, who has a doc­
torate from the University of Witten­
berg and is bored with the standard ac­
ademic disciplines, to sign a contract 
in his own blood. For twenty­four years, 
Faustus can have whatever he desires. 
He gets to dabble in magic, to meet 
the seven deadly sins, to make himself 
invisible and play tricks on the Pope’s 
court in Rome, even to conjure up Helen 
of Troy. For twenty­four years, he flies 

high, and views the world as if he were 
one of God’s spies (to steal a phrase 
from a certain rival playwright). But, 
when the time is up, there’s only one 
possible outcome. He must pay for his 
expensive error. In the final scene, the 
devils arrive to cart Faustus off to Hell.

Simon is especially alive to the trans­
gressive. To begin his account, he reaches 
back to the Bible, and locates two early 
Faustian stories that shimmer with peril. 
Each exists on the sharp edge between 
orthodoxy and doubt. The first con­
cerns Simon Magus, or Simon the Sor­
cerer, a trickster and Gnostic chancer 
who appears briefly in the New Testa­
ment’s Book of Acts. Simon was a kind 
of rival Messiah, who had been claim­
ing miraculous powers from God. Ob­
sessed with the actual spiritual powers 
of Jesus’ apostles Peter and John, Simon 
offered them money, in exchange for 
knowledge of the Holy Ghost. Scan­
dalized, Peter and John denounced  
Simon’s false heart, and commanded 
him to repent. In other, less canonical, 
texts of this period, stories are told in 
which Simon moved to Rome, where 
he founded a cult with his lover Helen, 
a reformed prostitute. Perhaps, other 
accounts suggest, Simon promised to 
levitate over the rooftops of Rome, and 
was brought down by Peter’s furious 
orthodox prayers—what Ed Simon (a 
relation to the Magus only in his own 
pleasing addiction to dangerous knowl­
edge) nicely calls a kind of “prayer bat­
tle.” An angry crowd subsequently 
stoned the Magus to death.

Ed Simon’s second early tale is more 
canonical, but its designation as Faus­
tian might be more controversial—it’s 
the story of Christ’s temptation in the 
wilderness, when the Devil comes to 
entice Jesus with the fruits of worldly 
power. If you are hungry, the Devil 
teases, turn these stones into bread; you 
surely have the magical power. Jesus, in 
his usual style, replies gnomically, con­
verting material advantages into spiri­
tual ones: man does not live on bread 
alone. The Devil tries again. He shows 
Jesus “all of the kingdoms of the world,” 
offering him all earthly power if Jesus 
will bow down to him. Jesus again re­
jects material gain, and finally banishes 
the tempter: Satan is not the real God, 
because there is only one God; the Devil 
doesn’t have the best tunes.

In these two early stories lie most 
of the subsequent Faustian motifs: the 
temptations of knowledge and power; 
the bargaining away of more distant 
spiritual gains for nearer material ones; 
the almost symmetrical rivalry of good 
and evil forces; the taint of the com­
mercial or contractual bond; the pica­
resque flights through time and space; 
even the odd obsession with exciting 
women called Helen. More interesting 
still is the note of blasphemous dan­
ger: in this way, these stories function 
like theological safety valves.

The Simon Magus tale is perilously 
perched on the narrow base between 
magical faith and religious faith. As a 
narrative, it merely insists on the or­
thodoxy of the latter over the former, 
with all the arbitrariness of the horti­
culturist who denominates some allur­
ing plant as a weed rather than a flower. 
Simon Magus is sometimes called the 
founder of Gnosticism, which was an 
early Christian heresy, a kind of Man­
ichaeism that posited that the world 
we live in is really the creation of a rival 
or false god, a diabolical Demiurge. So, 
as Ed Simon shrewdly notes, we might 
see Simon Magus’s desired pact as one 
made not with the Devil but with the 
Devil­in­Chief, “that equally malevo­
lent deity known as God.” Theology 
gathers its cassock skirts and anxiously 
casts Simon out as a magician or a sor­
cerer. But on what basis? Note that 
Jesus, though he banishes the Devil, 
does not, or cannot, vanquish him: an 
essentially Manichaean world contin­
ues to breathe all around the Messiah. 
Indeed, long before Jesus arrived on 
the scene, the Book of Job had depicted 
God flippantly agreeing to a deal with 
Satan, in order to test Job’s righteous­
ness, as if God and the Devil were two 
buddies killing time at a bar, dabbling 
in destruction.

