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Who Really Stands to Win from Universal Basic Income?
It has enthusiasts on both the left and the right. Maybe that’s the giveaway.
By Nathan Heller
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Thus far, U.B.I. lives entirely in people’s heads—untried at any major scale.

Illustration by Anna Parini




In 1795, a group of magistrates gathered in the English village of Speenhamland to try to solve a social crisis brought on by the rising price of grain. The challenge was an increase in poverty, even among the employed. The social system at the time, which came to be known as Elizabethan Poor Law, divided indigent adults into three groups: those who could work, those who could not, and those—the “idle poor”—who seemed not to want to. The able and disabled received work or aid through local parishes. The idle poor were forced into labor or rounded up and beaten for being bums. As grain prices increased, the parishes became overwhelmed with supplicants. Terrorizing idle people turned into a vast, unmanageable task.
The magistrates at Speenhamland devised a way of offering families measured help. Household incomes were topped up to cover the cost of living. A man got enough to buy three gallon loaves a week (about eight and a half pounds of bread), plus a loaf and a half for every other member of his household. This meant that a couple with three children could bring home the equivalent of more than twenty-five pounds a week—a lot of bread. The plan let men receive a living wage by working for small payments or by not working at all.
Economics is at heart a narrative art, a frame across which data points are woven into stories about how the world should work. As the Speenhamland system took hold and spread across England, it turned into a parable of caution. The population nearly doubled. Thomas Malthus posited that the poverty subsidies allowed couples to rear families before their actual earnings allowed it. His contemporary David Ricardo complained that the Speenhamland model was a prosperity drain, inviting “imprudence, by offering it a portion of the wages of prudence and industry.” Karl Marx attacked the system years later, in “Das Kapital,” suggesting that it had kept labor wages low, while Karl Polanyi, the economic historian, cast Speenhamland as the original sin of industrial capitalism, making lower classes irrelevant to the labor market just as new production mechanisms were being built. When the Speenhamland system ended, in 1834, people were plunged into a labor machine in which they had no role or say. The commission that repealed the system replaced it with Dickensian workhouses—a corrective, at the opposite extreme, for a program that everyone agreed had failed.
In 1969, Richard Nixon was preparing a radical new poverty-alleviation program when an adviser sent him a memo of material about the Speenhamland experiment. The story freaked Nixon out in a way that only Nixon could be freaked out, and although his specific anxiety was allayed, related concerns lingered. According to Daniel P. Moynihan, another Nixon adviser, who, in 1973, published a book about the effort, Speenhamland was the beginning of a push that led the President’s program, the Family Assistance Plan, toward a work requirement—an element that he had not included until then.
Nixon had originally intended that every poor family of four in America with zero income would receive sixteen hundred dollars a year (the equivalent of about eleven thousand dollars today), plus food stamps; the supplement would fade out as earnings increased. He sought to be the President to lift the lower classes. The plan died in the Senate, under both Republican and Democratic opposition, and the only thing to survive was Nixon’s late-breaking, Speenhamland-inspired fear of being seen to indulge the idle poor. By the end of his Administration, a previously obscure concept called moral hazard—the idea that people behave more profligately when they’re shielded from consequences—had become a guiding doctrine of the right. A work requirement stuck around, first in the earned-income tax credit, and then in Bill Clinton’s welfare reforms. The core of Nixon’s plan—what Moynihan, in “The Politics of a Guaranteed Income,” called “a quantum leap in social policy”—was buried among his more flamboyant flops.
Recently, a resurrection has occurred. Guaranteed income, reconceived as basic income, is gaining support across the spectrum, from libertarians to labor leaders. Some see the system as a clean, crisp way of replacing gnarled government bureaucracy. Others view it as a stay against harsh economic pressures now on the horizon. The questions that surround it are the same ones that Nixon faced half a century ago. Will the public stand for such a bold measure—and, if so, could it ever work?

“Give People Money: How a Universal Basic Income Would End Poverty, Revolutionize Work, and Remake the World” (Crown), by the economic journalist Annie Lowrey, is the latest book to argue that a program in this family is a sane solution to the era’s socioeconomic woes. Lowrey is a policy person. She is interested in working from the concept down. “The way things are is really the way we choose for them to be,” she writes. Her conscientiously reported book assesses the widespread effects that money and a bit of hope could buy.
A universal basic income, or U.B.I., is a fixed income that every adult—rich or poor, working or idle—automatically receives from government. Unlike today’s means-tested or earned benefits, payments are usually the same size, and arrive without request. Depending on who designs a given system, they might replace all existing governmental assistance programs or complement them, as a wider safety net. “A UBI is a lesson and an ideal, not just an economic policy,” Lowrey writes. The ideal is that a society, as a first priority, should look out for its people’s survival; the lesson is that possibly it can do so without unequal redistributive plans.
People generally have a visceral reaction to the idea of a universal basic income. For many, a government check to boost good times or to guard against starvation in bad ones seems like an obviously humane measure. Others find such payments monstrous, a model of waste and unearned rewards. In principle, a government fixes the basic income at a level to allow subsistence but also to encourage enterprise and effort for the enjoyment of more prosperity. In the U.S., its supporters generally propose a figure somewhere around a thousand dollars a month: enough to live on—somewhere in America, at least—but not nearly enough to live on well.
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“So basically you’re a dog now.”





Recent interest in U.B.I. has been widespread but wary. Last year, Finland launched a pilot version of basic income; this spring, the government decided not to extend the program beyond this year, signalling doubt. Other trials continue. Pilots have run in Canada, the Netherlands, Scotland, and Iran. Since 2017, the startup incubator Y Combinator has funded a multiyear pilot in Oakland, California. The municipal government of Stockton, an ag-industrial city east of San Francisco, is about to test a program that gives low-income residents five hundred dollars a month. Last year, Stanford launched a Basic Income Lab to pursue, as it were, basic research.
One cause of the program’s especial popularity in Northern California is also a reason for the urgency of its appeal: it is a futurist reply to the darker side of technological efficiency. Robots, we are told, will drive us from our jobs. The more this happens, the more existing workforce safety nets will be strained. In “Raising the Floor: How a Universal Basic Income Can Renew Our Economy and Rebuild the American Dream” (2016), the labor leader Andy Stern nominates U.B.I. as the right response to technological unemployment. Stern, a lifetime labor guy, is a former president of the two-million-member Service Employees International Union. But he thinks that the rise of robots and the general gig-ification of jobs will “marginalize the role of collective bargaining,” so he has made a strategic turn to prepare for a disempowered working class. “You go into an Apple store and you see the future,” he quotes an economist saying. “The future of the labor force is all in those smart college-educated people with the T-shirts whose job is to be a retail clerk.” (This presumes that people will frequent brick-and-mortar shops in the first place.)
By Lowrey’s assessment, the existing system “would falter and fail if confronted with vast inequality and tidal waves of joblessness.” But is a U.B.I. fiscally sustainable? It’s unclear. Lowrey runs many numbers but declines to pin most of them down. She thinks a U.B.I. in the United States should be a thousand dollars monthly. This means $3.9 trillion a year, close to the current expenditure of the entire federal government. To pay, Lowrey proposes new taxes on income, carbon, estates, pollution, and the like. But she is also curiously sanguine about costs, on the premise that few major initiatives balance out on the federal books: “The Bush tax cuts were not ‘paid for.’ The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were not ‘paid for.’ ” When the country wants to launch a big project, she insists, the double joints and stretchy tendons of a giant, globalized economy come into play.
This open planning won’t exactly soothe the cautious. A big reason for chariness with a U.B.I. is that, so far, the program lives in people’s heads, untried on a national scale. Then again, by the same mark, the model couldn’t be called under-thunk. The academic counterpart to Lowrey’s journalistic book is Philippe Van Parijs and Yannick Vanderborght’s recent “Basic Income: A Radical Proposal for a Free Society and a Sane Economy” (Harvard), a meticulously comprehensive, frequently persuasive accounting of U.B.I.’s superiority by measures economic, philosophical, and pragmatic. Like Lowrey, they see basic income as a sound social program and a corrective “hope”: not a perfect system, but better than anything else.

Traditionally, a challenge for means-tested aid is that it must determine who is most deserving—a vestige of the old Elizabethan system. Often, there’s a moralizing edge. Current programs, Lowrey points out, favor the working poor over the jobless. Race or racism plays into the way that certain policies are shaped, and bureaucratic requirements for getting help can be arcane and onerously cumulative. Who will certify the employee status of a guy who’s living on the streets? How can you get disability aid if you can’t afford the doctor who will certify you as disabled? With a universal income, just deserts don’t seem at issue. Everybody gets a basic chance.
Observers often are squeamish about that proposition. Junkies, alcoholics, scam artists: Do we really want to hand these people monthly checks? In 2010, a team of researchers began giving two-hundred-dollar payments to addicts and criminals in Liberian slums. The researchers found that the money, far from being squandered on vice, went largely to subsistence and legitimate enterprise. Such results, echoed in other studies, suggest that some of the most beneficial applications of a U.B.I. may be in struggling economies abroad.
Like many students of the strategy, Lowrey points to Kenya, where she reported on a U.B.I. pilot in a small village. (She won’t say which, for fear of making it a target for thieves—a concern worth counting as significant.) The pilot is run by a nonprofit called GiveDirectly, and is heavily funded through Silicon Valley; in that respect, it’s a study in effective philanthropy, not a new model of society. But the results are encouraging. Before GiveDirectly sent everyone the equivalent of twenty-two U.S. dollars a month (delivered through a mobile app), Village X had dirt roads, no home electricity, and what Lowrey genteelly calls an “open defecation” model for some families. Now, by her account, the village is a bubbling pot of enterprise, as residents whose days used to be about survival save, budget, and plan. (The payments will continue until 2028.)
A widow tells her, “I’ll deal with three things first urgently: the pit latrine that I need to construct, the part of my house that has been damaged by termites, and the livestock pen that needs reinforcement, so the hyena gets nothing from me on his prowls.” A heavy-drinking deadbeat buys a motorbike for a taxi business, sells soap, buys two cows, and opens a barbershop. His work income quadruples. He boasts to Lowrey of his new life.
Purely as a kind of foreign aid, Lowrey suggests, a basic income is better than donated goods (boxes of shoes, mosquito nets), because cash can go to any use. The Indian government’s chief economic adviser tells her that, with a U.B.I. of about a hundred U.S. dollars a year, India, where a third of the world’s extreme poor live, could bring its poverty rates from twenty-two per cent to less than one per cent. Those figures are stunning. But India is in the midst of major bureaucratic change. Would there be any chance of a U.B.I. finding a foothold in the entrenched U.S. political climate?

Advocates have noted that the idea, generally formulated, has bipartisan support. Charles Murray, the conservative welfare critic, was an early enthusiast. His book “In Our Hands: A Plan to Replace the Welfare State” (2006) called for a U.B.I. of ten thousand dollars a year, plus catastrophic health insurance, to replace existing social programs, including Social Security. Rather than fester for years under the mismanaging claws of Big Government, he thought, money could flow directly to individual recipients. “The UBI lowers the rate of involuntary poverty to zero for everyone who has any capacity to work or any capacity to get along with other people,” Murray declared.
But although politically dissimilar people may support a U.B.I., the reasons for their support differ, and so do the ways they set the numbers. A rising group of thinkers on the left, including David Graeber and Nick Srnicek, tout a generous version of U.B.I. both as a safety net and as a way to free people from lives spent rowing overmanaged corporate galleons. Business centrists and Silicon Valley types appreciate it as a way to manage industry side effects—such as low labor costs and the displacement of workers by apps and A.I.—without impeding growth. In “The War on Normal People: The Truth About America’s Disappearing Jobs and Why Universal Basic Income Is Our Future” (Hachette), Andrew Yang, the Venture for America founder who has already filed for Presidential candidacy in 2020, recommends the model as a way to bypass kludgy governmental systems. He imagines it paired with something he calls “human capitalism.” “For example, a journalist who uncovered a particular source of waste, an artist who beautified a city, or a hacker who strengthened our power grid could be rewarded with Social Credits,” he explains. “Most of the technologists and young people I know would be beyond pumped to work on these problems.”
Many of the super-rich are also super-pumped about the universal basic income. Elon Musk has said it will be “necessary.” Sir Richard Branson speaks of “the sense of self-esteem that universal basic income could provide to people.” What’s the appeal for the plutocracy? For one thing, the system offers a hard budget line: you set the income figure, press start, go home. No new programs, no new rules. It also alleviates moral debt: because there is a floor for everyone, the wealthy can feel less guilt as they gain more wealth. Finally, the U.B.I. fits with a certain idea of meritocracy. If everybody gets a strong boost off the blocks, the winners of the economic race—the ultra-affluent—can believe that they got there by their industry or acumen. Of course the very rich appreciate the U.B.I.; it dovetails with a narrative that casts their wealth as a reward.

A notable exception is Chris Hughes, who, in “Fair Shot: Rethinking Inequality and How We Earn” (St. Martin’s), seeks to shed the idea that special skills brought him success. Hughes, who is helping to fund the Stockton U.B.I. experiment, was part of the dorm-room crew that founded Facebook. By his late twenties, when the company went public, he was worth around five hundred million dollars. Before the I.P.O., he worked for Barack Obama’s first Presidential campaign; afterward, he bought a majority stake in The New Republic, mismanaged it so brazenly as to prompt a huge staff exodus, then sold it. He’s forthright about his failures, and he’s diffident about his putative triumphs. “Fair Shot” tells an interesting success story, because its author has doubts about how he succeeded. It’s “Charlie and the Chocolate Factory” if Charlie said “Why me?” and Wonka shrugged.
Hughes’s book is divided between policy and memoir. When he was growing up, in suburban North Carolina, he writes, his mom clipped coupons and he went to an after-school program with mostly nonwhite kids. He dreamed of a bigger life, and applied to top high schools. Andover offered financial aid, but not enough. He called up its admissions office and pleaded for more. Once there, Hughes felt poor, and sought validation in schoolwork. This led him to Harvard, where he ended up rooming with three guys he didn’t know too well, including Mark Zuckerberg.
Hughes had no technical knowledge. But he was there when Facebook was being set up, and he could talk and write, so he was put in charge of its early P.R. On graduating, he found himself leading Facebook’s communications and marketing and watching venture capitalists invest “jaw-dropping” sums. It bemused him. “I didn’t feel like some kind of genius, and while Mark was smart and talented, so were many of the other people I went to college with,” he writes.
Hughes searches for points of exception that explain why he, not someone else from another middle-middle-class family, ended up with half a billion dollars and a speaking circuit out of the gate. His scramble to get into Andover, for one thing, seems central. But should the randomness of this early ambition—which, even if it doesn’t have to do with resources, does reflect community information transfer—really determine who’s in with a chance? Hughes thinks these individual zaps of opportunity have a large-scale correlate: the very economic setup that made him and his roommates super-rich. “In a winner-take-all world, a small group of people get outsized returns as a result of early actions they take,” he writes. Massive tech companies such as Facebook have been possible because of deregulation, financialization, tax cuts, and lowered tariffs rolled out, he thinks, at a cost to ordinary people since the nineteen-seventies.

[image: ]


“Is the flight completely full, extremely full, or very full?”





The solution, Hughes has decided, is a modest basic income: five hundred dollars a month for every adult in a household making less than about fifty thousand dollars. He sees it as a boost to the current system, and argues that the money can be found by closing tax exemptions for the ultra-wealthy—“people like me.”
Six thousand dollars a year is not a lot of money. But Hughes believes that a light padding is enough. He describes receiving his first big payout from Facebook—a hundred thousand dollars—and realizing that if he set aside a five-per-cent return each year he could count on a lifelong annual income of at least five thousand dollars, no matter what. It was a little, but it meant a lot. “The further you get from subsistence, the easier it is to ask fundamental questions like: What do I want, and how do I get it?” he writes. The covetable entity that the Andover kids of his youth possessed wasn’t actually wealth. Their crucial asset was the assurance of choice.

Framing basic income in terms of choice, not money, helps to clarify both its opportunities and its limits. On the immediate level, one might wonder whether Hughes’s proposal of five hundred dollars a month is really enough to boost one’s existential swagger. That number, he says, would lift twenty million people over the poverty line, but any three-hundred-billion-dollar program should. More to the point are Hughes’s qualms about a universal basic income—or even a lower-middle basic income, like his—replacing means-tested aid. (“Trading in benefits earmarked for the poor for a benefit like guaranteed income, which is designed to provide financial stability to the middle class and the poor alike, would be regressive,” he says.) Why spray so much money over people doing fine, he wonders, when you could direct cash as needed?
One answer is that it makes the program palatable to those who cannot stomach anything resembling government handouts. A wide range of people stand to benefit from a cushion: any worker with an abusive boss is free to take the basic wage and leave. By certain measures, in fact, giving everyone a flat check naturally rebalances opportunities for choice. A thousand bucks handed to a multimillionaire means almost nothing, but it’s significant for a middle-income person, and for a poor person it could open up the world.
Skeptics might point out that what was meant to be a floor can easily become a ceiling. This was Marx’s complaint about Speenhamland: a society with a basic income has no pressure to pay employees a good wage, because the bottom constraint, subsistence, has fallen away. We see such an effect already in the gig economy, where companies pay paltry wages by claiming that their endeavors are flexible and part-time and that workers surely have subsistence income from elsewhere.
Supporters of the U.B.I. frequently counter that the raised floor will lift other things. If workers are no longer compelled to take any available job to put food on the table, supporters say, work must be worth their while. Certainly, this will be true for highly undesirable jobs: the latrine cleaner can expect a pay bump and an engraved pen. But for jobs whose appeal goes beyond the paycheck—in other words, most middle-class jobs—the pressures are less clear. Competitive, prestigious industries often pay entry- to mid-level employees meagrely, because they can; ambitious people are so keen for a spot on the ladder that they accept modest wages. And, since that is an easier concession for the children and intimates of the moneyed classes, influential fields can fill up with fancy people. This is not a problem that the U.B.I. would solve. If anything, paychecks in desirable jobs would be free to shrink to honorarium size, and choice opportunity would again redound to the rich, for whom the shrinkage would not mean very much.
In that sense, what’s at issue with U.B.I. isn’t actually the movement of money but the privileging of interests—not who is served but who’s best served. An illuminating parallel is free college. One criticism of Bernie Sanders’s no-tuition plan, in 2016, was that many American families could afford at least part of a tuition. With no fees to pay, that money would be freed to fund enrichments: painting lessons, private tutoring, investments, trips to rescue orphans and pandas, and other things with which well-resourced people set the groundwork for an upward-spiralling bourgeois life. Especially among the small subset of colleges that have competitive admissions—the sector of the education market which, today, serves most reliably as an elevator toward class, influence, and long-term employment access—those who truly have no cash for college would still be starting from behind. Opportunity would be better equalized, at least while other things in America remain very unequal, by meting out financial aid as kids actually need it.
Hughes was one such kid, of course, and then he stepped into a jet stream leading from Harvard Yard to the cover of a business magazine. Now he is part of the one per cent, which means that his son is seventy-seven times as likely to end up in the Ivy League as his counterpart from the bottom fifth in the income distribution. These effects relate to what’s often called “structural inequality.” Since, his story suggests, they have little to do with the details of Hughes’s childhood finances and a lot to do with the decades-long diversion of profit from workers to shareholders, any program to protect the workforce in the long term must go deeper than just redisbursing cash or benefits. Such a solution would need to privilege public interests, not just public awards. It may even require what many U.B.I. fans hate: a rejiggering of regulation. Simply lifting the minimum-income level leaves the largest, most defining foundations of inequality intact.