A story is essentially just a rather 
entitled hypothesis; inherently and 

unstably suggestive, story is always of­
fering up the ghosts of its shadowy al­
ternatives. This becomes very interest­
ing when stories are at all theological. 
In these cases, the “What if ?” is po­
tentially blasphemous. What if Jesus 
had become the first Faust, by suc­
cumbing to the Devil’s successful temp­
tation? Equally, the existence of this 
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story puts some pressure on the notion 
of Jesus’ divinity. Humans are suscep-
tible to temptation, and of course Jesus 
was also human, but shouldn’t God be 
above or beyond such things? The Faus-
tian tale is always a diabolically theo-
logical one, an orthodox tale with doubt, 
risk, and disobedience at its center. So 
the truly diabolical temptation might 
be not the one depicted in these sto-
ries but the one the story as story teases: 
the reader’s own religious surety. Ed 
Simon makes the point nicely: whether 
you sell your soul to Satan or to God, 
“you’ve still sold your soul.”

The Faustian tale is one of those 
myths that allow a culture to project its 
anxieties and desires. The celebrated 
historian of the novel’s rise, Ian Watt, 
counted the Faustian bargain, along 
with the tales of Robinson Crusoe, Don 
Juan, and Don Quixote, as four great 
“myths of modern individualism,” in a 
book of that title published in 1996. 
Watt’s emphasis falls on the Faustian 
myth as a religious culture’s way of 
maintaining theological and social order. 
He makes the point that Protestant-
ism (and, of course, Christianity gen-
erally) had a need to enforce the disci-
pline of delayed gratification. Since “one 
had to make people believe that plea-
sure in this world must bring pain in 
the next,” what better than a popular 
story that taught the ultimate dangers 
of sacrificing the eternal afterlife for 
the fleeting pleasures of this worldly 
existence? Ed Simon, though, tends to 
see the Faustian myth as more libera-
tory than punitive. He enjoys its here-
sies and dangers, its madcap adventures, 
the magical-realist wildness; and, since 
he has read extremely widely, he rel-
ishes sharing all of that narrative wealth 
with his lucky readers.

With his help, we can make out the 
tale’s distinct historical phases. Myths 
about the dangers of knowledge (Pan-
dora, Genesis) may be as old as human-
ity, but the Faustian tale as such really 
gets going only in the early modern  
period, when magic, necromancy, and 
sorcery became intellectual options for 
educated humanists while remaining 
potentially heretical choices as far as 
the established church was concerned. 
A man with the last name of Faust 
seems to have existed somewhere in 
Germany in the late fifteenth century. 

Perhaps he was an alchemist or a theo-
logical student, or both; perhaps he was 
from Heidelberg, or Roda, or Knittlin-
gen. Simon mentions a record from 
1507, in which Faust is an itinerant monk 
and “the prince of necromancers.” This 
Faust may have been sacked from a 
teaching position owing to “nefarious 
fornication.” From these modest begin-
nings, the myth balloons. The German 
Lutheran reformer Philip Melanch-
thon told of a Faust who tried to do a 
Simon Magus over the rooftops of Ven-
ice, crashing to his death in a canal. In 
1548, Johannes Gast wrote about a Faust 
who had played tricks on a group of 
monks by introducing a poltergeist into 
the monastery. The Frankfurt “Faust-
buch” of 1587, a highly popular collec-
tion of themed stories which became 
Marlowe’s source, told the story of 
Faust’s infernal contract.