The realization that a universal basic income is useful but insufficient for the country’s long-term socioeconomic health—that you can’t just wind up a machine and let it run—may cause attrition among some supporters who admire the model precisely because it seems to mean that no one will have to deal with stuff like this again. It may also dampen the scheme’s sunny political prospects, since a healthy U.B.I. would have to be seated among other reforms, the sum of which would not be cost- or interest-neutral. This doesn’t mean that it’s not a practical idea. It means only that it’s not a magic spell.
Or perhaps the difference could be split. A couple of years ago, the Dutch professional thought leader Rutger Bregman championed universal basic income in his popular book “Utopia for Realists”—a title that reflects the volume’s tone. Bregman, who studied history, hoped that we could abolish poverty, border control, and the forty-hour workweek. (He prefers fifteen.) He pointed out that G.D.P. is a questionable metric of prosperity, since it doesn’t reflect health, clean air, and other attributes that now define First World success. His interest in a basic income was meant to synthesize the wishful and the practical; like many supporters, he touted it as a matter of both categorical principle and maximized good, and tried to make these virtues square. The effort brought him back to Speenhamland, whose reputation as a failure Bregman called, flatly, “bogus.”
According to Bregman’s analysis, accounts of Speenhamland’s disastrousness were based on a single report by the commission empowered to replace it. The report was “largely fabricated,” Bregman writes. The era’s population growth was attributable not to irresponsible family planning, as Malthus thought, but to an excess of responsibility—children, once they reached working age, were lucrative earners for a household—plus declining rates of infant mortality. (Parallel population explosions happened in Ireland and Scotland, where the Speenhamland system was not in effect.) Wages were low during Speenhamland, but, the historian Walter I. Trattner has noted, they were nearly as low before Speenhamland, and the extra falloff followed the adoption of the mechanical thresher, which obviated an entire class of jobs.
Speenhamland does offer a lesson, in other words, but it is not the one most widely taught. In “The Failed Welfare Revolution” (2008), the sociologist Brian Steensland suggests that, if Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan had passed, conservative policy might have evolved along a different path. George H. W. Bush, then a congressman, supported the guaranteed-income scheme. So did Donald Rumsfeld. From the late sixties into the seventies, he and Dick Cheney helped run trials on thirteen hundred families to see how much a modest financial top-up discouraged them from working. The falloff was smaller than expected, and the researchers were pleased. We might hope that, with Speenhamland’s false myths finally cleared, the United States will do better going forward. But our aptitude for managing the future is no stronger than our skill at making sense out of the past. ♦
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Ice Poseidon’s Lucrative, Stressful Life as a Live Streamer
When your job is to constantly share your life, even your worst moments are an opportunity to please your audience.
By Adrian Chen
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“Drama equals views equals money,” Paul Denino says. He has been kicked out of six apartments in a year and a half.

Illustration by Siggi Eggertsson






A strange creature stalks Los Angeles, hunting for content. He is pale and tall, as skinny as a folded-up tripod. His right hand holds a camera on a stick, which he waves like an explorer illuminating a cave painting. His left hand clutches a smartphone close to his face. Entering a restaurant, he wraps his left wrist around the door handle, so that he can pull the door open while still looking at the phone.
Chaos follows him. The restaurant starts getting a lot of unusual phone calls. The callers say that they are Paul Denino’s father or his mother and they urgently need to talk to their son, who is autistic. An employee asks the man if he is Paul Denino. He says yes, but then explains that the callers are pranking him. He is live-streaming through the camera on the stick, and some of the thousands of people watching are trying to fuck with him. The calls grow more disturbing. Callers claim that Denino is a pedophile trying to lure children to his lair, or that the large backpack he’s wearing contains a bomb, rather than a two-thousand-dollar cellular transmitter. The restaurant manager asks Denino to leave. Almost immediately, the restaurant’s rating on Yelp begins to plummet. Dozens of one-star reviews flood the page within seconds. They’re full of obscure references to Denino and to the Purple Army, the name of the legion of virtual fans who follow him wherever he goes.
Denino is twenty-three years old, and his job is broadcasting his life to thousands of obsessed viewers. He wakes up at two in the afternoon, then streams for between two and six hours at a time for the rest of the day. When I first met him, in January, he said that he was on track to make sixty thousand dollars that month, through sponsorships and donations from viewers. On average, ten thousand people watch him at any given time, though once, when he staged a boxing match between viewers in his ex-girlfriend’s back yard, sixty-five thousand tuned in. He sometimes arranges elaborate events for his stream, but more often he does things that a typical twenty-three-year-old does, such as go on dates, barhop, and smoke weed in his apartment. Even then, he is not simply recording his daily life. He is performing the role of a foulmouthed trickster called Ice Poseidon. If you watch his stream, you might see Ice Poseidon using boorish lines to pick up women on the street, or rolling around Los Angeles in a giant transparent ball, or tearfully recounting his lonely childhood. Ice Poseidon’s catchphrase is “Fuck it, dude.” When I watch him, I find myself cringing from disgust, secondhand embarrassment, and a sense of impending disaster. I also can’t help but laugh sometimes.
Denino is the most notorious of what are known as I.R.L. streamers. The I.R.L., or “in real life,” distinguishes them from people who broadcast themselves playing video games, which is what Denino did until he decided to take his act out of his bedroom. Now he treats the world as a game. The goal is to generate entertainment for his viewers. He keeps one eye on his phone, where a chat room fills with comments. If his viewers enjoy what he is doing, they post laughing emojis and cries of “CONTENT!” If they don’t, they write “ResidentSleeper,” a reference to one of the most boring streaming moments of all time, in which a gamer fell asleep at his computer. The ResidentSleeper thing really gets to Denino. His viewers love to needle him—to “trigger” him, as they say—and they know his vulnerabilities as well as anyone in his life does.
Denino is fanatical about making his live stream the best it can be. For a while, he was into bodybuilding—his mother is a competitive power lifter—and he shared updates about his muscle gains on a bodybuilding forum, under the handle Leanice44. His automatic signature was “You are an artist, sculpt your masterpiece.”

The fact that people can now broadcast live video from wherever they are seems like a relatively small development in the history of technology, but for streaming fans it is as exciting as the invention of television. Live streamers laud the way the medium allows them to connect directly with their viewers. Most streams are accompanied by a chat room, where viewers can offer instant feedback, and a stream often plays out as an extended conversation between the streamer and the audience. To Denino and his fans, social media, once hailed as the gold standard of authenticity, now appears artificial. Denino told me that he hates the whitewashed, feel-good version of life portrayed in the Instagram posts of online influencers. Every moment of uncontrolled chaos that unfolds on Ice Poseidon’s stream emphasizes that he is showing his viewers how things really are.
Live streaming began in 1996, when a nineteen-year-old college student named Jennifer Ringley started broadcasting grainy images of her life in her dorm room. Nothing very interesting happened at first, but millions of people tuned in; she appeared on Letterman and in countless news stories as a herald of a new age of transparency. Professional live streaming was born in 2011, with the launch of Twitch, the video-game streaming platform. Twitch offered a number of ways to monetize a live stream and attracted a huge audience of young gamers who, to their parents’ confusion, wanted not only to watch people play video games for hours but also to give money to their favorite streamers in the form of subscriptions and tips. Today, top streamers can make millions of dollars a year. The best live streamers please their audience while maintaining the creative freedom to grow, though the fact that fickle viewers are also a live streamer’s investors makes this balance more precarious than it is in perhaps any other form of entertainment. Simply changing the type of game they play has sent many streamers’ audience numbers, and income, tumbling.
Successful streamers often rely as much on their personalities as on their skill at playing video games. Like everything else, Denino has taken this idea to the extreme. As he has moved away from games, he has turned his life into a self-produced reality show. Denino’s viewers know his home address and his blood pressure. Everyone in his life is part of the show. “If I don’t know what to do on a certain day, I’ll just call someone over and we can develop their character,” he told me. These characters are given names like Anything4Views, Hampton Brandon, Salmon Andy, Mexican Andy, Asian Andy, and Motorcycle Andy. (Andy is a nickname that his viewers like to apply to minor characters.) His fans make memes about his parents, his former employers, and his childhood photos. Denino believes that such transparency will make his viewers feel invested in the never-ending journey of his life rather than just in the content he can produce. In a little more than two years, they have watched Ice Poseidon go from a gamer who lived in his parents’ house and worked as a line cook at an Italian restaurant to a geek rock star whose life is awash in Monster Energy drink, pot smoke, and hot chicks.
If your job is to constantly share your life, your life becomes a product that you are selling, and every moment, even the worst one, can be a lucrative opportunity to please your audience. Denino often lands at the top of a message board called LivestreamFails, which functions as a micro-TMZ for the personal lives of live-streaming celebrities. Last year, the biggest story on LivestreamFails was the revelation by a popular video-game streamer called Dr. DisRespect that he was cheating on his wife. Dr. DisRespect posted a tearful apology and disappeared for months. Streamers claim to hate drama, but they also understand that a popular post on LivestreamFails can be great for their numbers. “Drama equals views equals money,” Denino told me. In February, when Dr. DisRespect made a triumphant return, it was one of the most watched live streams in history, with about three hundred and eighty thousand viewers.

Denino’s friends all told me that he is kind, and he always was to me. But, if you watch his live stream, the word that most readily comes to mind is “asshole.” Denino is keen to point out where he draws the line. He will not film a homeless person if that person seems unwell or intoxicated, though he is fine with milking schizophrenics for laughs. He will never call anyone the N-word with a “hard R,” though he often adopts a caricature of a rapper and addresses people, of whatever race, as “my nigga.” He sees himself as an envoy to the real world on behalf of the culture of online trolling, in which anonymous malcontents provoke people with extreme speech and behavior. Hiding behind a screen name, Internet trolls can make a game out of offending people. When Denino trolls in the real world, the consequences are unavoidable.
Denino has lived in Los Angeles for a year and a half, and during that time he has been kicked out of six apartments. The moves have been exhausting for him, but for viewers they offer an easy way to delineate eras in the Ice Poseidon show—“seasons,” as one put it to me. Denino’s first apartment was a two-bed-two-bath in a brand-new building in the heart of Hollywood. “I just Googled apartments in L.A., and it was literally the first one that popped up,” he told me. The prominent placement on search engines is probably related to the fact that the building was reportedly once the home of Logan Paul, the popular YouTuber. It is now a mecca for online-content creators, and it seemed like the perfect environment for Denino. “Most of the people who lived there were loud as fuck, did YouTube stuff,” Denino said. “We would throw balls of bread off the balcony to see how far we could throw it.” His viewers recall the era fondly. But Denino was kicked out after six months. “The building’s office was getting mass-called by my viewers every day, just non-stop, like ‘Hey, we know Paul Denino lives there. He’s burning down his apartment.’ ”
The biggest problem was the swattings. People would call 911 with false reports of hostage situations or bomb threats, in order to get a SWAT team sent to Denino’s apartment. Swatting has its origins in the subculture of Internet trolls, where it is a favorite tactic for harassing and bullying people. Swatting has exploded in popularity in recent years, owing in part to the rise of live streaming. Previously, the hoaxer would have to imagine his target’s distress when a team of heavily armed police officers broke down his door. But, if the target is broadcasting himself live, the hoaxer can see his handiwork play out in real time. On YouTube, you can watch compilations of famous streamers being swatted. Last December, a Kansas man was killed by police in a swatting episode prompted by a feud in an online game of Call of Duty.
Denino has been the target of so many swatting attempts that he seems to have a sixth sense for them. I recently watched as he live-streamed a session with a British hypnotherapist. Sirens sound in the distance. Denino winces but continues to talk about his childhood. The sirens draw nearer. He glances around nervously, his voice becoming thin as he struggles to keep up the conversation. The sirens stop directly outside the therapist’s apartment. The amused therapist gets up to look out the window, and tells him that there is nothing to worry about. The chat room knows better. Viewers write “SWATTED” and “omg RUN!!!,” and post emojis of sirens. Loud voices echo down the hallway. When there is a knock on the door, and the therapist opens it to find a squadron of cops, Denino seems almost relieved.
There was a time when he was swatted every day for a month. Things reached a crisis point when someone called in a bomb threat on a plane he had just boarded in Phoenix, on his way to a video-game convention, and several of the airport’s runways had to be closed. The episode led to Denino’s permanent banishment from Twitch, which is why he now streams on YouTube. Most of the swattings turned out to be the work of an anonymous hacker. At the peak of the epidemic, Denino posted a video titled “A Terrorist Is Trying to Ruin My Life,” in which he tearfully asked for help tracking down the swatter. Eventually, a group of sympathetic hackers gave Denino the swatter’s supposed name and address, which belonged to a teen-ager in Poland, and Denino gave the information to the F.B.I. (The F.B.I. declined to confirm this.) He does not know what happened to the teen-ager, but the swattings have slowed to a trickle. Today, Denino says that he has a liaison in the Los Angeles Police Department who contacts him any time the cops get a 911 call to his address. Yet, whenever a siren sounds on his stream, you can see the fear flash across his face.

Denino likes to frame himself as a rebel, up against a world filled with people trying to tell you what to say or how to act. The origin story he has shared with viewers draws heavily on his difficult childhood, which he recounts as a never-ending struggle against authority. He grew up in a gated community in Martin County, Florida, a rural area near Palm Beach. His mother, Enza, was a mental-health administrator at a nearby clinical facility. His father, Paul, was a plasma technician. Enza told me that Denino was very shy, though he was also desperate to make friends. To gain attention, he acted out—he once asked a teacher if she was good at giving blow jobs—but that only increased his isolation. He bounced among schools and spent time at a forestry camp for troubled boys. When he was twelve, a psychiatrist diagnosed that he was suffering from behavioral issues and prescribed Zoloft and A.D.H.D. medication, plus sleeping pills to counteract the side effects of the other drugs. When he turned sixteen, he quit them all cold turkey. These days, he often talks about the drugs as a mental prison, and urges his young viewers to resist medication. “You have these fucking doctors who are telling your parents all this shit—the doctors were telling my parents how to parent,” he once said on his stream.
When Denino was twelve, a neighbor introduced him to RuneScape, an online fantasy role-playing game. After consulting a random-name generator, Denino called his character Ice Poseidon. He started playing at all hours—at 5 A.M., before school, and late into the night. During some summers, he didn’t leave the house for weeks. He enjoyed the game’s social aspect. People from all around the world held parties in virtual houses, and if you had good enough armor and a big enough house you could make a lot of friends. Through the game, he met his first real friend, Gray Shaw, who lived in California. They began talking on Skype every day. When Denino moved to L.A., Shaw became his roommate.
After high school, Denino took a job as a line cook, but his social life was still centered on RuneScape. In the game, Ice Poseidon could do things for attention without suffering real-world consequences. In 2013, Denino came up with a prank called “closing doors,” in which he would repeatedly click on a door so that it couldn’t be opened, trapping another player in a room. Denino uploaded videos of the prank to YouTube, and they racked up views. He decided to start broadcasting live on Twitch. The first night, ten people watched him. The next, twenty. Soon, he was making seven hundred dollars a month in viewer donations. At the end of the summer, he was laid off from the restaurant, and decided to try to make live streaming a career.
People liked his channel because he created a community around his stream. He played songs requested by viewers. He called fans on the phone. He let people tag along on his in-game adventures, and was often followed around by a crowd of dozens of other avatars. He called this posse the Purple Army, and it became known for harassing other streamers and for fighting the Reign of Terror, the most powerful clan in the game. The Purple Army quickly developed a reputation as a toxic hive. But some of the memes it generated are still influential.
As Denino developed an online following, he became more isolated in the real world. With no job and no classes, he hardly spoke to anyone. When he had a bad stream, his disappointment was sharpened by harsh criticism from viewers, the people who seemed to care the most about him. In a clip from that era, he breaks down on stream. He is alone outside in the dark, with his face lit from below. “I don’t even talk to my parents. I live with my parents, but we maybe talk two words a day,” he says. “It’s really hard to not have any sort of, like, human interaction with anybody except for the people who watch your stream over the Internet.”
In July, 2016, Nintendo released Pokémon Go, in which people used their smartphones to capture virtual creatures in real-world locations. Denino used the game as an excuse to get out of the house. He would strap a Webcam to his head, put his laptop in his backpack, and walk to a local mall. This was when he pioneered one of his viewers’ favorite forms of content—ineptly hitting on women on the street. The streams were a sensation; he said that he regularly pulled in twenty thousand viewers. His fame began to bleed into the real world. That Halloween, children who came to his parents’ house to trick-or-treat recognized him. “It just completely blew us away,” Enza said. “They all knew what Ice Poseidon was, and they stopped dead in their tracks.”
Then Denino experienced the first of what would be many major setbacks. In December, 2016, he was banned from Twitch for forty-five days, after revealing a girl’s phone number to his followers, who started calling her. Denino decided to try something new. In a video that he posted during this involuntary break, he announced that he was moving to L.A. “That’s when the videos will start to flow out,” he said. You can watch the rest on YouTube.