These roomy tales could accommo-
date a lot of narrative baggage—Faust’s 
journeying across Europe, plenty of rib-
ald comedy, easy racism. As with most 
stories concerning tricksters and con 
men, the tales existed as ways of desir-
ing and demonizing a marked outsider. 
Faust could be considered heretical 
(though perhaps lovably or sympathet-
ically so), whereas the Devil’s emissary 
or broker (ultimately named Mephis-
topheles) might be a “hellish prince of 
Orient,” or—of course—a seductive Jew. 
Great pleasure was had in imagining 
Faust’s inevitably sticky end: he might 
have been suffocated by Satan, hurled 
to the ground, or found with his head 
twisted violently backward.

Gradually, the tale’s strict theolog-
ical obsessions were supplanted by a 
more general interest in the tempta-
tion of knowledge itself. Marlowe’s 
Faustus belongs quite explicitly to an 
academic setting—he has students, for 
instance, who ask him if he can sum-
mon the apparition of Helen of Troy. 
(He obliges: the ultimate PowerPoint.) 
In Goethe’s fairly incoherent verse play 
“Faust,” written in two parts between 
the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, the protagonist is an 
elderly scholar, and Mephistopheles 
appears in the guise of a wandering 
student. In the second part of the play, 
published in 1832, Goethe jettisons the 
orthodox punishments of the canoni-
cal accounts and has Faust sweetly as-

cend to Heaven: in the nineteenth  
century, the old theology is becoming 
romantically weightless.

Once the doctrinal dilemmas had 
been hollowed out, the tale could 

expand itself into the figurative, and be-
come what it was always ready to be: 
not so much a story about the loss of 
an eternal soul as an allegory about any 
kind of painful exchange in which short-
term gain threatens long-term security. 
Ed Simon, roaming far and wide with 
his own appealingly Faustian energies, 
points to the Brothers Grimm fairy tale 
“Rumpelstiltskin” (their version was 
published in 1812) as an example of this 
new, de-theologized Faustian fable: the 
eponymous imp does a deal with a mill-
er’s daughter, in which he spins straw 
into gold for her, and secures, in return, 
her promise that he can take her first-
born child. But she ultimately vanquishes 
the devilish fellow, and protects her 
progeny. Simon notes the enormous 
popularity of Faustian fables in the nine-
teenth century, characterized by some-
thing new: “the possibility of people 
being victorious against the cloven-
hoofed one, of being more talented in 
the skills of wit and duplicity.” Thomas 
Mann’s great postwar novel “Doctor 
Faustus” (1947) takes the Faustian bar-
gain and allegorizes the exchange into 
nothing less than the moral balance 
sheet of German history itself, as his 
Faust, the brilliant composer Adrian 
Leverkühn, bargains away his soul for 
twenty-four years of musical genius. 
Adrian started out as a theology stu-
dent, but the stakes of Mann’s novel are 
not, at heart, theological—Adrian has 
a maddening case of syphilis, and that 
is the secular portal through which Me-
phistopheles makes his entry.

Today, Hell is here, inside us; it is not 
elsewhere. We’re all Faustians now. These 
days, Simon argues, in an excoriating, 
eloquent final chapter, we write our con-
tracts not in blood but in silicon—both 
figuratively, insofar as we sign away our 
identities and privacies for all the short-
term benefits of material ease, and lit-
erally, whenever we scroll rapidly through 
one of those unreadable online contracts, 
eager only to assent. Somewhere out 
there in the ether, the ghost in the ma-
chine hears our weak little mouse clicks 
and pricks up his horns. 
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MUSICAL EVENTS

AFTER LONG SILENCE
Carolina Uccelli’s inventive 1835 opera, “Anna di Resburgo,” is returned to life.

BY ALEX ROSS

ILLUSTRATION BY JULIA PLATH

“A secret appointment exists be-
tween past generations and our 

own,” Walter Benjamin wrote. “Our 
arrival on earth was expected.” At piv-
otal moments, the philosopher ar-
gued, voices from the past reach out 
to us with prophetic force, escaping 
oblivion as a result. The past is not a 
fixed, eternal image; it is shaped by 
present concerns.

A few years back, Will Crutchfield, 
the artistic director of the Teatro Nuovo 
opera company, happened upon the 
name of Carolina Uccelli, a Floren-
tine composer, singer, and poet who 
lived from 1810 to 1858. Her opera 
“Anna di Resburgo” had its première 

in Naples, in 1835, and then dropped 
from sight. The idea that a woman had 
gained a foothold in the otherwise all-
male world of Italian operatic compo-
sition intrigued Crutchfield, and he 
got hold of the score. Convinced that 
it merited a second chance, he brought 
it to Teatro Nuovo. A pair of perfor-
mances last month, at Montclair State 
University and at Jazz at Lincoln Cen-
ter, proved him emphatically right. 
“Anna” is a formidable achievement 
for a composer in her mid-twenties. 
It feels like the slightly overstuffed 
but hugely promising early work of a 
major voice. The fact that Uccelli never 
completed another opera shows the 

extent to which musical history is in-
fluenced by forces that have little to 
do with innate talent.

Not much is known of Uccelli’s 
background, yet her precocious early 
songs—Teatro Nuovo offered several 
of them at a recital before the main 
event—suggest that she steeped her-
self in opera from a young age. In her 
late teens, she married a noted surgeon, 
Filippo Uccelli, who believed in her 
talent and helped further her career. 
She obtained a testimonial from Ros-
sini, who praised her “expressiveness 
and elegance in declamation and mel-
ody.” Her first opera, “Saul,” now lost, 
had some success. “Anna,” however, 
was a flop, and the reason is woefully 
clear: the plot, set among warring fam-
ilies in the Scottish Lowlands, too 
closely resembled that of Donizetti’s 
“Lucia di Lammermoor,” which had 
had a sensational première in Naples 
a month before “Anna” opened. Al-
though Uccelli went on composing, 
her operatic dreams ended.

Bel-canto opera is governed by for-
mulas. The overture should be capped 
by a relentlessly scampering Rossini 
crescendo. A slow cavatina gives way 
to an up-tempo cabaletta after some-
one enters with breaking news (the 
duke is dead, the duke is alive, etc.). 
Toward the end of the first act, every-
one onstage stops short in hushed as-
tonishment at some other turn of 
events. The tenor is often a nobleman 
on the run from malevolent forces; in 
“Anna,” he is Edemondo, falsely ac-
cused of killing his own father. At his 
side is a soprano who may or may not 
survive a labyrinth of intrigue. In this 
case, Anna, the fugitive’s wife, dis-
guises herself as a shepherdess so that 
she can be near their child. The ad-
versarial role usually belongs to the 
baritone—here, the rival potentate 
Norcesto, who knows that his own fa-
ther committed the murder. The li-
bretto was itself a familiar quantity; 
Meyerbeer had used it, in 1819, for his 
opera “Emma di Resburgo.” 

Uccelli handles the formulas with 
ease, yet she does more than demon-
strate proficiency. “Anna” gives the 
impression of a wide-ranging musi-
cal mind that possesses historical con-
sciousness and experimental intelli-
gence in equal measure. The overture Uccelli’s score shows both a historical consciousness and an experimental intelligence.
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begins with horns holding a spacious 
open fifth, as at the start of Beetho-
ven’s Ninth. Some of the choral lines 
have a solemn contrapuntal richness 
that harks back to the Baroque. At 
the same time, the harmonic writing 
simmers with invention. During one 
recitative, Anna realizes that Olfre-
do—a landholder who has been shel-
tering her child—knows who she re-
ally is. Her shock is conveyed in a 
progression that pinballs from C-sharp 
major to A major by way of an E dom-
inant seventh—a wacky jolt worthy 
of Berlioz.  