When I first met Denino, he was living in a three-story town house in East Hollywood. (I was not surprised to learn that, a few weeks later, he was kicked out.) His bedroom, on the third floor, was a tiny white cube, decorated with a poster, made by a fan, of the various characters on his stream. Denino’s fans joke that he streams “from the streets of Hollywood to the dirtiest bedroom in L.A.” Someone appeared to have emptied a full trash can in the attached bathroom: fast-food wrappers, orange peels, and cans of Monster Energy drink spilled off the white counter and onto the floor. Denino does not own much besides a five-thousand-dollar, dual-screen gaming computer, his live-streaming equipment, and a large brown sectional couch with electric recliners, which he bought during a stream. (“I feel like a fucking adult!” he exclaimed, throwing himself onto the couch, before closing the deal.) His current outfit of choice is a pair of skintight black leggings patterned with bright-green marijuana leaves and a matching shirt. His only concession to conventional fashion is a six-hundred-dollar pair of Louis Vuitton sneakers. Viewers use the term “scuffed” to describe the aggressively careless way in which Ice Poseidon presents himself on stream. Denino’s real life is highly scuffed as well.
Denino is hardly ever alone, even when off camera. He encourages his viewers to stop by his apartment if they happen to be in Los Angeles. He sees his open-door policy as the best demonstration of his commitment to total transparency. They come to offer gifts or praise, to ask for favors, to appear on his stream, or simply to confirm that he exists. One day, a nervous kid of about seventeen showed up, carrying a bucket full of cleaning supplies. He stammered out that he had travelled by public transportation from Redondo Beach, three hours away, to clean Denino’s house. Denino declined, and the kid went home. Young men milled about in the living room at all times of the day. They came from China, Denmark, Sweden, and throughout the United States. Denino’s viewers have spent so much time with him on stream that they see him as a friend, and they often fall into easy conversation.
One night, I stopped by, hoping to catch him alone after a stream. When I arrived, he was in the middle of what is known in the community as a “PC stream,” broadcasting from his desktop computer. Outdoor streams are more interesting for viewers but more taxing for Denino, so he occasionally does a PC stream, to prevent burnout. He sat at his desk, wearing a large plastic headset and swinging a big boom mike to talk to people in the room. At one point, a Domino’s deliveryman walked into the room. It was one of four prank deliveries that Denino received that night. The delivery guy looked at Denino. “Ice?” he said. He was a viewer. Although nobody had paid for the food, he left a cheese pizza and a chicken-parm sub as an offering.
Denino begins many streams with what he calls a Reddit Recap, where he reads the top posts from a message board, or subreddit, dedicated to his stream. The subreddit has more than a hundred thousand subscribers and produces a steady flow of memes, gossip, and criticism. Its prominence in Denino’s live stream can give the whole thing a dizzying ouroboros feel. The main drama in Denino’s life is his turbulent relationship with his viewers. Sometimes they act like worried parents. Once, he had a panic attack on stream that ended with him in the hospital, and afterward viewers urged him to see a doctor. A few days later, he live-streamed the visit. At other times, they are like left-out friends or jealous lovers. When Denino went to Disneyland with a couple of Playboy models and failed to stream the outing, the subreddit filled with posts from disappointed viewers.
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“Make way! I’m trying to cover up a crime here.”





During the PC stream, viewers could pay between two and twenty dollars to leave featured comments that appeared on the desktop screen in bright boxes and were read out in the automated voice of a little boy. This is how Denino makes much of his income, and he responded to each one. Many of the comments demanded information about a woman named Courtney. She had appeared on a couple of recent streams, and viewers were convinced that Denino had slept with her. “Just admit you banged Courtney,” one comment read. “Say admit it ice in the chat.” The chat room filled with “Admit it Ice!” Denino leaned back in his chair and grinned.
Just being in the room was exhausting. I went downstairs, to the living room, where Jacob, Denino’s assistant, watched the live stream on a large flat-screen TV. Jacob was a viewer whom Denino had hired to take care of his increasingly complicated affairs. “I probably respond to a hundred individual people per day asking questions about Paul’s life,” Jacob said. Although Denino characterizes his radical transparency as a branding decision, he also admits that his viewers are so obsessive that it is nearly impossible to hide anything from them. A while ago, Denino went to San Diego for a conference and didn’t tell his viewers where he was staying. They called every hotel in the city until they found him. “Have you ever seen the movie ‘World War Z’?” Jacob asked me. In the movie, there is a terrifying scene in which thousands of zombies surge toward a wall and pile on top of one another until they are able to clamber over it. “That’s like how his community is. They smash into the wall and hopefully they get to the top.”
The disruptive power of the community was on everyone’s mind. For the past six months, Denino had been struggling with fans over his girlfriend, a platinum-blond streamer named Caroline. Viewers thought that she was taking him away from the stream and using him to boost her own career; they called her “the leech.” They bombarded the subreddit with hateful posts about Caroline and Denino, approached the couple in real life to harass them, and staged a boycott that cut Denino’s viewership and revenue by a third, demanding that he break up with her. Denino resisted for months—Caroline made him happy—but eventually he relented. “It just got too much, dude,” he told me. “It was just easier to break up with her than to deal with it.” He showed me a chart of his earnings, which had doubled the week after he and Caroline broke up.
After the stream, Denino came downstairs. He seemed shaken. He said that he had abruptly shut down the stream when viewers refused to stop asking about Courtney. Although he had rakishly batted away the questions onscreen, he now admitted to another motive. He thought that Caroline would be watching. He still cared for her, and he didn’t want to boast publicly about another woman. Yet he felt that he had to act as if he didn’t care, or his viewers might suspect that he and Caroline hadn’t actually broken up. I later learned of a previous incident, in which his fans saw a pair of shoes in his bedroom that belonged to a woman who was not his girlfriend at the time. The fallout occupied Denino’s life for weeks. “You have to be inconsiderate and a little bit of a sociopath to stream,” he said. “I have to turn on the stream tomorrow, and not give a fuck about any of this, but I actually do give a fuck, and I’m actually annoyed and hurt and awkward by all of this shit.”
He sat on the couch, absorbed in his phone. The subreddit filled with new posts about the stream that had just ended. A friend of Denino’s, a soft-spoken twenty-three-year-old named Kyle Falador, sat down next to him. Falador had been a viewer since the RuneScape days. “I was going through a tough time, and watching his streams gave me an outlet outside of reality where I could just smile and not think about my problems,” he told me. Falador has had his own turbulent relationship with the community. During the campaign against Caroline, viewers criticized him for not trying to break up the couple, and nicknamed him Yes Man.
“Stop reading this poison!” Falador said.
“I have to see what’s going on—I have to see what the vibe is,” Denino said.
“Fuck the vibe,” Falador said.
“This shit gives me content ideas,” Denino said.
“It also gives you cancer,” Falador said.
I left with a sense of the Purple Army as controlling and toxic. Not long after, though, Falador contacted me to clarify his “cancer” comment. He said that the community was, over all, a good force in Denino’s life, and that it often gave him ideas and constructive criticism, pushing him to do better. But, when I was in L.A., Denino and the Purple Army were locked in a cycle of conflict. When the subreddit filled with hate about Caroline, Denino responded by taking days off, and cutting off streams abruptly, in a way that seemed meant to punish his viewers—a tactic that only increased their ire. “The community’s never been like that, and since then it’s never got like that again,” Falador later said. The situation reminded me of how a small slight between two stubborn friends can spiral into a feud, although even the most pissed-off person would probably not try to destroy his friend’s career.

Denino gets emotional on stream often enough that his viewers have branded these moments Real Talks. In many Real Talks, he speaks candidly about his struggles with depression and stress. In others, he relates the emotional fulfillment he has found from success. In early 2017, after his first months in L.A., he took a trip home to Palm Beach. One night, he streamed himself from the top of a tall building. He began to cry as he related how his dad had told him about a kid he knew at the gym who was a fan of his streams, and about former classmates who said that they were proud of him. “I haven’t been happy for a long time, so I come, and I hear these things,” he said. “That’s all I wanted, dude. That’s all I ever fucking wanted in life—just people to be proud.”
Yet, in conversation with me, Denino most often talked about his viewers in cold, transactional terms. He said, “Every so often, you’ll open up to them—you just let them in on your feelings, emotions, personal life—and then that’s basic human relationship building. It works the same way on the Internet like it does in real life. It’s like I’m like their friend, you know.”
One day, I asked Denino’s manager, Brent Kaskel, about this seeming contradiction. Kaskel got his start managing video-game streamers, but, when he joined the company representing Denino, he became convinced that Denino was the future of I.R.L. streaming. Kaskel is known among the Purple Army as Scuffed Steve Jobs, because he resembles the Apple founder; he is at times reviled as a moneygrubbing manipulator, largely because he secured Denino a forty-thousand-dollar-a-month sponsorship that required him to stream every few days using a Chinese live-streaming app that the viewers hated. Kaskel said that, despite Denino’s evasions, he has an intense emotional connection to his viewers. “He had no friends, and now he has a group of people that fucking adore him,” he said. “And, dude, when they hate him, he shuts down. He’s just, like, ‘This sucks. My friends are attacking me.’ ” I observed to Kaskel that, even though Denino was playing a character on stream, he could also be deceptively authentic. “I think he’s more real on stream, actually,” Kaskel said.

One day, I arranged to interview Denino on stream. When I arrived at his house, he was streaming from U.C.L.A., trying to persuade girls to come to a party at his house later that week. I watched from my phone as he talked his way into a sorority by pretending to be making a documentary for the BBC, about Greek life on campus. A little later, he came up the path and, after a brief pause at the door—“Does anyone have my house keys?”—invited me up to his room. As he prepared to start a PC stream, he complained about a neighbor who was trying to thwart his plans for the party. The neighbor had stopped by while Denino was streaming earlier in the day to complain about noise, and had given enough information that viewers had tracked down his social-media accounts. Denino said, “His Instagram blew up, saying, ‘Who the fuck are you? Fuck off!,’ so now, obviously, he has a vendetta against me.”
Once he had started broadcasting again, he turned to me. “So let’s get at it, then,” he said. I asked Denino how he had changed during his time streaming. He said that, since the airport swatting, he had become more conscious of the havoc that his live stream wreaks. He had started to ban the most disruptive members of the community from the subreddit. “A year ago, I will agree, I was a very immature person,” he said. He described how overwhelmed he felt at the height of the furor over Caroline. “My Reddit was telling me everything I was doing was wrong,” he said. “What was the point of streaming? What was the point of anything? I was just losing it.” He took a weeklong break from streaming, and took some Ecstasy. While he was high, a phrase came into his head: “Don’t let the stream project onto myself. Project myself to the stream.” Caroline gave him a card with the phrase printed on it, which he keeps in his wallet.
Throughout our conversation, we were interrupted by the computer’s little-boy voice reading out viewers’ messages. They asked questions, and criticized Denino for apparent inconsistencies. At one point, Denino recalled how bad he had felt about the incident that got him suspended from Twitch, when he shared the girl’s number. “I remember how he didn’t give a fuck about leaking the girl’s number,” one Redditor wrote. “hahahaha ICE is such a good fucking liar lol.” Another asked, “Mr. Reporter, what does Ice’s room smell like?” (Not bad, surprisingly.) Before the interview, a moderator on the subreddit had asked for submissions of questions for Denino. One viewer asked about an apparently notorious event: in December, a viewer had posted an aggrieved message to the subreddit that detailed how Denino had stood him up for dinner in Las Vegas, where the viewer lived. He had Crohn’s disease and colon cancer and had posted that, in order to make it through the rendezvous without having to empty his ostomy bag, he had not eaten for two days. The “Cancer Andy” saga, as it came to be known, became a symbol for all the viewers who complained about the inauthenticity of Denino’s friendship with his community. (Denino had failed to show because he had been swatted that evening.)
Denino looked amused. “So, this person in question is actually downstairs in my living room,” he said. He asked me to go get him. Cancer Andy’s real name is Michael. He was twenty-five and frail, and wore an orange hoodie. Michael was in Los Angeles for a doctor’s appointment and had decided to stop by. He told me that he had started watching Denino after his cancer got so bad that it prevented him from leaving his room for days on end. At times, Ice Poseidon was the only thing that kept him from killing himself. “I was so suicidal, I could have done it right there,” he said. He kept watching Denino even after a stomach surgery made it hurt to laugh.

I was initially interested in Ice Poseidon as a phenomenon, a sign that the terrifying digital mobs that are a constant fact of online life have begun to appear in the real world. Denino voted for Donald Trump—he says he found him “funny”—and has a “Trump for America” banner on his wall. His community overlaps with a movement of Internet-savvy reactionaries who cloak bigotry in ironic memes and pop-culture references. One viewer, who claimed to be a thirty-five-year-old retired Army sergeant with “2 kids and 2 ex wives,” wrote on the subreddit, “Thank god for Paul cause all cable tv not some but all Chanel’s for the most part are the same left Wing pro gay anti American ANTIWHITE garbage!” In the Ice Poseidon community, “KFC and Watermelon” is a popular phrase to apply to black people; viewers have devised about a million different ways of getting around YouTube’s ban on the N-word. Denino writes this off as an unavoidable facet of edgy online culture—or as the work of a handful of malcontents trying to give him and his community a bad reputation—but he does little to actively discourage racist speech, and sometimes he seems to tacitly endorse it.
But the abrasive ugliness of the Purple Army’s behavior can mask the underlying sense of isolation propelling many who join its ranks. “As someone who suffers with depression, I’ve isolated myself, and watching Ice distracts me and makes me feel less lonely,” a fan told me. Another said, “Seeing him go out and interact with people without caring one single bit about what they think about him is really refreshing and honestly inspirational to a guy like me.” The Purple Army’s members like to describe themselves as “autistic,” constitutionally incapable of following society’s rules. Some of this is myth building—I met plenty of well-adjusted fans—but the Purple Army’s core members are young, socially awkward men who have never found much of a place for themselves in the world outside the computer screen. They are immersed in an online culture that believes that “social-justice warriors” and political correctness are the main obstacles to self-actualization. They see the world as a game rigged against them. Ice Poseidon shows them the possibility of a different game, one in which they get to set the rules.
When we came back into Denino’s bedroom, Michael spoke in a voice so soft that Denino had to move the mike in front of him. Michael apologized for his critical post. “I didn’t think people were going to use that against you,” he said. “I watch you every day almost, so I would not want you to fall.” Denino invited Michael to get something to eat with him after the stream. “I haven’t eaten in three days,” Michael said. “Really?” Denino said. It was a joke, and they both laughed. They went downstairs and Michael showed everyone his ostomy bag. Later, Denino posted the interview to YouTube, under the title “No More Secrets,” where it currently has 340,069 views.

In April, Denino reached five hundred thousand subscribers on YouTube. In May, he loaded an R.V. with fellow-streamers and took a trip up the West Coast. Even diehard viewers had trouble keeping up with all the content. But some fans refused to let go of the Caroline episode. A leaked clip suggested that Denino and Caroline were secretly still together. Last month, after viewers discovered that she had flown to meet him in Austin, Texas, he admitted that it was true. The betrayal sent the Purple Army into a frenzy. Since then, its members have become fixated on the idea that the entire stream is fake; now, at the end of each broadcast, the subreddit fills with posts calling the action “scripted.” Whether Denino can win back his viewers, as he has so often in the past, is the overarching question of the latest season of the Ice Poseidon show.
It is hard not to develop a connection to a person after seeing so much of his experience, even if both of you are just doing your jobs. The unbroken flow of reality that somehow turns into a narrative makes you think of your own life in terms of a journey. My favorite moment of Denino’s live stream is a small one. It took place during a period when fans complained that Denino was turning into “Errand Andy”: many streams featured him doing mundane tasks. Denino has just eaten lunch at a run-down Chinese restaurant and is walking along one of the desolate boulevards that characterize out-of-the-way parts of Los Angeles. He passes a stray dog, and a girl in a white hoodie stops to talk to him. For whatever reason, Denino does not immediately accost her with an aggressive pickup line. They get to talking. She introduces herself as Olive. A friend of hers, an older, scruffy-looking man with a beard, pulls into a parking lot. When Denino says that he is walking to a nearby furniture store, they offer him a ride. They clear a bunch of junk out of the back seat of the car and drive him to the furniture store. Olive gives him her number and tells him to stop by an artist’s studio where she and her friend will be hanging out that evening.
I was reminded of a trip I took years ago, to visit my cousin in Chile. We were hitchhiking through the wine country, and a sunbaked old farmer picked us up and drove us all around his vineyard while we sat in the back of his truck. I got a little jealous of Denino as I sat at my dining-room table watching the video, remembering a time when I was free to take a ride from a stranger. ♦
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Guinness Poured by an Irishman at Inwood’s The Liffy II

At the northernmost end of Manhattan Island, in the shadow of one of the city’s oldest forests, is the last Irish pub in a neighborhood once dotted with nearly a hundred of them. The story of the Liffy II begins in the early nineteen-sixties, when an Irishman called Sean Cassidy took over a ground-floor room from an Italian whose name has been lost to history. Cassidy opened a small tavern and called it Innisfree, after a W. B. Yeats poem about an uninhabited island, which is inscribed in the Irish passport. In 1968, Cassidy passed the reins to Andy Carney, a thirty-three-year-old former bus driver from Ballaghaderreen (current population 1,808); Carney sold the business a few years later, but stayed on as a bartender. He is there to this day, pouring what must be his millionth Guinness, and has never been seen without a necktie. In the late seventies, the bar came under the ownership of the proprietor of a now defunct Bronx alehouse called the Liffy, like the river. He rechristened Innisfree as the Liffy II, and in 1999 it was purchased by a Dubliner named Kirby Mannix, who has been running the place ever since. On a recent Wednesday afternoon, Mannix dropped by while Carney was on duty, and they spoke of times past. “Every bar around here was a bucket of blood,” Mannix said. “You always got somebody coming through the door thinking they’re Mike Tyson.” An eavesdropping local brought up the subject of the baseball bat behind the bar. “Andy had no problem with the Peacemaker,” Mannix said, smiling warmly at Carney, who denied ever having clubbed a paying customer. “Tell the truth, Andy!” Mannix teased, and Carney shuffled off to the other end of the bar. (5009 Broadway, near 213th St. 212-544-7669.) ♦
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He’s One of Brazil’s Greatest Writers. Why Isn’t Machado de Assis More Widely Read?
In life, he played the role of the bland bureaucrat but in the strange world of his fiction, everyone is slightly insane.
By Benjamin Moser


[image: ]


Machado delighted in showing the tenuous sanity of respectable people.