At times, such idiosyncrasies be-
come distracting. Like many a young 
artist, Uccelli can’t resist making things 
more complicated than they need to 
be; Anna’s chord changes seem to con-
vey the composer’s restlessness more 
than the character’s. For the most part, 
though, Uccelli’s inspirations advance 
the story. In that same stretch of rec-
itative, Olfredo’s steadying influence 
is evident in the way he tries to guide 
Anna back to B-flat major, the key in 
which her previous aria had ended. 
This flair for harmonic psychologiz-
ing particularly enhances the figure of 
Norcesto, who strives to project power 
while feeling tormented by the legacy 
of his father, now deceased. To the 
populace, he sings, “Come to the fa-
ther, my dear ones, rejoice in peace, 
cast away fear.” In the middle of this 
utterance, the music dips from F major 
into C minor, giving his reassurances 
an ominous cast.

As Crutchfield points out in a pro-
gram note, Uccelli significantly changed 
the libretto, creating a scene in which 
Norcesto undergoes a spiritual crisis. 
The setting is the cemetery where the 
antagonists’ fathers lie buried and 
where Edemondo is now scheduled to 
be executed. Before the ceremony be-
gins—Uccelli writes a dire funeral 
march for the occasion, complete with 
a zombielike walking bass—Norcesto 
is haunted by a vision of the murdered 
man, who speaks to him through a 
solitary floating flute. Donizetti, as it 
happens, gave the flute a starring role 
at the climax of “Lucia,” in the title 
character’s mad scene. There, the in-
strument is an evocation of female 
helplessness. Here, in the hands of a 
female composer, the f lute unravels 

male guilt. When, at the end, Norcesto 
confesses his father’s crime, his change 
of heart no longer comes out of the 
blue, as it does in Meyerbeer. Through-
out, Uccelli’s orchestration adds fasci-
nating nuances to the narrative.

Even in a mediocre rendition, 
“Anna” would have revealed its worth, 
but the performance at Jazz at Lin-
coln Center, in the Rose Theatre, was 
an outright triumph. Chelsea Leh-
nea, a soprano with a gleaming upper 
register, radiated righteous force in 
the title role. Santiago Ballerini, in 
the somewhat underwritten part of 
Edemondo, sang with an idiomatic 
ache. Ricardo José Rivera evinced star 
quality as Norcesto, his chest voice 
resonant and his high notes brilliant. 
Lucas Levy and Elisse Albian lent 
vocal and emotional warmth to Ol-
fredo and his daughter Etelia. All the 
singers supplied the kind of lively or-
namentation that has long been a fea-
ture of Crutchfield’s undertakings, 
first in the Bel Canto at Caramoor 
series and now at Teatro Nuovo. The 
orchestra, using period instruments, 
played fiercely and flavorfully under 
the direction of the violinist and con-
ductor Elisa Citterio.

Crutchfield shies away from claim-
ing too much for his discovery, writ-
ing, “I would not call ‘Anna di Res-
burgo’ a masterpiece, but it has exciting 
stretches that make me easily believe 
her fourth or fifth opera might have 
been one.” Masterpiece or no, “Anna” 
holds its own against many well-
travelled bel-canto operas of its era. It 
is, in some ways, a more tightly con-
structed work than Bellini’s contem-
poraneous “I Capuleti e i Montecchi,” 
which Teatro Nuovo also featured in 
its summer season. Above all, there 
was a sense of justice being done. The 
present kept its appointment with the 
past, and an overlooked talent stepped 
into the light.

The tremolo of excitement in the 
Rose Theatre reminded me of pre-

vious summertime glories there, under 
the aegis of the Mostly Mozart Festi-
val and the Lincoln Center Festival. 
Yet Teatro Nuovo is independent of 
Lincoln Center, where the traditional 
performing arts have lost ground in re-
cent years. All that remains of Mostly 

Mozart is the Festival Orchestra of 
Lincoln Center—the rare festival or-
chestra with no festival attached. The 
group’s music director is Jonathon 
Heyward, an American-born, British-
trained conductor who also leads the 
Baltimore Symphony. At his first two 
concerts, he came across as an elegant, 
thoughtful interpreter, but he lacked 
the zing that Louis Langrée brought 
to Mostly Mozart. Beethoven’s “Pas-
toral” Symphony was lithe and lucid 
but oddly inert. Huang Ruo’s “City of 
Floating Sounds,” an overlong study 
in slow-shifting atmospheres, was given 
a desultory run-through. 

The Festival Orchestra season con-
sists of seven programs over three 
weeks, with core-repertory works sup-
plemented by more modern fare. Lin-
coln Center attempted to frame this 
modest array as a leap forward. Ad-
vance press proposed that Heyward’s 
habit of wearing sneakers on the po-
dium constituted a blow against élitism. 
The first concert, titled “Symphony of 
Choice,” set forth a tasting menu of 
excerpts from forthcoming programs; 
concertgoers were invited to vote, via 
text, for their favorites. Before the 
Huang Ruo piece, audience members 
could go on a soundwalk, listening to 
a version of the score on their smart-
phones while proceeding from desig-
nated starting points toward Lincoln 
Center. (My group set out from the 
Eleanor Roosevelt Memorial, off Riv-
erside Drive, with the ding-dings of 
irritated cyclists augmenting the tex-
ture.) All this smacked of trends that 
circulated in classical music fifteen or 
so years ago, when organizations were 
trying to get youngsters to blog or tweet 
about concerts. An institution that calls 
itself the “world’s leading performing 
arts center” is lagging far behind.

Henry Timms, who became the 
president and C.E.O. of Lincoln Cen-
ter in 2019 and led the way in down-
sizing its ambitions, has moved on, to 
the field of P.R. His successor, yet to 
be named, will need to restore vitality 
both to the summer schedule and  
to programming year-round. The 
throng that turned out for Teatro 
Nuovo showed that audiences are ready 
to be led into new realms. If we had 
been voting on our phones, no one 
would have suggested Uccelli. 
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ON TELEVISION

IN DEEP
“Lady in the Lake,” on Apple TV+.

BY INKOO KANG

ILLUSTRATION BY ANGELICA ALZONA

I t’s fitting that the first time Mad-
die Schwartz and Cleo Johnson, the 

two women at the center of the styl-
ish new murder mystery “Lady in the 
Lake,” lay eyes on each other, it ’s 
through a department-store display 
window—that engine of female de-
sire. Maddie (Natalie Portman), a Bal-
timore housewife, quickly makes up 
her mind to buy the yellow dress mod-
elled by Cleo (Moses Ingram), one of 
the store’s living mannequins. Cleo’s 
attention is caught by the rivulet of 
blood on Maddie’s mustard-colored 
skirt suit. The year is 1966, and both 

will soon be on their way to political 
gatherings—Maddie to a fund-raiser 
for a Jewish civil-liberties group, Cleo 
to a rally for Maryland’s first Black 
woman state senator—though noth-
ing as nebulous as social change can 
fulfill either woman’s long-stifled as-
pirations. In a matter of days, Mad-
die will leave her husband (Brett Gel-
man) and her teen-age son, Seth (Noah 
Jupe), to pursue a career in journal-
ism, and Cleo will dip her toe into a 
criminal underworld that quickly pulls 
her underwater. Afterward, in a voice-
over, she expresses her resentment at 

having been made a supporting char-
acter in Maddie’s second act: “Your 
writing dreams ruined your life. Now 
you want those same dreams to re-
write it. But why did you need to drag 
my dead body into it?”

The Apple TV+ drama, like the 
Laura Lippman novel on which it’s 
loosely based, tackles a grab bag of 
social issues—the second-wave fem-
inist movement, increasing Jewish as-
similation, nascent desegregation and 
the attendant white backlash—
through its protagonists’ private strug-
gles. Maddie, whose literary hopes 
were discouraged by her conservative 
milieu, is both a textbook case of the 
problem with no name and the epit-
ome of an ambition monster. (“You 
think every story is your story,” Seth 
tells her ruefully.) While Maddie’s 
thwarted desires burn white-hot in-
side her, sometimes seeming to leave 
a hole where her heart should be—
she deems her son “selfish” for being 
destabilized by her abrupt departure—
Cleo has long since laid aside her 
yearning for the spotlight in order to 
take care of her children. A bartender 
and a bookkeeper for an influential 
local gangster named Shell Gordon 
(Wood Harris), Cleo keeps her dreams 
small: she just wants legitimate em-
ployment helping ordinary folks like 
herself, even if no one will help her. 