Illustration by Tom Bachtell




Most countries have a writer like him: the bearded eminence whose face adorns postage stamps, and whose name dignifies avenues, and whose Complete Works sit, undisturbed, on grandparents’ bookshelves. Since no one can graduate from high school without feigning knowledge of his work, many people read him far too young, and come to view him as a child might regard an improving vegetable.
Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis, Knight of the Imperial Order of the Rose, founder of the Brazilian Academy of Letters, has long been Brazil’s ambassador to the international society of official writers. He seemed to be preparing for the role for most of his adult life, which was so colorless and conventional it might have been taunting future biographers.
An outstanding employee of the Ministry of Agriculture, Commerce, and Public Works, Machado, like Kafka (of the Worker’s Accident Insurance Institute) and Cavafy (of the Third Circle of Irrigation), wore prim suits, lived in nondescript neighborhoods, worked bureaucratic jobs, and rarely stirred from the city where he was born.
These authors looked like emblems of the petit bourgeois, and the gap between their appearance and their writing made them emblems of something else, too—of the inner life pulsing behind the mask that the modern person dons. That gap allowed such writers to take on an electric symbolism. By presenting no outward challenge to their epochs, they could move freely through them—and eventually define them.
Machado “had a half dozen gestures, habits, and pat phrases,” an early biographer, Lúcia Miguel Pereira, wrote, in 1936. He avoided politics. He was an ideal husband. He spent his free time at the bookshop. And, in founding the Academy of Letters, he brought an administrative structure to literature.
Yet to place this image beside his books is to wonder whether such diligence was a carefully calibrated act—and to see why, despite more than a century’s veneration, the vestment of national spokesman will never quite fit. Machado was too ironic, too mischievous, for the pretentions that the official homages imply. In stories about the polite society of Rio de Janeiro, he managed, with unruffled elegance and composure, to say the most outrageous things. A drag queen might have called this decorous performance “executive realness.”
Even when he was young, his mysterious background fascinated observers, though it did not much seem to fascinate him. He was forty when a journalist declared it would be impossible to write his biography: “There exists no one more reserved on this subject than he.” Observers gleaned what little they could. He was short, epileptic, and a stutterer. And they could see that he was mulato, of partial African descent.
This ancestry is often the first fact mentioned about his life. In “The Collected Stories of Machado de Assis” (Liveright), a landmark volume that will be the first place that most Americans encounter him, he is introduced as “the grandson of ex-slaves.” It is not a label he would have elected. His mother was white, an immigrant Azorean washerwoman who died when he was nine; his father, though, was a mixed-race housepainter whose parents had, indeed, been enslaved.
In the broader panorama of Brazilian society, this was unremarkable. (Most Brazilians were of mixed race.) So was his class background. Most Brazilians were poor, and Machado’s origins were a step above misery. His parents were literate. They belonged to the working class rather than to the lowest class—the enslaved.
But people of visibly mixed race were rare in the higher society that Machado entered while relatively young. As a boy, he had a knack for befriending helpful people: legend has it that a priest taught him Latin; an immigrant baker, French. At seventeen, working at a printer’s shop, he met intellectuals, and was soon publishing poems.
He was, at best, an indifferent employee. He was too busy reading, and did not earn enough to allow him to eat more than once a day. Yet the work he published, plays and poetry at first, was instantly acclaimed by a small but influential circle, and his first novel, “Resurrection,” published in 1872, inaugurated a critical success that continued until his death, thirty-six years later.
Machado’s unlikely social ascent attracted comment. Those who disliked him held his origins against him: one critic, in 1897, called him a “genuine representative of the mixed Brazilian sub-race.” Even his champions couldn’t help themselves. Miguel Pereira makes nearly forty mentions of his racial background—mostly gratuitous—in the three hundred pages of her biography.

The focus on this facet of his origin story obscures other surprising facts about his life. He was born in 1839, seventeen years after Brazilian independence—and only thirty-one years after the first book was printed in Rio de Janeiro. For three hundred and eight years after the Portuguese first reached Brazil, printing was forbidden throughout the colony. An entire country was not allowed to think for itself.
What kind of literature did a new nation need? As in other American countries, many Brazilian writers born immediately after independence tried to forge a consciousness through indigenous motifs. The poet Gonçalves Dias published Indianist epics and a dictionary of Tupí; the novelist José de Alencar placed Indians—especially women—at the center of a new mythology.
This vision of Brazil had long appealed to outsiders, too. In 1550, fifty Tupinambás were brought to Normandy to re-create a Brazilian village for the king’s entertainment. Centuries later, that village was what most foreigners thought of when they thought of Brazil: an unspoiled tropical paradise, swarming with noble savages. Yet—boringly enough—Brazil turned out, in so many ways, to be far more familiar than they imagined. This might be one reason that Machado never really caught on abroad. He was not interested in national folklore, and described a milieu not too distant from that of Henry James or Edith Wharton. His books are almost exclusively concerned with the rich, more or less idle, of Rio de Janeiro, and this was not a Brazil most foreigners recognized.
Even for a Brazilian writer, Machado’s work was oddly devoid of local color. If some found him too black, others found him not quite black enough: not nearly as concerned with social questions as one of his background ought to have been. Brazil, after all, was the largest slaveholding country in the world, and the last in the Americas to outlaw slavery. In 1888, when abolition finally came, Machado was almost fifty.
Intellectuals were preoccupied with the legacy of slavery at a moment when “scientific racism” and its relatives, including social Darwinism, were ascendant. Races could develop on their own, the theory went, but miscegenation would cause decline. According to this racial pseudoscience, Brazilian attempts to modernize were doomed: the nation, with its irreversibly mixed population, was condemned to permanent inferiority.
Machado’s reputation benefitted from a twist in the debate only a generation after his death, in 1908. A series of books, beginning, in 1933, with Gilberto Freyre’s “The Masters and the Slaves,” turned miscegenation, once a source of fear and shame, into a font of national pride. As the Ku Klux Klan resurged in the United States, Brazil earned a reputation for being a country where racial lines had been so blurred that they no longer mattered. (Racial democracy, as it was called, ignored Brazil’s ferocious history of slavery and racism.) It was convenient that Brazil’s greatest writer was of mixed race, and could become a symbol of these newly recast values. One suspects Machado would have been embarrassed by this posthumous role.
Yet, to the vexation of those Brazilians eager for their culture to be known for something other than samba, soccer, and slums, Machado’s popularity didn’t spread. This was not for a lack of effort, either on the part of the Brazilian authorities, who have for decades sponsored translations of his work, or on the part of publishers, who have recruited legions of prominent spokespeople.
He ought to be easy to translate. The straight face he maintained in posed portraits comes across in his prose, too. Except for his spelling—subject to endless, tedious “modernizations,” many promulgated by his own Academy of Letters—his Portuguese has hardly aged. It has none of the frills of the Romantics, none of the indigenizing lexicon of the mythologizers. His works remain far easier to read than those of his contemporaries.
But there is a tension between his statuesque composure and the wackiness he describes that resists translation. One story features a monk who proclaims that crickets are “born out of thin air and the leaves of coconut palms during the conjunction of the new moon”; another is told from the perspective of a needle.
“The Collected Stories,” nearly a thousand pages long, captures the greatest range of his writing that has ever existed in a single English volume. Heroically translated by Margaret Jull Costa and Robin Patterson, the book gathers almost four decades of work, from 1870 to 1906. Reading it, one imagines that the author made a quiet pact with himself. His manicured prose—like his unerringly staid public persona—would reflect his status as a pillar of the establishment. But, over time, his plots would become ever more prankish, impish, outlandish.
Machado’s first two collections have all the recognizable apparatuses of nineteenth-century fiction: meaningful glances in carriages, icy-hearted damsels, fateful inheritances. These stories take place in Brazil’s rentier society, which turns out to look a lot like Russia’s. There are men who, like Oblomov, never manage to get out of bed. Other characters go to spas, read French novels, and, when they fall hopelessly into debt, endeavor to marry heiresses. Failing that, an uncle might arrange a cushy position in a ministry.
Accordingly, in these early stories, there are plenty of variations on the marriage plot. Will the spendthrift convince the virtuous Dona So-and-So that he has mended his ways? Will the socialite dragged back from Paris find happiness in the arms of a simple country lass? The plots bubble, and though the language can border on kitsch (“I was the mysterious stranger at the theatre”), it never loses its irony or self-awareness.
Read all at once, the early work gets repetitive. But Machado de Assis is light and fun in a way one seldom expects of authors who end up as statues. And in the nine years between the second story collection, “Midnight Tales,” and the third, “Miscellaneous Papers,” published in 1881, something shifts.
“Those whose mental equilibrium is undisturbed,” the narrator wryly notes in “The Alienist,” a novella from “Miscellaneous Papers,” “should henceforth be treated as probably pathological.”
The observation belongs to Simão Bacamarte, a colonial-era shrink in the backwater of Itaguaí. “The Alienist” has no spurned lovers, no wastrels scheming to pocket inheritances. Machado stresses Bacamarte’s great learning. He leaves Portugal, where he had gone to study, and returns to his native ground, where his fabulous erudition stuns his neighbors. He resolves to erect an institution, the Casa Verde, for the treatment of the insane.
Granted the power to commit anyone he diagnoses with mental illness, the sober man of science is astonished by what he finds lurking within even the most apparently normal inhabitants of Itaguaí. Soon, nearly the entire town has been carted off to the Casa Verde: “Madness, the object of my studies, was, until now, considered a mere island in an ocean of reason; I am now beginning to suspect that it is a continent.”
The town rises up against Bacamarte, but, as soon as the revolutionaries seize power, they recognize that madmen cannot be allowed to roam the streets. The alienist carries on, unfazed, until he makes a shattering discovery: the most dangerous citizens are precisely those who present the most convincing façade of normality.
At last, he has identified the true disturbers of the peace: “This is what happened with a certain lawyer, in whom he had identified such a fine array of moral and mental qualities that he considered it positively dangerous to leave the man at large in society.” The more traditionally certifiable cases are freed, and citizens of ostentatious virtue are imprisoned in their place.
This diagnosis raises inevitable questions about Itaguaí’s sanest denizen. Like Freud a decade after this story was published, Bacamarte conducts a searching self-analysis, and is forced to conclude that there is only one way to deal with a person so perfectly sound. He locks himself in the Casa Verde, and dies seventeen months later: “Some even speculate that he had always been the sole lunatic in Itaguaí.”

Throughout his stories, Machado delights in showing the tenuous sanity of eminently respectable people. But the real humor is in his sentences. Many critics, including the one who accused him of belonging to a “sub-race,” have missed it. Much of what makes him so funny is his calm way of saying the opposite of what he means.
“The death of Joaquim Fidélis caused indescribable consternation throughout the suburb of Engenho Velho,” one story opens, “and particularly in the hearts of his dearest friends.” Anyone familiar with Machado’s voice understands that what he’s really telling us is how loathsome this Joaquim was.
Machado’s narration is always indirect, and so is any moral or political message. The early stories, with their opera-buffa plots, capture the superficiality, venality, and laziness of the upper crust of nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro. The social critique is implicit, even charming; Machado was never a zealot or a preacher.
If he shares Bacamarte’s verdict that everyday life is pathological, he is also aware that such insidious problems can’t be solved by locking up the whole population. “While it may not be the best of societies,” one character concedes, “we have no other, and unless you’re prepared to change it, you have no alternative but to put up with it and live.” Machado chose to accept society as it was, rather than as it ought to be.
He never saw Paris, or even São Paulo. In the world he wrote about, it was utterly normal that an emperor ruled the country, and that it was hot in January, and that there were a few slaves in every house:
Dona Beatriz was bustling back and forth between parlor and kitchen, issuing orders, chivying the slaves, gathering up clean tablecloths and napkins, and dictating shopping lists; in short, dealing with the thousand and one things that every mistress of the house has to deal with, especially on such an important day.

Even the famous splendor of Rio is notably absent from his work. It was impossible to take a touristic view of the only landscape he had ever seen. “Nature will inspire a beautiful page in your novel,” a friend once suggested. He tried, only to get bored after eight or ten lines. “Nature does not interest me,” Machado told his friend. “What interests me is man.”
Machado is proof that cosmopolitanism comes from reading, not from travel: through books, he knew the whole world. Like his blandly conventional appearance, his wide-ranging allusions to European literature upended the idea that Brazil was a place of mystical forests or man-eating serpents. Although printing had been forbidden in colonial Brazil, books themselves had not. The country had a rich and ancient literature. It was just not, for the most part, produced locally. Despite centuries of efforts to play up its exoticism, which Brazilians often encouraged, Brazil was always, for better and for worse, fully a part of the Western world. Socrates and La Rochefoucauld were part of that world; so were the slaves in the kitchen.
Machado de Assis showed that the human comedy is the same everywhere, and one universal truth is that, in conflicts between man and society, society usually wins. And, his life and writing suggest, such a victory may not be as stifling as it seems. Outward conformity may be precisely what we need to safeguard inner freedom. Perhaps, like the alienist, he who conforms best is the craziest one of all. ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “The Alienist.”
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“Harvey Milk,” “The Debatable Land,” “A Place for Us,” and “A Lucky Man.”
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Harvey Milk, by Lillian Faderman (Yale). After his election to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, in 1977, Milk became “the most prominent homosexual in America.” This biography traces the path from his Long Island school days to his murder, less than a year after he took office. Along the way, it describes his sexual awakening at the Metropolitan Opera, a political flirtation with Barry Goldwater, and the hippiedom that eventually led him out West. Milk’s significance as a symbol of gay liberation has eclipsed the reality of the man—a political latecomer and rhetorical savant, whose compassion for the dispossessed vied with an avarice for publicity that sometimes drew him toward populism. Milk’s achievements as an organizer and a campaigner are all the more apparent for being presented along with his flaws.
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The Debatable Land, by Graham Robb (Norton). Just east of Solway Firth, where England meets Scotland, is a small piece of land with virtually nothing on it. The Debatable Land—so called because for centuries it belonged to neither nation—was once the stomping ground of the “reivers,” medieval border bandits who, as Robb writes in this entertaining work of geographical sleuthing, “spent their worthless lives stealing their neighbours’ animals, setting fire to their farms and lopping off their limbs.” Drawing on archeological evidence, archival sources, and local gossip, he uncovers a lost world, complete with laws, customs, clans, and hierarchies. Surprises abound, including the discovery that this may well be “the oldest detectable territorial division in Great Britain,” with roots in pre-Roman times.
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A Place for Us, by Fatima Farheen Mirza (SJP for Hogarth). This impassioned début novel charts the growing estrangement of the youngest child, a son, in a Muslim Indian-American family. The circumstances of his eventual departure are revealed piecemeal, as the narrative cycles between past and present, examining conflicts and betrayals from many perspectives. The plot traverses such a wide terrain of suffering—forbidden romance, schoolyard Islamophobia, crippling addiction, untimely death—that the emotional force of events is occasionally blunted. But Mirza is attuned to the subtle ways in which siblings and parents compete for one another’s affection. A ruminative final section, in which the father addresses his wayward son, is a moving coda.
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A Lucky Man, by Jamel Brinkley (Graywolf). Set mostly in Brooklyn, the nine stories in this début collection are full of subtle poignancy. Two students at Columbia crash a Brooklyn party in the hope of meeting women, but instead discover a new intimacy together; a young boy with a missing father gets a bad haircut and, in a fury, stays out all night; a haunted man recently released from prison finds solace with his best friend’s widow and, more deeply, with her son. Each story is a trenchant exploration of race and class, vividly conveying the tension between social codes of masculinity and the vulnerable, volatile self.
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How Trump’s Supreme Court Pick Could Undo Kennedy’s Legacy
Upon Justice Kennedy’s retirement, the President is unlikely to nominate a moderate. What rulings would a brazen conservative majority produce?
By Jeffrey Toobin
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Illustration by Tom Bachtell




There is no mystery about Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy’s favorite word. It is “dignity,” which he invoked repeatedly in his opinions. The word appears three times in his 2003 decision in Lawrence v. Texas, which established the principle that gay people could not be thrown in jail for having consensual sex. He mentions it nine times in his most famous opinion, Obergefell v. Hodges, from 2015, which guaranteed the right to same-sex marriage in all fifty states. Lawyers, hoping to appeal to the Court’s swing vote, sprinkled their briefs and arguments with “dignity,” even as critics on both the left and the right found Kennedy’s infatuation with the word (which does not appear in the Constitution) maddening, because it was never quite clear what he meant by it. Still, the word seemed fitting for the man—a tall, sombre Californian who appeared ever aware of the burdens imposed by his station.
So there is some irony in Kennedy’s decision, last week, to turn over his precious seat on the Supreme Court to the least dignified man ever to serve as President. Though Donald Trump was a frequent litigant when he was in the private sector, he displayed no discernible views on the judiciary. But, once he became a Republican candidate for President, he fully embraced the contemporary conservative dogma regarding the courts. He recognized that evangelicals and their political allies would overlook his vulgar demeanor if he pledged to give them the judges they wanted—and he has, and he will.
Kennedy is no liberal. He provided the fifth vote to deliver the Presidency to George W. Bush in Bush v. Gore; he was the author of the majority opinion in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, which hastened the deregulation of American politics; he upheld Trump’s travel ban this term; and his votes on the day-to-day grist of the Supreme Court’s docket—on labor law, the environment, and health care—hewed closely to those of his fellow Republican nominees. But, to the dismay of conservatives, he departed from their orthodoxy on some key issues in addition to gay rights, among them affirmative action, the death penalty, and, most notably, abortion rights. In the 1992 case of Planned Parenthood v. Casey, Kennedy voted to uphold Roe v. Wade, and he remained a reluctant but steady advocate for maintaining the precedent.
The whole purpose of Trump’s Supreme Court selection process has been to eliminate the possibility of nominating someone who might commit Kennedy’s perfidies of moderation. The activists from the Federalist Society and the Heritage Foundation who supplied the President’s list of twenty-five prospective nominees are determined to tear down the monuments, on select issues, that Kennedy has built. Their labors have already produced one soaring success, in the confirmation, last year, of Neil Gorsuch. His extremism has exceeded that of his predecessor Antonin Scalia and equalled that of his colleague Clarence Thomas, the Justice with whom he has voted most often.
Yet it’s far from certain that the public wants the kinds of rulings that a brazen conservative majority would produce. So the nominee and his or her supporters will avoid spelling out the implications of this judicial philosophy. As with Gorsuch, the nominee will be supported with meaningless buzz phrases: he or she will be opposed to “legislating from the bench” and in favor of “judicial restraint.” Like Gorsuch, the nominee will rely on airy generalities rather than on specific examples. It’s all the more important, then, to articulate in plain English what, if such a nominee is confirmed, a new majority will do.
It will overrule Roe v. Wade, allowing states to ban abortions and to criminally prosecute any physicians and nurses who perform them. It will allow shopkeepers, restaurateurs, and hotel owners to refuse service to gay customers on religious grounds. It will guarantee that fewer African-American and Latino students attend élite universities. It will approve laws designed to hinder voting rights. It will sanction execution by grotesque means. It will invoke the Second Amendment to prohibit states from engaging in gun control, including the regulation of machine guns and bump stocks.
And these are just the issues that draw the most attention. In many respects, the most important right-wing agenda item for the judiciary is the undermining of the regulatory state. In the rush of conservative rulings at the end of this term, one of the most important received relatively little notice. In Janus v. afscme, a 5–4 majority (including Kennedy) said that public employees who receive the benefits of union-negotiated contracts can excuse themselves from paying union dues. In doing so, the Justices overruled a Supreme Court precedent that, as it happens, was nearly as old as Roe v. Wade. (Chief Justice John Roberts, who has made much of his reverence for stare decisis, joined in the trashing of this precedent, and will likely join his colleagues in rejecting more of them.) The decision not only cripples public-sector unions—itself a cherished conservative goal—but does so, oddly enough, on First Amendment grounds. The majority said that forcing government workers to pay dues violates their right to free speech. But, as Justice Elena Kagan wrote in a dissent, this is “weaponizing the First Amendment, in a way that unleashes judges, now and in the future, to intervene in economic and regulatory policy.” She added, “Speech is everywhere—a part of every human activity (employment, health care, securities trading, you name it). For that reason, almost all economic and regulatory policy affects or touches speech. So the majority’s road runs long.”
Anthony Kennedy didn’t spend his entire career on that road, and there is, in his best opinions, the kind of decency and empathy that characterized many of the moderate Republicans who once dominated the Court, such as Justices Potter Stewart, Harry Blackmun, and Sandra Day O’Connor. Kennedy’s words at the conclusion of the Obergefell opinion deserve to be his judicial epitaph. “It would misunderstand these men and women to say they disrespect the idea of marriage,” he wrote. “Their plea is that they do respect it, respect it so deeply that they seek to find its fulfillment for themselves. Their hope is not to be condemned to live in loneliness, excluded from one of civilization’s oldest institutions. They ask for equal dignity in the eyes of the law. The Constitution grants them that right.” But the Constitution grants only those rights that the Supreme Court says it grants, and a new majority can and will bestow those rights, and take them away, in chilling new ways. ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “After Kennedy.”[image: ]
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Under the Wave
Under the Wave
By Lauren Groff
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Photograph by Erica Deeman for The New Yorker



Audio: Lauren Groff reads.




It came up through the ground in the night. The worst things never wait for sunrise.
She had soothed the bad dream from her little son until he breathed smoothly in the dark and then crossed the floors to the bed and climbed in without brushing the sand from her feet. The house sat alone in the marsh. They couldn’t afford the beach a mile away, and so their consolation was the birds. The great herons, the cormorants, the lit candles of ibis. As she drifted off, she thought of the birds sleeping out in their nests, although by then they were no longer there; they’d already fled.
She was almost asleep when she felt a great tongue licking the edges of her body, and she opened her eyes to see a bloom of black, her husband’s face in a silent shout already moving away, underwater.
And all was stripped from her and all she was was wildness and pain and her lungs bursting in the cage of her chest and her body battered by a hundred invisibilities and the terrible swirl.
Out of the wildness, the branch of an oak plucked her from the water and she clung there, animal, as orange dawned over the marsh made alien with mud.
•

And then there was a span of time that was mostly a low and rolling dark fog. She moved through it, she breathed, but she couldn’t say what happened or how or where or why. There was the knowledge of thirst, pain, hunger, only the body articulate.
Images accumulated. A woman in filthy panties limping down a road with a bone knuckling out of her arm. A mass of faceless people huddled around a fire. The gray vinyl of a bus seat, scored like aged skin, and the strange flat brown landscape passing dreamily by the window.
Finally, a warehouse with a concrete floor that was still shining wet with bleach, metal walls that breathed behind her back with the storm that had fallen down on them in extra punishment, a bruised boil of purple sky in the high windows. The survivors poured in and poured in and packed their bodies so tightly to sleep on the bare floors that their breath alone warmed the air. She searched the faces for the two beloved ones, but something told her softly that she wouldn’t find them.
She sat in the corner, head bowed. All around her through the day people spoke quietly and wept and some of the refugees with medical backgrounds tended to the wounded, and others passed through sleep and into death. At night, still others turned to their neighbors and fucked as quietly as they could, in desperate affirmation of living.
There were few children in the warehouse and only one baby, who lay rigid in his swaddle and didn’t cry.
•

A sandwich in plastic appeared between the woman’s legs, a bottle of water, an anemic nectarine. She didn’t move.
People stirred in the morning and went out into the yard and returned when night fell, but she remained frozen. She relieved herself where she sat, but the human reek was such that no one noticed. Another sandwich, another water, another halfhearted fruit, and she sat with the whole accumulation between her legs and no one tried to take it. Human decency could still overcome hunger, then.
Late in the night, she opened her eyes to a dim sea of sleeping bodies. She became aware of a darkness creeping through, too large to be a rat, too small for an adult. Cloud unpeeled from moon through the high windows, and in the new light she saw a child rifling among the clothes of others. From the pocket of the woman’s sleeping neighbor the child pulled a granola bar and ate it swiftly. Then she saw the woman’s lapful of food and reached out hungrily. The woman caught the tiny wrist in her hand and held tight, though the child struggled in silence with tears running down her small pale face. At last she stopped struggling and lay panting beside the woman for a while, her muscles loosening, until the watchfulness fell from her and she was asleep.
The woman let the girl’s delicate wrist go and even in the dark saw the bruises already pooling under the skin. She brushed the muddy hair from the girl’s face. All sleeping children are as alike as siblings, unformed, soft in the cheek. The woman noticed her sandwiches and ate them, drank the water, ate the fruit, and didn’t sleep, just sat staring into the dark until it was light again. Something had begun to vibrate within her.
And when the child opened her eyes the woman looked at her and touched her forehead gently and with a voice gone rusty said, Hi.
•

Then she stood and the two held hands and picked their way over the sleepers and went out the door and into the dusty yard, first to the ad-hoc showers, while the water was still warm. The woman put powdered soap all over their clothes and stomped the filth from them with her feet, then wrung them with her strong arms until they were almost dry. When they went back into the yard, the girl trotted behind her, a good dog. They visited the porta-potties, then they went to the men who were solemnly unloading boxes of food from a truck at the gate. No, the men said, looking away. They couldn’t take the woman and the child with them. They had to be registered, they had to wait for the Red Cross to come.
No, the men said for the next five days. On the sixth, the oldest of the men, having carried the weight of saying no to this woman, this girl, who had nothing at all, found his no too heavy to bear and put it down. He sighed and cut his eyes toward the back of the truck. They climbed up. In the roaring dark, the girl light on the woman’s lap, they rumbled many miles until they came to a church in a town. The driver opened the door and escorted them into the office of the church, where he found food in the refrigerator for them, and took the collection cash from the safe and handed it wordlessly to the woman.
The girl and the woman held hands in the back of the bus and at each stop shared their food—a hamburger and fries, then a slice of pizza, then a submarine sandwich—and the girl fell asleep with her head on the woman’s thigh and the woman’s eyes burned as she looked into the quiet fields the bus moved through in the night.
•

It was dawn when the bus sighed and knelt, and they descended into the city that had been the woman’s home. They walked until the girl was too tired to go on, then the woman hoisted her onto her back. The people lifting up the metal gates on the stores looked at these two passersby—the dark woman with her imperious hawk’s face, the tiny paperwhite of a girl—saw how scantily they were dressed against the cold morning, and many of them almost said something, but each looked again and swallowed the words, and turned away. The woman carried the girl warm on her back until the street lights flicked out and the birds began to sing.
By midmorning, they were on the last sidewalk, and the woman set the girl down, then typed the number into the pad, and they went up the stairs and she found the hidden key and they went inside.
The girl saw a look on the woman’s face that in the future she would think of every time someone crumpled a sheet of paper into a ball.
Mail was heaped on the floor, and the son’s sippy cup from the day they’d left was still in the sink.
The woman undressed the girl and put her into her son’s pajamas, then into his bed, and pulled down the shade and turned on the light that shined constellations all over the ceiling. The girl slept immediately.
The woman took a shower that was so familiar in all its details—the heat, the pine scent of the soap, the precise discoloration of the grout around certain tiles—that it seemed to wash away all that had happened to her. When she stepped out of the shower she stepped out of the resolution she had silently come to when she opened the door and saw that nobody had been in the apartment since she’d left it.
The woman woke in her own bed to the girl’s thin laugh. She was watching cartoons on the television, and the woman drank a pot of coffee, watching her.
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“When I was your age, I had to ride fifteen miles on a little stationary bike while disco lights flashed and E.D.M. played in the background.”





She gave the girl a good bath and then dressed her in her son’s clothes. The girl was maybe two years older than her son had been, but she was sickly and tiny for her age, and he had always been huge, with his parents’ great height and muscular build. The clothes fit. She looked decent.
All they did that day was eat, sleep, watch television, buy groceries. The bagger, a bright old man who had always loved to flirt with the woman, said, Long time no see! And she didn’t answer, only smiled thinly, because she could never, given a hundred lifetimes, have explained to him the distance she’d come.
•

The next day, they visited a preschool in the opposite direction of the one the woman’s son had attended. When the principal asked how old the girl was the woman, without thinking, said her son’s age. The little girl grew watchful and sucked in her lips, but she didn’t say anything. “My child,” the woman called the girl, and the principal looked at this very dark woman and this very pale child and thought about how genes were miraculous and strange, but was afraid of being racist and saying anything. The afternoon was busy when the woman faxed over her son’s vaccination forms and birth certificate, and the principal, who had had a day overfull of primary colors and singing, who was thinking already of her cat, her takeout tortellini, her favorite show, didn’t read them carefully before filing them away.
•

The woman showed up at work in a suit on Monday, and people who had vaguely known she was going away said, You’re back! How was the vacation? But the woman, who ate lunch at her desk, who never spoke of her private life, hadn’t told them where her family was going and they just nodded when she said, Oh, fine. She avoided the break room, where people still talked of the rescue efforts, the people they knew who had been swept away. One woman who chewed with her mouth open and gave everyone cruel nicknames had lost both of her parents and was given a mental-health month off, and when she returned she was hugged by all with solemn tenderness.
Before, the woman had had a few friends; her husband had family. There was a small, sad wake at a bar that they flew in for. When she disappeared from them soon afterward, they thought they understood her grief, having been swamped by their own, and they let her turn away from them.
It took some time, but the woman understood that the child was funny in her diffident and sideways way; the child understood that the woman was a terrific cook. In the dreamy world of before, there had never been quite enough. But, Eat, eat, the woman urged, and, no matter how much the child ate, the food never ran out.
Mama, the child shyly began calling the woman; and the woman, in return, said Monkey, which had been her son’s pet name.
•

Not long after they came back to the city, the woman took the child to a barbershop and said, Shave it, and out of the masses of pale stringy hair the face emerged, elfin and quick. The child smiled at the new self in the mirror, this bright face with its velvety scalp, the last prettiness gone.
The preschool teachers all thought the child a prodigy, because no other children at that school had ever been so adept or known so many words and numbers at such an age. What detailed drawings! they exclaimed. What extraordinary focus! But the child soon learned that the woman would not look more than once at a drawing with water in it or at anything that hinted of a life lived before the wave. The child learned to make pictures of pure lightness—unicorns and suns with grins and houses with fences, the woman’s own face in careful brown circles with a giant slash of red for a mouth. Each picture was signed with the name that the teachers called out at circle time, that was written in wooden letters on the wall of the bedroom.
•

About six months after they’d returned, while they were walking slowly in the street on a hot afternoon, the child was dreaming of Popsicles and wind on the skin. There was a red light at a busy intersection, but not in the daydream, and the child stepped out into the street, into the path of a bus. The woman felt a dark horror seep into her and screamed her son’s name. The child, who lived in a world with that name carefully written into her clothes, scrawled on the finger paintings still hanging on the refrigerator, paused, then leaped back. The bus swerved in a screeching of brakes and stopped. The driver ran down the steps, yelling with his face hovering only a foot from the child, his cheeks gone purple and spittle shooting from his mouth and onto her. All the sentences he said in his rage were broken: What is wrong with, and I could have killed, and Fucking get your kid in hand, lady.
And the woman’s quiet and gentle exterior seemed to break in two and something else emerged that expanded to fill the street. Her face was terrible in its fury and she opened her mouth and curses came out so bitter and fast that the driver shrank and recoiled and ran up the steps of the bus. He pulled off without looking back. The child watched the woman fold into herself and begin to weep. She crouched, pulling the child to her, and whispered that the child mustn’t ever do it again. Never. Never. Never risk your life for anything. It is too precious. The woman would die if the child died. The woman would lie down with a broken heart.
They went to a movie then, to sit in the cold and to make their bodies stop shaking, and when they came out twilight was falling on the city. A co-worker passed and stopped to say hello. This is my son, the woman said calmly, and rested her hand upon the child’s head.
•

And so they lived, turned only toward each other. The wind blew ice down the city’s streets and the trees budded and the lake shone with heat, then it shed the heat in layers and the wind blew cold again. The apartment never changed. There was food in the refrigerator, there were stars on the ceiling in the night. The woman started singing again to herself when she cooked.
Sometimes the child felt a second self inside, a watchful and small and crouching thing. It was different from the child who ate and grew and slept, who walked bravely into kindergarten taller than the other children and already knowing how to read. Hobbies emerged, boys came over for sleepovers, there were remote-control cars and a skateboard under the Christmas tree. The child went alone into the men’s room at restaurants and, without having been told, used the stalls there. But the edges of the second self were becoming vague and one day it would vanish altogether.
•

Then, when the child was eight, they sat eating strawberry ice creams in the shade at the outdoor mall. People went by, slow and squinting in the sun. A man was playing a piano that had been painted purple and yellow and left there for this purpose, and every time he missed a note the woman and her child looked at each other and laughed. The child’s head, sunburned under the blond velvet, rested on the woman’s strong arm.
Then out of the crowd rushed a woman who knelt and looked into the child’s face. She was large and soft, with thick yellow hair to mid-arm, trailing other children who looked uncannily familiar. This woman’s face wobbled. At first she whispered, then she said out loud a name that made the child’s breath stop. Is it you? she said. She said the name again and watched the effect.
And the mother felt the thing that had been vibrating in her for so long cease entirely. She felt the strawberry ice cream drip down her hand, but she couldn’t blink or move. Through the skin, the child felt this change in the mother, the stiffening, and was confused.
The kneeling woman started to weep. She took the child’s face in her hands and said in a hushed voice, Oh, my God, it is you, isn’t it, you look so much like my sister I’d know that face anywhere, no matter the haircut, they never found you in the cleanup, oh my God, tell me it’s you. Tell me, talk to me, we thought we’d lost you, too.
The child felt a pain just under the heart, and the woman’s face sharpened and came clear. The children, so blond and slight, gathered around.
But at last the child said in a measured and very small voice, No, I don’t know who you are. No, this is my mother.
And then the child said the name that felt right on the tongue, that sounded right to the ear, even though it was a gift from a previous child.
A curtain fell across the blond woman’s face, and she gasped and wiped her eyes roughly on her shirt. She stood and backed away, apologizing, saying a little bitterly, Oh, it would have been a miracle if it had been true. She and her children returned to the crowds of people who slowly flowed by. She stopped a few stores away and looked back, but the child would not look at her.
After some time, the child stood and took the melting ice cream from the mother’s hand and threw it away, then carefully cleaned up all the drips with a handful of napkins, dipping them in a cup of water and giving the mother’s skin a small shock of cold with each touch. The piano player wandered away.
Let’s go home, the child said. The mother let her child, her son, take her by the hand and lead her away. ♦