“Lady in the Lake” is a solid se-
ries, but not a stellar one. Like much 
recent prestige programming, it often 
feels like an amalgamation of tropes 
from the two-thousands’ golden age 
of television. There are hat tips to 
“Mad Men” in its swinging-sixties 
palette, its infatuation with period 
knickknacks, and its attunement to 
that era’s misogyny; a subplot finds a 
financially precarious Maddie unable 
to sell her car without her estranged 
husband’s signature, despite it being 
registered under her name. The se-
ries, created and directed by Alma 
Har’el (“Honey Boy”), indulges in 
enough oneiric sequences to rival “The 
Sopranos,” including one in which 
Maddie tells Tessie Durst, a child 
murder victim, that she’s no longer 
worth writing about: “You’re old 
news.” There are f lashes of “The 
Wire,” too, a comparison made ines-
capable by Lippman’s onetime mar-At first, Cleo is made a supporting character in Maddie’s second act.
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riage to its creator, David Simon; the 
series’ sociological aims; and the de-
cision to cast Harris, who played Avon 
Barksdale for half a decade, as an-
other ruthless Charm City kingpin.

Lippman, like Simon, spent years 
as a reporter at the Baltimore Sun. 
Her book was inspired by two real-life 
cases from her native city: the 1969 
deaths of Esther Lebowitz, a white 
girl whose murder received consider-
able attention, and Shirley Parker, a 
Black woman whose killing went ig-
nored by the mainstream press. In the 
series, before a lady is found in the 
lake, a girl is found there. Tessie, the 
younger, white victim, was last seen 
in a pet store with two men—Stephan 
(Dylan Arnold), the violent son of a 
Polish-immigrant shopkeeper, and 
Reggie ( Josiah Cross), Shell’s perpet-
ually ill-at-ease deputy. When Stephan 
is arrested, based on circumstantial 
evidence, Maddie interviews him about 
the wartime experiences that may have 
contributed to his aggressive tenden-
cies. Her seeming sympathy for the 
alleged killer enrages Tessie’s father—
an outcome that doesn’t seem to have 
occurred to her.

This amorality and obliviousness 
help make Maddie the show’s most 
interesting character, at least at first. 
She’s introduced as a classic Natalie 
Portman type: a perfectionist striving 
for straight A’s on a report card that 
exists only in her head. But flashbacks 
gradually reveal that, whatever she 
had, Maddie’s always wanted some-
thing else—and that the staid, con-
ventional life she abandons at the start 
of the show is a consequence of a more 
reckless youth. (As in her recent film 

“May December,” Portman is playing 
both to and against type, her usual 
prim persona riven by surprising sex-
uality.) When she finally fumbles to-
ward an existence that broadens her 
possibilities, Seth dismisses the move 
as a “phony adventure in Negrotown.” 
He’s mean about it, but probably not 
entirely wrong. Once Maddie starts 
investigating the second murder by 
asking questions around the neigh-
borhood, Cleo’s exasperated widower 
(Byron Bowers) cautions, “You don’t 
know whose floor you’re dancing on.”

She’s forced to confront reality 
as she discovers that stories about 
Stephan and Tessie are an easier sell 
than those about Cleo. This epiph-
any feels organic; other political sub-
plots—like a story line that alludes 
to the coming campaign against 
antimiscegenation laws, which Mad-
die defies in a new romance with a 
Black cop (Y’lan Noel), and an elev-
enth-hour arc about the exploitative 
nature of the Maryland state lottery, 
which threatens to supplant Shell’s 
numbers game—have been shoe-
horned in. Despite this unwieldy ear-
nestness, “Lady in the Lake” is not a 
schematic parable about racial in-
equality but a largely well-plotted 
whodunnit that keeps pulling off sat-
isfying surprises. The performances 
sing, too, with the series making use 
of Portman’s gift for self-righteous 
sanctimony and Ingram’s ability to 
sell both disillusionment and swash-
buckling heroism as the situation de-
mands it.