	Lauren Groff’s books include the novel “Fates and Furies” and the short-story collection “Florida.”
Read more »
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Scholarly Advice for Dark Times
Professor Eugene Thacker teaches students at the New School the philosophy of pessimism.
By Betsy Morais
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Some people look to the stock market to read the national mood. Eugene Thacker, a philosopher at the New School, can look to the enrollment numbers in his course on pessimism, which have increased over the past few semesters. “There’s a sense people are having that the world is big, that there are a lot of dark forces,” he said recently. Students come seeking answers. “The conventional models, like protest, get lost.” Thacker is in his forties, with spiky black hair. The other day, he had on a black T-shirt, a black scarf, and black pants, accessorized with a black tote bag.
He began studying pessimism, he explained, because “philosophy begins with disappointment.” A few years ago, he wrote “In the Dust of This Planet,” a book of “horror philosophy” that the creator of the HBO show “True Detective” cited as inspiration; later, Glenn Beck called it part of a liberal plot to “infect” popular culture. Thacker’s new book, out this month, is “Infinite Resignation,” in which he writes that there are two kinds of pessimism: “The end is near” and “Will this never end?” As a work of philosophy, it’s out of the norm: pessimism, which he calls “a beard-stroking way of complaining,” has generally been dismissed by the academy as more bad mood than serious thinking. “People rarely say ‘I’m a pessimist’—they seem to historically be using it in a finger-pointing way,” Thacker said. “And I kind of liked that.”
Thacker was meeting up with a few of his former students at a Williamsburg bookstore. A sign on the front door said, “Come on in,” but the store’s grate was pulled down. “Uh-oh,” said Aaron Newman, who recently completed his master’s degree in liberal studies. It had been raining, and there was still mist in the air. Rachelle Rahmé, another recent graduate, said, “I love this kind of weather.” Soon, the sun peeked out, the shopkeeper arrived, and the group was ushered into a pleasant back yard. Thacker, who is from the Seattle area, told them that he takes comfort in a gloomy sky: “It’s contemplative.”
If Yale’s popular course on happiness is a scholarly way to the good life, Thacker’s might be the opposite. He has considered asking students, as they enter the classroom, “How unhappy are you today?” But he is wary of getting pegged as a guru. “There have been trade philosophy books that have tried to recast pessimism as self-help,” he said. They tend to suggest that it can make you a better realist. “I hate them. But I love to hate them.”
Leila Taylor, a former “goth kid,” said that, at first, “a lot of people interested in the class thought it was about Donald Trump.”
“This is a common thing,” Thacker said with a sigh. “I’m not here to offer you solace on the deplorable political situation. I’m not your therapist.” Instead, he has stacked the syllabus with “the patron saints of pessimism” (Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Cioran). The students who stick around are a self-selecting group. “I felt guilty how therapeutic I found the reading,” Newman said.
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Taylor agreed. “I was underlining everything like I was some angsty fourteen-year-old girl,” she said. “I relished the idea of luxuriating in misery.” That morning, she had looked over her notes. “And I just saw ‘poodles and flutes.’ ”
“That’s a great title of something,” Thacker replied.
Rahmé chimed in: “Schopenhauer did that every day”—walked his poodle, played his flute.
“An aspect of pessimism is the routine,” Thacker said. As are, he added, both “a sense of holding out hope” and “a sense of futility.” He began working on his new book eight years ago, during the “hope and change” era, and completed it during what seems to many like the end-time. To him, it doesn’t matter which Administration is in charge. “There’s always something to complain about,” he said. “There has always been a one per cent, there’s always been discrimination of people because of their race.” He’s not on social media. “I assume it’s just run by bots,” he said. Including Trump? Thacker nodded. “He’s a bot.”
If pessimism is about futility, what’s the point of writing about it? Thacker’s not sure, but he thinks that there’s something interesting about “undertaking the practice anyway.” He added, “Maybe it means next time around, the only students who get A’s are the ones who don’t turn in a paper.” The alums laughed. Humor can be helpful to pessimists. “I went through a phase of watching a lot of standup comedy,” Thacker said. “I love George Carlin. He takes no political side. Everyone deserves our spite.” ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “Debrief.”	Betsy Morais is an editor and writer living in New York.
Read more »
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Mapping Brooklyn’s Diverse Pirate-Radio Scene
Transmitted from the roofs of churches and apartment buildings, unlicensed radio stations offer listeners spiritual sustenance, immigration information, and news from home.
By Nicolas Niarchos
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In a week when borders dominated the news, David Goren was drawing up a different kind of map. On a recent Saturday afternoon, he was on the hunt for pirate radio stations. With one hand, he tuned an FM dial connected to a directional antenna. With the other, he jotted frequencies onto a notepad advertising Ortho Tri-Cyclen. (“That’s my wife’s,” he said. “She’s a nurse-practitioner.”) Jazz, from a legal station, started playing. “Sometimes there’s a Haitian station near here,” Goren said. He swivelled the antenna, and the music turned into a burst of Creole. “This is Fièrte Haitienne”—Haitian Pride. “Of the thirty-plus stations I hear at my home, in Flatbush, Brooklyn, about a third of them are Haitian,” Goren said.
Goren, who has lively eyes and a graying beard, works as a producer on licensed radio shows, but since the mid-nineteen-nineties he has been obsessed with pirates: unlicensed stations that people create by setting up transmitters on the roofs of churches and apartment buildings. The Federal Communications Commission has identified New York as a problem area, and Brooklyn, with its diverse immigrant communities, is the epicenter of the city’s pirate scene.
Goren recently launched the Brooklyn Pirate Radio Sound Map, a Web site cataloguing some of his discoveries. He moved to his computer. “Caribbean, Latino, and Orthodox Jewish are the main flavors,” he said. He played a clip. “It’s Mount Zion, the city of a king,” a Jamaican-sounding voice intoned. “To all my Jewish people out there in Crown Heights, vus machst du? Everything is good, oh yeah! Baruch Hashem! ”
“That’s ‘Bless the Lord’ in Hebrew,” Goren said. Pirate radio creates spaces for cross-cultural exchange. “It’s one of the wonders of New York. Like going into a Jewish appetizing store, where the African-American guy behind the counter is speaking Yiddish to the little old ladies.”
Goren’s listening area, on the third floor of his home, is filled with gear: a computer and a loop antenna, for picking up medium-wave radio, and a black box labelled “Quantum Phaser,” which blocks out stronger radio signals.
He stopped the dial at 88.7, which was emitting a barely audible hum. “This is Kol HaShalom, for the Orthodox Jewish community,” he said. “They broadcast in Hebrew.” The station was down for the Sabbath; the humming sound was a placeholder, blocking out the signal from Long Island’s WRHU. “They’ll come back on the air after sunset.”
He tuned the radio again, and a fuzzy burst of religious music came out of the speaker. “This is 92.1—a Caribbean religious pirate,” Goren said.
“Good evening, Mr. Junior,” a man’s voice said, addressing a listener. “Mr. Junior up there in Toronto, Canada.”
“I’m not sure by what means that person is listening,” Goren said. “It could be online.”
Last year, when Donald Trump appointed Ajit Pai chairman of the F.C.C., Pai promised to “take aggressive action” to stamp out pirates. In early May, the Preventing Illegal Radio Abuse Through Enforcement, or PIRATE, Act was introduced in Congress; it would increase fines from a maximum of a hundred and forty-four thousand dollars to two million dollars. But the stations aren’t going away, Goren said, and transmission equipment has only become cheaper and more sophisticated. “The problem, as I see it, is that the technology has gone beyond what the law has been able to do.”
Between 87.9 and 92.1 FM, Goren counted eleven illegal stations, whose hosts mainly spoke Creole or accented English. Pirates, he said, “offer a kind of programming that their audiences depend on. Spiritual sustenance, news, immigration information, music created at home or in the new home, here.”
He clicked on another clip. It was an interview with a lawyer named Brian Figeroux, on Triple 9 HD radio. He recommended a hotline for immigrants in legal trouble, before launching into a rant: “The President of the United States of America ain’t like people of color. Why? Because most of us become Democrats—eighty, ninety per cent of all new immigrants. And the Republican Party, headed by K.K.K., Russia, and Trump, they want to stop the flow of us here!”
Goren counted thirty-three pirate stations in all, that day, including a new one, on 94.9. Two women were discussing International Women’s Day: “You know what, this is a day—it’s not bashing men. It’s not about you, actually. It’s about us.”
“I am surprised,” Goren said. “Stations are still finding ways to come on the air.” ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “Cartography.”	Nicolas Niarchos is on the editorial staff of The New Yorker.
Read more »
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Can Andy Byford Save the Subways? [pon, 02 jul 11:01]The new president of the New York City Transit Authority wants to make the trains (and buses) run on time. It won’t be easy.
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Can Andy Byford Save the Subways?
Can Andy Byford Save the Subways?
The new president of the New York City Transit Authority wants to make the trains (and buses) run on time. It won’t be easy.
The new president of the New York City Transit Authority wants to make the trains (and buses) run on time. It won’t be easy.
By William Finnegan
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Byford wants people to imagine an “Under New Management” sign hanging across the system. It can be a tough sell.

Illustration by Ben Wiseman






On a cold Tuesday morning in March, Andy Byford, the president of the New York City Transit Authority, was working the subway turnstiles—the gates, as he calls them—at the Chambers Street station, in Tribeca. Byford was seven weeks into the job, which had come with a seemingly impossible mission: to rebuild the city’s beleaguered public-transit system, after years of chaotic decline and stark dysfunction. He had vowed to visit every one of New York’s subway stations—there are four hundred and seventy-two—and to ride every bus route, in an effort that was part good-will tour, part reconnaissance mission.
“How was your trip?” he asked a commuter.
No reply. Waves of passengers rumbled past. He reminded himself to look for people who weren’t wearing earphones. Making eye contact was key.
“How was your trip?”
A young woman, not breaking stride, did a double take. “Uh, good,” she said.
Between customers, Byford straightened a pile of free newspapers. He had already introduced himself to the station agent, several platform cleaners, and the conductors on a couple of downtown trains. Each employee stared at the metal nametag pinned to his navy-blue suit. Yep, it was the president, the new guy. “Everything O.K.?” he asked. The employees seemed disarmed by his enthusiasm and his English accent. He shook hands and told people, “We’re one team.”
Byford was new to the city—new to the country—and was still perturbed by things that most locals accepted as inevitable. “That brown tiling,” he said, pointing at a rust-streaked wall. He took a photograph with his phone. Down on the platform, Byford regarded the track bed. It looked, as nature intended, like hell: filthy water, strewn garbage. “My customers shouldn’t have to look at that,” he said. “We’ve ordered three vacuum cars. They’ll suck up all of this.”
Byford, who is fifty-two, got his start in mass transit as a station foreman on the London Underground. The work ran in his family. His grandfather drove a bus for London Transport for forty years; his father worked there for twelve. Byford earned degrees in German and French, but after college he went to work for the Underground, learning car maintenance, operations, customer service, safety. He later worked on Britain’s main-line railways, and then ran mass transit in Sydney, Australia. His last stop before New York was Toronto, where, by nearly all accounts, he turned around a troubled transit system with spectacular results.
Toronto’s troubles, however, seem quaint compared with New York’s. With eight million passengers a day, the city has the largest public-transit system in North America, and, by every important metric—financial, operational, mechanical—it is in crisis. Some days, on a crosstown bus or a stalled train or a jam-packed platform, with your nose pressed into a stranger’s sweat-beaded neck and the appointed hour of your business lunch, your second date, your big job interview long past, it can feel like the system is in a death spiral. Train delays now occur roughly seventy thousand times a month, up from twenty-eight thousand in 2012. The system’s on-time rate, already among the nation’s worst, fell to fifty-eight per cent in January, down from ninety a decade ago. Bus ridership is in steep decline, caught in a negative-feedback loop with increasing car and truck traffic, slower buses, and less reliable service.
This is where Byford comes in. “New York is really lucky to have Andy,” Mike Brown, the transport commissioner of London, told me. “If anybody can take on the combination of the complex politics and the service challenge, it’s Andy Byford.” That’s not a small “if.” The Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the agency that hired Byford, is a huge and much maligned organization. The New York City Transit Authority—the M.T.A.’s largest division, with fifty thousand employees—handles subways, buses, and paratransit. Other divisions oversee commuter-rail services, tunnels, and bridges.
Physically, Byford is not imposing. He has the build of a distance runner, stands five-nine, shaves his head. If there were a contest for the palest man in the five boroughs, he would be a contender. He has blue eyes, a prominent nose, a sprightly step—he often takes stairs two at a time. A public-transportation purist, he has never owned a car. He and his wife, Alison, met while working for the Tube, and he proposed to her on a high-speed train. She’s a bank systems analyst, from Ottawa, and their vacations, he says, are nearly always “busman’s holidays—in every city, I have to check out the mass transit.” In our rambles together by subway and bus through the arteries and capillaries of what he calls, with a straight face, New York City’s “quite fabulous system,” I never saw him sit down. “The seats are for customers,” he says. More often than not, he’d start conducting customer-satisfaction surveys with randomly selected travellers, listening to their tales of riderly woe.
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On the platform at Chambers Street, he studied a small group of workers, all in high-visibility orange vests, idling in a dim corner. “I wonder what they’re doing, or supposed to be doing,” he said. He decided against inquiring. “I’ve learned that it’s sometimes best not to just go steaming in.” But, when it comes to fixing the subways and buses, his approach will very much be to go steaming in. He wants to transform New York City’s mass transit—and had already committed himself to delivering a comprehensive plan within a hundred working days. “I don’t think they hired me to tweak things here and there,” he said. “This company needs a complete modernization.”

In Byford’s office, on the thirtieth floor of a building in lower Manhattan, an oversized monitor displays a real-time list of subway incidents and significant delays. It’s a detailed, constantly updated vision of Hell:
Fire on Roof of 2 Train, Smoke Issuing.
Person in Altercation Fell Roadbed.
Fire on Track.
Debris on Track.
Sick Customer.
Unruly Customer.
Brown Suitcase w/White Powder.
Person Struck by Train.
No Designation for Crew.
Switch Trouble.
Door Trouble.
Female Threw Shopping Cart on Roadbed.

“There’s something new every twenty minutes,” Byford said. “It’s not acceptable. I want to get this down to a couple of incidents per morning.”
Head-banging seemed to be the order of the day. “I’ve just had a robust conversation with Neu”—the French transportation company, which is more than a year behind schedule on the delivery of those vacuum trains. “They told me shipping would take six weeks. I said, ‘No way. We need them now.’ Put them in a bloody Antonov and fly them over here.”
A green-and-white scarf was draped on a standing desk—the official scarf of the Plymouth Argyle Football Club. “That’s my team,” Byford said, brightening. “I’ve kept my season ticket, though I rarely get to a match.” Byford grew up in Plymouth, an old Navy city on the southwest coast of England. Argyle plays in the third tier of the English football leagues. “Strangely, I was the only Plymouth Argyle fan in my school,” he said. “All the other kids followed Liverpool or Man U. They were kids—they wanted to associate with winners. So I would wear my little green Plymouth Argyle kit, and I would be the only one wearing it, and they would all make fun of me.”
Byford seems not to mind uphill fights. “I like going into a mess, going in somewhere that’s kind of on its uppers,” he told me. He was talking about New York transit, which presents a vexing anomaly. The city is booming, with steady job growth since the financial crash, and the highest population in its history. In the past decade, even as the subways have deteriorated, ridership has steadily increased. Indeed, the M.T.A. has often cited “overcrowding” as the most common reason for delays. But, Byford points out, that is a meaningless measure. If you have more passengers, you send more trains. Byford is determined to identify the root causes of the subway’s unreliability and fix them.
The real problems go back decades—at least. Robert Moses, the city’s mid-century master planner, deliberately starved mass transit, in favor of highways, the automobile, the suburbs. As part of his legacy, New York’s subway system now has fewer miles of track than it had in the nineteen-forties. (It’s the only big city in the world that can make that claim.) In the seventies, things got progressively worse. Maintenance was neglected, and violent crime became so widespread that transit police took to closing the rear halves of trains after 8 P.M. In 1975, two men with sawed-off shotguns lined up and robbed forty passengers on the D train in between stops. Ridership shrank to barely half what it was at the end of the Second World War. Some three hundred train runs a day failed to reach their destinations. The near-death of the subways in those years is usually seen as a product of the near-bankruptcy of the city and the flight of the middle class. An alternative theory proposes the opposite: without functioning subways, the city couldn’t function.
Policymakers came to their senses in the early eighties; they hired better leaders, who demanded adequate budgets. In the next decade, nearly all of the system’s track was improved, half the stations were renovated, and thousands of cars were replaced. Crime fell, after a crackdown on, of all things, fare evasion. Reliable air-conditioning was installed. Ridership surged. Byford likes to point to the rescue of the system from its graffiti-slathered nadir as proof that it can be done again: “We’ve been here before. We can succeed.”
Part of the ongoing problem is the peculiar political status of the M.T.A., which is controlled by the governor but financed jointly by the city and the state. For governors, New York City’s transit budget is a huge expense that delivers few votes; for mayors, it is a kind of taxation without representation. Leaders in recent years, starting with Governor George Pataki and Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, have found it expedient to divert transit funds to other purposes. (Giuliani redirected four hundred million dollars from the M.T.A. in his first year in office.) Top officials have encouraged borrowing that has proved financially ruinous. This lack of political seriousness is a root cause. Deferred maintenance, increasingly decrepit tracks and signals and cars, and filthy stations are knock-on effects.
Lately, Governor Andrew Cuomo and Mayor Bill de Blasio have exacerbated the transit crisis with a bitter, prolonged feud. The two of them will fight over anything—snowstorms, schools, pizza, naps, a deer in Harlem—but their most ferocious differences seem to be over the subways. Cuomo believes that the city is not contributing enough to the transit budget. De Blasio points out that it is paying two and a half billion dollars toward the current five-year capital-improvement plan. He also argues that city residents already pay the greater share of the M.T.A.’s bills, through fares and state taxes.
In other cities, mayors tend to be heavily involved in mass transit, even hysterical about its deficiencies. Not in New York. Byford has not heard from de Blasio since his arrival, in January. “Bit weird. I should ring him up,” Byford said.
Cuomo’s attention to the M.T.A. has been intermittent. In 2016, he was keen on opening the first stretch of the long-awaited Second Avenue subway, on the Upper East Side. Although the completed line cost nearly five billion dollars, and serves only three stops, Cuomo reportedly knocked heads and threatened contractors to get it done. But he has also continued the tradition of raiding the M.T.A. budget—a hundred million here, thirty million there. Two years ago, he ordered the M.T.A. to send five million dollars to ski areas upstate that had suffered a warm winter. As the Governor’s office points out, this was money that the M.T.A. owed the state. Still, it felt like a slight to subway riders.
Finally, last year, after a cascade of derailments and delays, riders became so angry that Cuomo declared a “state of emergency.” In search of a new leader for the M.T.A., he reached out to Joseph J. Lhota, who had headed the agency in 2012. Lhota accepted, on the condition that he could keep his day job, as chief of staff at the N.Y.U. Langone Health hospital network. In office, he developed a Subway Action Plan—a measure, costing eight hundred and thirty-six million dollars, that has so far consisted mainly of furious stopgap work, whose effectiveness is hard to measure. Lhota also went looking for a transit savior. Enter “the spotty kid from Plymouth,” as Byford sometimes calls himself.
Cuomo, like most of his predecessors, not to mention de Blasio, is too canny to want to be the face of the M.T.A. Byford, on the other hand, is happy to be out front, fully identified with the subways and buses and fully accountable. When he took the job, Cuomo asked him, “Are you sure you’re up for this?” He was. As he told me, with a grin, “I will give it a red-hot go.”

Down the hall from his office, Byford had commandeered a small, windowless “war room” in which to concentrate his thinking. The furniture was minimal, the lighting bright, and the walls, made of whiteboard, were covered with lists, charts, arrows, boxes, job titles, question marks, and exhortations in red and black and blue and green Sharpie. “I’m determined to change the structure of the organization, make it more lean and decisive,” Byford said, pointing at an ornate flowchart with numerous inscrutable acronyms. “I want to get it down to eight levels between the president and the front-line worker, allow for lateral movement, career advancement. You see?” I did not see. He directed my attention to a large planet labelled “Customer,” which was being orbited by boxes bearing “Capital” and “Ops Support” and other important cargo. “It’s a customer-centric continuous-improvement model,” he said.
Byford’s first hire in New York was for a position he created: chief customer officer. Sarah Meyer, who is thirty-four, came from Edelman, the global communications firm, and took a pay cut to join N.Y.C. Transit. She’s a native New Yorker, and the brick-and-mortar challenge appealed to her. “It’s real people,” she said. “They need to get to work.” Meyer rides the subways and buses, looking for annoyances, such as incomprehensible signage. If she has to ask what B/D means (“both directions”), then it should be spelled out. She’s having “Out of Order” signs made to use on rest rooms and MetroCard vending machines, replacing the endemic hand-scrawled notes. The subway’s Lost and Found turns out to be itself hard to find; she located it in Penn Station, behind a set of gates. “We’ll move it,” she said. “Make it easier. But it’s amazing what’s in there. Laptops, cell phones. I can’t believe how much cash is left in trains. Last week we thought we had an organ. It turned out to be a biohazardous spit sample.”
Much of Meyer’s work takes place online, where riders blow off steam. A typical tweet, from @TotoroVSBatman, on May 31st: “I want the #mta to stop thanking me for my patience. I’d prefer if they just told me to go fuck myself . . . because that’s what they really mean anyway.” It’s true that Meyer and her colleagues do more than their share of thanking and apologizing. But, she said, “the main thing is to explain things clearly and quickly, and to make sure the tech is working.”
Byford wants everybody, customers and staff, to imagine a big sign hanging across the whole system: “Under New Management.” For seen-it-all New Yorkers, that’s a tough sell. As Byford travels the city—introducing himself to train crews, bus drivers, tower operators, mechanics—he’s trying to fire people up. Some of his impromptu pep talks seem to delight front-line workers, others not so much. In a lunchroom for drivers at the Mother Clara Hale Bus Depot, in Harlem, he bombed with a sparse crowd of dudes who just wanted to get back to their backgammon. Byford, unfazed, headed into the next room, where a general supervisor of transportation gave him a huge smile. “Where’d you start?” he asked her, a habitual question of his. Bus operator, she said. Twenty-two years ago. “Great!” They bumped knuckles. Byford often gets quizzical looks from employees when he talks about “this company.” The looks seem to say, “What company? I thought I worked for the M.T.A.”

The M.T.A.’s public board meetings, held each month, can be slightly rowdy. Byford’s first meeting came four days into the job, and he was greeted by protesters from Rise and Resist, a group that, among other things, advocates for people with disabilities. They presented him with a framed map of the subway system, with blue marks on the stations that are wheelchair-accessible—those amounted to fewer than one in four—and invited him to hang the map in his office. Byford was enthusiastic. He gave an upbeat speech about a “top-to-bottom modernization of every aspect of what we do.”
Some weeks later, Byford met in Times Square, at dawn, with three activists from Rise and Resist. They had offered to give him a tour of the subway from their perspective. The idea had alarmed some of his colleagues. He told me, “People at the office said, ‘They’re militants! They’re suing us!’ That’s the wrong attitude. I don’t want to call it ‘hand-wringing,’ but . . .” The meeting spot was a subway entrance on the south side of Forty-second Street. Three women appeared. April Coughlin, a SUNY New Paltz professor, was in a wheelchair. The others were Jennifer Bartlett, a poet who has cerebral palsy, and Jessica Murray, a doctoral student at City University. The area around the street-level elevator was immaculate and smelled of new paint. The activists sensed a setup. “I think you’re right,” Byford said. He made inquiries. In fact, the door frames of the Seventh Avenue entrance had been painted just hours before. “People can see into my calendar,” Byford said ruefully. “I didn’t know I had that much power. Tell you what—you set the route, so you won’t think we put all the elevators right.” That suited everyone. First, though, Bartlett wanted to point out that the button for opening the wheelchair-access gate to this station was around a corner, with no sign. Also, this very elevator had been out of service several times that week.
On the 7 train to Grand Central, the activists called attention to the gap between the train and the platform, which is problematic for a wheelchair. “That won’t do,” Byford said. “We can get rubber fill-ins for those horizontal gaps. For vertical gaps, which vary between lighter and heavier trains, we can install auto-adjustment. It’s expensive, but necessary.”
Coughlin was paralyzed below the waist in a car accident when she was six. Radiating self-possession, she told horror stories of broken elevators, broken intercoms, of having to be carried up flights of stairs by kind strangers. “Last week, I rolled into an elevator and realized too late that the floor was covered with excrement,” she said. “My wheels were coated. I use gloves, but come on.” Broken elevators were the bane of her route planning, she said. “Sometimes I just give up and push fifteen or twenty blocks to my destination. I’ve become a frustrated rider.” She smiled, not quite beatifically.

One model for saving New York’s subways is the London Underground. After the Second World War, the Tube suffered neglect and deterioration, a victim of capricious, bare-minimum, politics-driven public budgets. In 1987, a catastrophic fire started on an escalator at the King’s Cross station, and thirty-one people died; a painstaking official inquiry into its causes revealed the depth of the neglect. In the following years, Byford was heavily involved in a system-wide review, which helped start the modernization of London Transport. He also served as the group station manager at King’s Cross, the city’s busiest rail station. “To do that job, after the fire, you had to be very switched on,” Rob Mason, one of Byford’s superiors then, told me. “Football night, Friday night, he’d be out on the platforms.”
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A series of reforms gave the Underground a secure, generous source of funds. The 2012 Olympics, which London hosted, also helped concentrate minds. Mike Brown, the transport commissioner, told me that the run-up to the Games provided an ideal opportunity to start changing the company culture—to encourage employees to take pride in their jobs and to be more responsive to customers. “I briefed all twenty thousand people who worked for me, in a hundred and one separate sessions,” Brown said. “We faced some skepticism. That’s London. ‘Oh, the Underground will never work. The Olympics will be an embarrassment.’ Nothing gave me more pleasure than to prove those people wrong.”
The transformation of the Tube has transformed London. Ridership is at an all-time high, and automobile traffic has declined. The Tube’s on-time rate is now above ninety-seven per cent. Its efficiency and capacity—thirty-six trains can run each way each hour on the Victoria Line, for example—are unimaginable in New York. A contactless fare system, which allows you to pay by tapping a credit card, was introduced in 2003. Boston, Chicago, and Mexico City have similar systems. New York is a generation behind.
For a modernization on the scale of London’s, Byford will need a budget that politicians cannot touch. In 2013, the New York State Legislature passed a “transit lockbox” bill, an attempt to limit the diversion of funds. Governor Cuomo vetoed it, and also rolled back other protections. His predecessor George Pataki, in 2000, borrowed billions from Wall Street to fund public transit, promising that the state would pay the service charges on the debt. Cuomo has retired that promise and compelled the M.T.A. to pay the charges.
Cuomo and Mayor de Blasio have different ideas, naturally, about how to finance the great subway upgrade. De Blasio wants to impose a “millionaire’s tax” on the wealthy. Such a tax will need to be approved by the Legislature, and this seems unlikely, particularly without Cuomo’s assent. Cuomo supports congestion pricing, in which drivers would pay a stiff charge to enter the busiest parts of Manhattan between 6 a.m. and 8 p.m. Congestion pricing has worked well in London, Stockholm, and Singapore, but it hasn’t been tried in automobile-centric American cities. The Legislature is unpersuaded so far, and, though Cuomo seems to rule Albany without constraint or peer, his office maintains that he is unable to make it happen.
“I am agnostic,” Byford likes to say, when asked about congestion pricing. “I don’t care where the money comes from.” That’s what he told the annual conference of the Regional Plan Association, a high-octane civic group, in the ballroom of the Grand Hyatt, in April. The conference’s keynote speaker was Hillary Clinton, but Byford had a full house in the morning. He gave the conference-goers, an affluent-looking tri-state business crowd, a swift tour of New York’s transit crisis. “People want to know how much a complete M.T.A. modernization will cost,” he said. “Be careful what you wish for.” The crowd stirred. “I’ve seen wacky politics before,” he went on. “I walked into the Rob Ford—may he rest in peace—mess in Toronto.” People who remembered Toronto’s erratic, crack-smoking, now deceased mayor laughed. “People ask me, ‘Are you on the Governor’s team? Are you on the Mayor’s team?’ I say, ‘I’m on the customer’s team.’ ”

The Canarsie local, a.k.a. the L train, runs from Eighth Avenue and Fourteenth Street, in Manhattan, to Canarsie, in southeastern Brooklyn. That’s ten miles, twenty-four stops, with a scheduled running time of thirty-seven minutes. The L train gets crowded, but its on-time rate, above ninety per cent, is by far the best of any line in the system. Its outstanding performance is apparently the result of a computerized signalling system, installed more than a decade ago, called communications-based train control. C.B.T.C. has provided transformative improvements to train service in cities throughout the world, but in New York the L is so far the only line using it.
Traditional signalling, known as fixed block, divides the track into segments, or blocks—on New York’s subways, they’re usually about a thousand feet long. As a train enters a block, it trips a circuit, which prevents following trains from entering until it has left. Fixed block has been around since the nineteenth century and, barring grievous human error, it is reliable and safe. But its understanding of the location of a train is crude. All it knows is whether a block is occupied or unoccupied. C.B.T.C., by contrast, uses radio signalling to create a moving block, which allows a controller to see each train’s precise location and speed. The moving block, constantly updated and reconfigured, is smaller than the old fixed block, which means that trains can travel closer together—exactly what is needed to solve “overcrowding.” C.B.T.C. signalling is also significantly cheaper to maintain and, according to most analysts, even safer than fixed block, because it removes the “human element.”
On a recent morning, a train operator named Philip Dominguez checked the brakes, tooted the horn, and tested the P.A. system. The Canarsie local was ready to leave Eighth Avenue. The conductor, whose cab was in the middle of the eight-car train, closed the doors, and the train accelerated smoothly out of the station, heading east. Dominguez sat in front of two screens that showed the train’s speed, its next stop, its destination. But, because these were C.B.T.C. screens, their overarching message was that there wasn’t much to do: an onboard computer was running the train. The red steel pillars of the station hurtled by, and then the grotty cavern walls of the tunnel, its bare light bulbs and heavy cables telescoping past.
Dominguez didn’t seem entirely smitten with the system. It was, after all, the competition. C.B.T.C. is supposed to make perfect stops at every station. As we traversed the L-train stations of Manhattan, following Fourteenth Street, Dominguez studied each of the computer’s stopping points critically, and then made a face that seemed to say, “Not bad.”
The M.T.A. first started looking into C.B.T.C. after a bad wreck, in 1991, just north of Union Square—five people killed, more than two hundred injured, in an accident attributed to operator inebriation and excessive speed. Eight years later, after a typically thorough set of studies, the M.T.A. hired Siemens, the German multinational, to install C.B.T.C. on the Canarsie line. The project went hundreds of millions of dollars over budget and missed a series of deadlines, but by luck it turned out to be well timed. An unanticipated population explosion had taken place along the L line in Brooklyn, as young people were driven out of Manhattan by high rents. Ridership on the L has tripled since 1990, to more than four hundred thousand trips a day. With C.B.T.C., capacity grew from fifteen trains an hour to twenty-four, and it is expected to go higher still.
We clattered through the Canarsie Tube, which passes under the East River and, like eight other subway tunnels, was flooded during Superstorm Sandy, in 2012. Seven million gallons of salt water found its way into the Canarsie Tube. The damage to subway cabling from corrosion was extensive, and the repairs have been strictly temporary patches.
From the Bedford Avenue station, in Williamsburg, the L line snakes across northern Brooklyn, with a number of tight, slow curves. Between the rails lay small, pale transponders. They let the system know, via a radio-frequency I.D. chip, exactly which point of track we were occupying. Our speed was calculated by a motion-detection system. Trackside processors were beaming instructions back to the computer driving the train. These systems contained sophisticated diagnostics, for when something went wrong. With fixed block, when there is signal trouble, workers basically head out into a dark tunnel with a wrench and a voltage meter. With C.B.T.C., the system tells you exactly where the problem is, and you can probably fix it from your laptop.
In some cities, C.B.T.C. has led to the introduction of driverless trains. The M.T.A. did experiment, in 2005, with running a few late-night L trains without conductors. The Transport Workers Union Local 100, which represents the majority of the M.T.A.’s front-line workers, loudly objected. One-person train operation was unsafe, the union argued, not to mention job-killing. The unspoken subtext was that operators had been reduced to passive bystanders on their own trains. The M.T.A. backed down.
Another concern about driverless trains is that they usually operate in systems that have barriers at the platform edge, like the ones in most airport rail systems. In New York, the track beds are open, and platforms slope subtly toward them, so that water flows off. But that gentle slope has been known to cause strollers and wheelchairs to roll off as well, not to mention the intoxicated, the disoriented, wrestlers, and other unfortunates. A few years ago, Dominguez was driving a northbound A train into the 125th Street station when he saw a blind man and his Seeing Eye dog sprawled on the tracks. Dominguez hit the emergency brakes, but a four-hundred-ton train can’t stop quickly: the train skidded to a halt over the man and the dog. Fortunately, they had flattened themselves between the rails, and they weren’t seriously hurt. A robot train, unable to see anything ahead except another train, might not have stopped at all.
Byford has assured union leaders that he doesn’t plan to remove drivers from trains. “For a start, we’ve got very long trains, carrying lots of people, going under rivers,” he says. “New York is a major terror target. So I find this very scary.” In any case, walling off every platform in New York would be colossally expensive—perhaps even more expensive than installing C.B.T.C. system-wide, which is the M.T.A.’s plan. It’s currently being installed on the Flushing line, where there have once again been cost overruns and missed deadlines and years of service disruptions. Project managers are now saying that the work will be finished in the fall of 2018. At the current pace, converting the entire subway to C.B.T.C. will take another forty years, barring delays.
At several junctures, Dominguez put the train in manual mode and made stops as precise as C.B.T.C.’s. He studied the tracks ahead of us, reading the iron, watching the switch points. On the eastern edge of Bushwick, the train burst out of the ground, into daylight, and lumbered down a stretch that looked semirural, with cemeteries on the left. “In heavy rain and snow, the operator takes over from the automatic mode,” Dominguez said. “It can’t see the conditions like we can. It won’t make perfect stops. Maybe the next version.”
The L ran south, between Brownsville and East New York, past Feel Beauty Supply and Superstar Auto Sales. Beyond Linden Boulevard, we passed the Canarsie Yard, full of shining trains taking their midday naps. The Canarsie local eased into the Rockaway Parkway station, its southern terminus. Thirty-seven minutes, on the nose. “That’s how it’s done,” Dominguez said. “Then back to Manhattan.”

Byford was intent on assembling his master plan, which he was calling “Resurgam” (“I shall rise again,” in Latin), but he also had a railroad to run, with all its daily emergencies. In early May, he was at the Rail Control Center—the high command of the subway system—when one of those struck. The R.C.C., in midtown, is a bustling place, with dozens of dispatchers at consoles, studying two fifty-yard-long real-time schemas of the subway system on huge, curving walls. There is a permanently manned police desk, and a police radio broadcasting subway-related calls in the background: “Times Square, police, police, irate customer banging on operator’s door, no reason given.”
Byford was there with Sarah Meyer, at six-thirty on a Friday evening, when their phones started buzzing. Joseph Nugent, a former N.Y.P.D. lieutenant who is now N.Y.C. Transit’s police liaison, called across the mezzanine, “You two see this?”
They did.
“M.V.M.s”—MetroCard vending machines—“at forty stations can’t process debit or credit, only cash.”
“Now it’s system-wide.”
“You’re kidding.”
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“I’ll call my guys,” Nugent said. “No fare-beater arrests.”
Byford called I.T. and put the tech person on speaker. How quickly could they reboot the vending machines? The tech person spoke, haltingly, about a subprocessor and someone named Miguel.
“What’s that about Miguel?” Byford asked.
It seemed that only Miguel knew how to log in to the relevant subprocessor and do the reboot.
“Where is Miguel?”
He was in a car, apparently, on his way home. He wasn’t answering his cell. He lived in Port Jervis.
Byford looked at Meyer and Nugent. They shook their heads. Port Jervis was upstate, three hours away.
“Unbelievable.”
More calls were made, more cages rattled. Was it really possible that hundreds of vital machines, the main revenue engines of the subways, could be repaired by only one person at the M.T.A.? It seemed so.
“I want a dozen Miguels trained and up and running by Monday,” Byford said.
Meyer, on her phone, was watching Twitter explode with comments from enraged customers. “What should I tell them? We’ve been apologizing too much lately. ‘Thank you for your patience.’ Ugh.”
“God, I hate own goals,” Byford said.
Worse news came: New Jersey Transit had tweeted that debit- and credit-card functions were down, owing to an M.T.A. issue—at 3:56 p.m. That was nearly three hours before Byford and his team first heard about it.
“Unbelievable.”
This was why people called it More Trouble Ahead.
“You know, I think we should adopt the announcement-address form they use in the Royal Navy,” Byford told Meyer, who had been working on improving train and station announcements. “Every broadcast begins with the commander saying, ‘Now hear this.’ And it ends with ‘That is all.’ ”
Meyer gave Byford a heavy-lidded stare of silent hatred, which was pretty funny, under the circumstances.
“Couples are jumping turnstiles holding hands!” she exclaimed, waggling her phone. “Strangers are jumping turnstiles holding hands. I love New York!”
Miguel was found. Fists were pumped.
“We probably shouldn’t reboot the whole system all at once, because it might double-charge customers, like last time.”
Last time?
“There shall be a dozen Miguels,” Byford murmured.
“It’s back up!”
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The relief was general.
“Let all stations and officers know,” Byford told Nugent. “We don’t want this to extend.”

New York’s biggest transit-construction project in almost eighty years is currently under way. Called East Side Access, it is a three-and-a-half-mile tunnel connecting the Long Island Rail Road with Grand Central Terminal, where a long-needed new terminus will be built underneath the Metro-North tracks. The original plan called for East Side Access to be completed in 2009, with a price of $2.2 billion. The current date is December, 2022, for twelve billion. Even these goals seem unrealistic.
Late last year, the Times published an article, by Brian M. Rosenthal, that took a hard look at East Side Access. It revealed a world of graft and waste. There was, for example, the accountant who couldn’t understand how nine hundred people were on a project that had jobs for only seven hundred. The two hundred no-show positions were eliminated, but, according to a senior project manager, they had been costing a thousand dollars a day each for an unknown number of years. Another example, not itself news: work rules stipulate that twenty-five people must be present to run a tunnel-boring machine that in other cities is run by eight or nine workers. The bidding on major jobs is barely competitive—two or three construction companies may offer bids, in an industry where eight is standard. The favored construction companies and unions are usually big contributors to political campaigns, including Governor Cuomo’s. Consulting firms charge exorbitant fees, which the M.T.A. does not question. Subway construction in New York costs six times what it costs in Paris.
Commuter-rail projects are outside Byford’s ambit, but the M.T.A.’s ineptitude, or worse, on large projects saps the credibility of everyone working under its aegis. One morning this spring, Byford visited a reconstruction project: the Cortlandt Street station on the 1 line, which was destroyed in the September 11th terrorist attacks. The station is scheduled to reopen in October, fourteen years after work began.
Byford, wearing a hard hat and a high-visibility vest, toured the site with a project foreman, climbing makeshift ladders, asking detailed questions about engineering sign-offs and subcontractors. Byford wanted to know where he could help. His attention was directed to street level, where an elevator had not yet been installed. Apparently, there was a turf dispute about its placement, and the Port Authority still needed to pour the foundation.
“I will take this up immediately,” Byford said. “I don’t like to go public, but for this, if necessary, I will. I want that fucking foundation poured.” Here was a glimpse of the guy who had achieved the turnaround in Toronto. Byford told me that his greatest challenge there was completing a subway extension, which was behind schedule, over budget, and unpopular. He fired the chief project manager and the transit system’s head of engineering. He brought in new designers and engineers, and rode herd on them seven days a week. The line opened in December, 2017, two weeks before he left town. The mayor of Toronto, the premier of Ontario, and Prime Minister Justin Trudeau were all at the ribbon-cutting.
“My job is to make the politicians look good,” Byford says, cheerfully. In fact, his job is to make the trains run on time. But that seemingly simple goal requires keeping public officials committed to his initiatives. And the politicians can’t all look good at the same time, especially in New York.
After Cuomo announced his emergency plan, last summer, he said that the city would pay for half of it. De Blasio said that it would not. In the end, the state forced the city to pay—while Cuomo and Joe Lhota lambasted the hapless de Blasio for having wasted eight months.
Then, early this year, de Blasio seemed to get a small measure of revenge, by kneecapping one of Cuomo’s projects, the Enhanced Station Initiative. In 2016, Cuomo had the M.T.A. set aside a billion dollars to start renovating thirty-three subway stations. The results were sparkling, complete with USB charging ports and contemporary art, but the decline of subway service began to make Cuomo’s priorities seem misplaced. “The countdown clocks and the Wi-Fi and painting, having lights on bridges—all that stuff doesn’t matter compared to your subway actually arriving where it’s supposed to arrive on time,” de Blasio said. The M.T.A. board argued over whether the work should continue. The Mayor’s representatives on the board complained that they had never even seen the list of stations chosen for renovation.
Byford, who found himself in the middle of this squabble, was amazed by the fractiousness and the lack of transparency, or even basic information, at the top of the M.T.A. He suggested that a decision about the station enhancements be tabled for further study, and so it was.