Those triumphs make up for the-
matic messiness, narratively conve-
nient coincidences, and occasionally 

clunky dialogue. So, too, does the at-
mospheric richness: in the course of 
seven episodes, Har’el fleshes out the 
book’s characters of color, particularly 
Cleo, whose bid to better her station 
in life—and willingness to put her-
self at real risk to do so—makes her 
something much grander than Mad-
die’s foil. In the end, she and her co-
hort are shown to be as pleasingly 
complicated as their white counter-
parts. Their world is full of predators, 
including Shell, who lures his prey 
with false promises of Black empow-
erment, and the “prophet” who tells 
Cleo that the best way to help her 
sickly young son is to tithe to his 
church. Some find respite in Shell’s 
night club, where musical perfor-
mances, especially by the drug-addled 
Dora ( Jennifer Mogbock), render the 
scenes transportive. 

Early in the series, Dora is lying in 
a hotel bed with Cleo, who has been 
her confidante since the two started 
singing together as mere teen-agers. 
Dora, for all her cynicism about fig-
ures like Cleo’s favored politician, has 
become dependent on the men around 
her, and on the heroin they provide; 
Cleo is attempting to warn her friend 
off her current path, not suspecting 
that she herself will shortly be deemed 
disposable by Shell and his cronies. 
Neither succeeds in persuading the 
other to abandon her hopes. Dora, who 
daydreams of taking her talents to Paris, 
says with a sigh, “Can you imagine? 
Leaving this whole damn country be-
hind.” She almost certainly won’t make 
it across the Atlantic—but “Lady in 
the Lake” understands the poignancy 
of an impossible escape. 
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Solution to the previous puzzle:

ACROSS

1 Some city jaunts

7 Mineral used in glassmaking

13 Move to a booth, say

14 Pickup capacity, perhaps

15 Classic children’s book in which Angus 
tells Winnie, “You can’t have living 
without dying. So you can’t call it living, 
what we got”

18 Day after Pi Day, e.g.

19 Starters

20 “Comment t’appelles-tu?” réponse

21 Triage workers

23 Good day?: Abbr.

24 Techniques

25 Two-time W.N.B.A. M.V.P. ___ Delle 
Donne

26 Fair fare

28 2000 Olympics platypus mascot

29 “Eat the Rich” satirist

31 Letters with the same address?

32 Somewhat thick

33 Grog ingredient

36 What castle and Christmas have

37 Country in the “jollof wars”

39 Snooker or poker

40 “I’m being accused?”

41 Vegan staple made from wheat gluten

42 Bitter, for one

43 Writer who said that Beat literature 
“isn’t writing at all—it’s typing”

45 Spunk

46 “A Little Life” author

49 Makes up (for)

50 Bring about

51 Diamond cutters?

52 Like many video-art installations

DOWN

1 How boors behave

2 Withdrew

3 Welcomes

4 Minuscule

5 Aa and pahoehoe, for two

6 Editor’s “do not remove”

7 Energy-generating highways

8 “Hold your horses!”

9 Discounting

10 Sixties TV character with long hair

11 Introduction to English?

12 Bugs

15 Measures the length of, in a way

16 Movement that saw the rise of Calvinism

17 Chess greats: Abbr.

22 2020 crime bio-pic starring Tom Hardy

24 Vessels with which to practice longyau

26 Happen

27 Step in a fried-chicken recipe

30 “Slow Dancing in a Burning Room” 
blues rocker

31 Work up

32 ___ cheese

33 Grind

34 Never shown

35 Cousin of a skate

36 Respectful greeting

38 In the stratosphere

39 “Not again!”

41 Repeat symbol, in sheet music

43 Support staff

44 Shadow

47 More intense version of “Ouch!”

48 Union agreement?
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A challenging puzzle.
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