Byford was trying to get to the bottom of the chronic unreliability of train service. Dwell times—the number of seconds that a train spends at a station—had been creeping up. Train crews had become less strict about closing doors, partly because people were complaining online about having doors closed on them. Byford was unsympathetic. “Customer-friendly as I am, I can’t agree with constant door reopening,” he said. “Sorry, that’s it. If reliability improves, they’ll know another train’s coming along in a couple of minutes and stop throwing themselves at the door.”
But dwell time is a small problem compared with running time. New York’s subways are slower today than they were a century ago. Kyle Kirschling, a performance analyst at N.Y.C. Transit, met with Byford for the first time this spring, and told him that he believes most delays are caused by train operators simply driving too slowly. “There’s not enough emphasis on the idea that every second counts,” he said. “We need clear, objective rules for operators. Never stop longer than three seconds at a yellow. Don’t brake till you’re in the station. Go to full power straight out of the station.” Kirschling, a rawboned young man from Wisconsin, had written a master’s thesis at Columbia about long-term productivity decline in New York City’s mass transit. Byford enlisted him on the spot to help him develop a new fact-based delay-attribution system.
The subways slowed down markedly in 1995, after a J train plowed into the back of an M train on the Williamsburg Bridge, killing the operator and injuring forty-five passengers. An investigation by the National Transportation Safety Board found that, while operator fatigue was the immediate cause, the system’s signals were also at fault. The M.T.A.’s response was a system-wide slowdown, and the installation of devices called timed signals, which measure trains’ speed. Some of the new timed signals seemed to be miscalibrated—ten miles per hour, people said, really meant five or six—so operators learned to approach them warily. One afternoon, I rode an uptown C train with a seasoned driver, who pointed at the tracks north of Columbus Circle. “Used to do sixty through here,” he said. “Had one train that could do seventy. Now it’s forty-five, tops.”
Accidents involving trains passing work crews, particularly two that caused worker fatalities in 2007, have led to further slowdowns. “It tends to be a one-way ratchet,” Byford said. Each tragedy lowered the speed limit, not always rationally. If safety were an absolute value in transportation policy, the national highway speed limit would be fifteen miles an hour.
In many areas, Byford thought, N.Y.C. Transit had an old-fashioned, coercive attitude toward its employees, which encouraged deceit and excessive caution. Operators were punished for speeding, but not recognized for good performance. Contemplating changes in the training of subway operators, Byford said, “I need to have a grownup conversation with the unions.” He hopes to convince them that speed and safety do not have to be in conflict. Mike Brown, the London transport commissioner, told me that the Tube, with its improved equipment, has never been faster and never been safer. One of Byford’s first instructions to Kirschling was to identify timed signals that were clearly pointless. “Give me the top ten,” he said. “Then I’ll take those to the union. We need their sign-off.”
Byford was feeling increasingly settled in his job, and in New York. He and Alison had signed a lease on an apartment, in east midtown, and he had found a soccer pub nearby, where he persuaded the owner to tune one of the televisions to Plymouth Argyle games. The team was in a slump, but he had seen worse. At one point, the team was nearly disbanded, and Byford and other diehard fans were personally supporting individual players. Then Argyle started winning again, and the game crowds increased. The diehards took to chanting at the newcomers, “Where were you when we were shit?” Byford laughed as he recalled the bitter, joyous chant. “Dunkirk spirit,” he likes to say. His grandfather drove his London Transport bus right through the Blitz.

In March, the actress Cynthia Nixon announced that she would challenge Cuomo for the Democratic Party’s nomination for governor this year. Nixon arrived late to her own campaign launch, and told the crowd that she had been delayed on the 1 train—another victim of “Cuomo’s M.T.A.” Hanging the neglected subways around the Governor’s neck has become a central theme of her campaign.
By April, Cuomo seemed to be feeling the heat. His staff called Byford’s staff, looking to schedule a fixing-the-subways press event. It would be the third such event in five weeks.
“Sometimes they just spring stuff on you,” Byford said. “That’s fine. You’re a public servant. But the day turns into Whac-a-Mole rather than strategic planning. It’s like little kids playing football. They’re all running around in a pack, chasing the ball, not playing their positions.” Byford grinned at the image.
It was decided to meet at the Ninth Avenue station on the D line, in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. The station has a set of disused tracks that provided an appealingly industrial setting. Cuomo would be introduced to a new magnetic wand that was used to clear metal filings from insulated track joints, where they can cause electrical shorts and signal outages.
Byford caught a 4 train at Bowling Green and then switched to the Coney Island-bound D. It was a swift, on-time ride on relatively clean trains. Byford, who often points out that most subway trips are successful and therefore forgettable, stood in a half-empty car and considered his position. “I need the Governor’s confidence that I will turn things around,” he said. “I sense the crest of my honeymoon period. It’s a gut feeling—a bit like political antennae. If I ignore it, I always regret it.”
Cuomo arrived, with his aides, in black S.U.V.s. Trackside, he greeted Byford warmly. The Governor, wearing pale chinos and a dark windbreaker, watched a worker demonstrate the magnetic wand, then squatted and ran the instrument under a rail flange himself. With news cameras recording the action, he came up, triumphantly, with a wandful of metal filings.
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“I hope you refinished it, you bastard!”





A makeshift press conference followed, with the gaggle crouching in towpath weeds. “You have the most intense effort at repair and maintenance that the system has ever seen,” Cuomo said. “You will feel it incrementally. Certainly between now and the end of the year.” Turning to Byford, he said, “You think that’s fair, Andy?”
Byford said that it was. But Cuomo’s famous impatience was worrisome. Now that the subways had become a political liability, he seemed to want them fixed at a stroke. He had recently encouraged the M.T.A. to test a wireless communications technology called ultra-wide band, which, he seemed to believe, would provide a cheaper alternative to C.B.T.C. that would not take ages to install. In reality, ultra-wide band might help the components of C.B.T.C. communicate better, but it is not a signalling system. No mass-transit system in the world uses it, and its reliability is unknown. “It has potential—but it may not work,” Byford said. He added, “The Governor thinks, with some justification, that we move at too pedestrian a pace, that we study everything for three years.” But Byford wants to get moving now—order new cars, replace old track, resignal multiple lines. Rebuilding the subways is a monumental job. There is no silver bullet. And it will cost tens of billions of dollars.

The work isn’t just mechanical. “It’s a culture,” Byford says. “That’s what we need to change.” But is it possible to change the culture of a century-old, unloved organization? I asked two senior executives at the Toronto Transit Commission, Gemma Piemontese and Joan Taylor, about Byford’s five-year tenure there. “Things will probably get worse before they get better,” Taylor said, meaning things here in New York. “That’s what happened in Toronto.”
Toronto’s mass-transit system is a third the size of New York’s, in daily ridership, but the problems Byford found there were similar: low morale, a dilapidated infrastructure, the need to close subway lines to do the work required. “Our reputation with politicians was really low,” Piemontese said. A question lingered: Would Byford be able to get enough support for a total renewal? Before he took over, the Toronto Transit Commission had no real political visibility. “The T.T.C. for a long time didn’t have a face, a champion,” Taylor said. “Andy changed that. He had a profile I hadn’t seen in a public servant before.” Byford drew up a Customer Charter, setting benchmarks for the improvement of service, including thirty-one specific commitments in the first year. “He could have said, ‘We’re going to do this quietly,’ ” Taylor went on. “But he made it a public document, complete with timelines. It was on our Web site. We were going to be measured against it.” Byford also had to win over organized labor. “The unions are always suspicious of anybody nice,” Taylor said. “They thought Andy was there to privatize. But he wasn’t. He would fight to keep work in-house. He doesn’t tolerate poor performance, but he respects the union leaders.”
In New York, I sat in as Byford gave a group of union leaders his spiel. “We’re going to get new signalling, new trains, more operators and maintainers, more buses, more bus lanes,” he said. “This plan we’re putting together is meant to be provocative—though not so provocative that I’m on the next plane to Heathrow. I think we can do resignalling in ten years, not forty.” The men around the table—they were all men—looked at one another. These were experienced railroaders who knew exactly what was required to replace old signals with C.B.T.C. through hundreds of miles of tunnels. The pharaonic work being described meant, obviously, many jobs.
But, for New York subway riders, the work that Byford is proposing will require a hard-to-picture amount of patience. The system will continue operating 24/7, but many lines and stations will be shut down nights and weekends. “The work simply cannot be done with trains running through the tunnels,” Byford says. The installation of C.B.T.C. on the Flushing line has been intolerably slow and expensive. “But we only get to work, like, ten weekends a year,” a senior manager on the project told me. “If there’s a Mets game, we can’t work. It’s always something. We’ve had work weekends cancelled because it was the fiftieth anniversary of the 1964 World’s Fair, or there’s a car show at the Javits.”
The dress rehearsal for big shutdowns will start next April, when the Canarsie Tube will be closed for fifteen months, as the M.T.A. finishes repairing the damage inflicted by Superstorm Sandy. L service in Manhattan will cease, and travel in Brooklyn will end at Bedford Avenue, in Williamsburg. That will leave roughly two hundred and twenty-five thousand riders a day stranded and looking for alternatives. The M.T.A. has a mitigation plan—extra trains on other lines, a fleet of buses crossing the bridge, a car-free corridor halfway across Fourteenth Street—but some analysts consider it wholly inadequate. A lawsuit to stop the shutdown has been filed by community groups in Chelsea and Greenwich Village, who foresee horrendous congestion in their neighborhoods. Accessibility advocates have joined the suit, demanding that elevators be installed at every closed L stop. Meanwhile, rents are reportedly falling in affected neighborhoods.
When large-scale resignalling commences, the pain tolerance of M.T.A. staff will be tested along with that of subway riders. “There’s a possibility of people not wanting to go through these difficult five years ahead,” Byford said. “They may be able to take early retirement. I’m not sure. We offered voluntary severance, a good and honorable package, on the Tube, and many people took it.”

Byford presented his master plan on May 23rd, at the monthly public M.T.A. board meeting. It was a perfect-bound, seventy-four-page booklet, titled “Fast Forward: The Plan to Modernize New York City Transit.” (“Resurgam” had been rejected by cooler heads.) The plan was full of tight deadlines and ambitious specifics: six hundred and fifty new subway cars within five years, three thousand more in the next five; a new fare-payment system by 2020; more than fifty new stations made wheelchair-accessible; redesigned bus networks in all five boroughs. The most audacious item was installing C.B.T.C. in almost the entire subway system in ten years. The plan even included a couple of nods to the possible use of ultra-wide-band technology.
What was missing was the price. Joe Lhota, who spoke before Byford, said, “The costing of Andy’s plan is not complete.” It was unfortunate, he said, that some newspapers had published alarmist headlines, based on inaccurate leaks. (The Times reported nineteen billion dollars for the first five years; the News had thirty-seven billion over ten years.) Because the M.T.A. had suffered so much “ongoing criticism, if not ongoing ridicule” for its costing practices, Lhota said, its leaders were going to be “super-rigorous.” He mentioned that he had had a “very, very high-level discussion” about the plan with Governor Cuomo in recent days. “Today’s presentation is not about numbers,” Lhota said. Of course, Byford had promised to provide numbers when he unveiled his plan. Word was, he had been ordered, at the last minute, to pulp the first run of booklets and to rush out new versions, stripped of cost calculations.
Byford, in his remarks, dutifully promised an “update” on the cost. He also talked about New York in near-Churchillian terms. This was the city “renowned for the way it stares down a crisis,” the city that had survived the collapse of the nineteen-seventies, the attacks of September 11th, and Superstorm Sandy. “Decades of underinvestment cannot be corrected overnight,” he said. But the city would meet this challenge, too.
Every M.T.A. board member present spoke in support of Fast Forward. James Temples III, a station supervisor and a union official, said, “I’ve been with the Transit Authority for forty years. I’ve seen them come and go. But I’ve never seen anything like Mr. Byford’s plan.” Temples represents six hundred station supervisors. He promised to “encourage all of them to work with Mr. Byford in any way possible to get what he wants and get it done.” The next morning, the Regional Plan Association held a hastily organized meeting, at N.Y.U.’s Rudin Center for Transportation. Hundreds of people showed up. Scott Rechler, an M.T.A. board member and the chairman of the R.P.A., compared Byford to Superman. “He’s Clark Kent with a different accent, and a better hair style,” he said. (Rechler shaves his head, too.) “The kryptonite is politics. We have to protect Andy from that kryptonite.”
The politicians were less impressed. De Blasio’s office announced bluntly that the city was not willing to help pay for the plan. The Governor’s office issued an unenthusiastic statement, which said, “Our bottom line is that the plan needs to be expeditious and realistic.” Reached at a Democratic Party convention on Long Island, Cuomo said, contradicting Lhota, that he hadn’t reviewed the plan. But he added, “I want to get the best technology minds in this country to look at the technology in the subways.” He seemed uninterested in funding the ambitious plans of the expert he had hired. “I am not wed to that amount of money at all,” he said.
Cynthia Nixon, for her part, endorsed Fast Forward, and said that it should be funded by both congestion pricing and the millionaire’s tax, plus a new tax on polluting companies. She stepped up her attacks on Cuomo’s neglect of mass transit, declaring, “The way he’s handled this issue for his first two terms should completely disqualify him from a third.”
After a week or so, Cuomo came around to endorsing Fast Forward, and said that he would fund it by getting the Legislature to finally pass congestion pricing. But he would have plenty of time to reconsider his support. Byford’s proposals are meant to be funded by budget plans that take effect in 2020. Cuomo therefore has roughly a year (assuming he is reëlected) before he needs to make a real commitment.
In the meantime, Byford is feeling the kryptonite. He can’t even get meetings with the Mayor or the Governor. He’s been talking instead with City Council members and state representatives, trying to build support. Even if congestion pricing passes, it will finance no more than half the work that he wants to do, so he and his team are looking into bond issues and partnerships with investment houses. “No one’s saying it’s impossible,” he said, hopefully.
Byford told me his battle plan: “Over the next twelve months, I’m going to make this irresistible and unstoppable. Politicians like to be associated with success.” They also dislike being associated with failure. Byford said that he has been “shamelessly” exploiting each new infrastructure fiasco. In June, part of the ceiling collapsed in the Borough Hall station, in Brooklyn, showering hundreds of pounds of masonry and tile onto the platform in jagged hunks. There was one minor injury; if the accident had happened at rush hour, there could have been carnage. Byford rushed to the scene, oversaw the cleanup, and then talked to reporters at the station. “I said, ‘This is why we need Fast Forward,’ ” he told me. “ ‘Let’s stop messing about and get on with this.’ ” ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “Tunnel Vision.”[image: ]

	William Finnegan has been a contributor to The New Yorker since 1984 and a staff writer since 1987. He is the author of “Barbarian Days.”
Read more »






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/07/09/can-andy-byford-save-the-subways



 | Section menu | Main menu | 

| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |




Personal History

	
Active Shooter [pon, 02 jul 11:01]A trip to the firing range in a time of gun violence.






| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |





| Next | Section menu | Main menu | 


Active Shooter
A trip to the firing range in a time of gun violence.
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It was spring, and my sister Lisa and I were in her toy-size car, riding from the airport in Greensboro, North Carolina, to her house, in Winston-Salem. I’d got up early to catch my flight, but still she had me beat by more than an hour. “I like to be at Starbucks right when they open, at 5 A.M.,” she said. “Speaking of which, I was there a few months ago and saw a lady with a monkey. I don’t know what kind, but it was small—not much bigger than a doll—and was in a pink frilly dress. And it was just so . . . upsetting to me. I wanted to go up to this woman and ask, ‘What do you plan on doing with that thing once you lose interest in it?’ ”
Like a lot of pet owners I know, Lisa is certain that no one can take care of an animal as well as she can. “Look at how that guy is dragging his Irish setter on that leash!” she’ll say, pointing at what to me just looks like a man walking his dog. Or, if the dog is not on a leash: “That beagle’s about to be hit by a car, and his owner’s not doing a thing about it.” No one’s spaniel has the shots it needs. Nobody’s bird is eating correctly or getting its toenails trimmed to the proper length.
“What made you so sure this woman was going to lose interest in her monkey?”
Lisa gave me the look that said, “A monkey—of course she’s going to lose interest in it,” and said, “A monkey—of course she’s going to lose interest in it.”
It was right around there that we came upon a billboard for a firing range called ProShots.
“I think we should go to that place and shoot guns,” Lisa said.

And so it was that on the following afternoon we arrived for our three-o’clock appointment. I had assumed for some reason that a firing range would be outdoors, but instead it was situated in a strip mall, next to a tractor-supply store. Inside were glass display cases filled with weapons, and a wall of purses a woman could hide a dainty pistol in. This was a niche market I knew nothing about until I returned to Lisa’s house later that day and went online. There I found Web sites selling gun-concealing vests, T-shirts, jackets—you name it. One company makes boxer briefs with a holster in the back, which they call Compression Concealment Shorts but which I would call gunderpants.
Lisa and I quite enjoyed wandering around the store. “Rossi R352⁠—⁠$349.77,” read a tag beside one of the pistols. Were I in, say, an office-supply shop, I could have made a judgment concerning the cost, but I have no idea how much a gun goes for. It was like pricing penguins or milking equipment. My shooting experience was limited to air rifles. Lisa had no experience whatsoever, so before stepping onto the firing range we sat for a forty-minute gun-safety class taught by a retired Winston-Salem police officer named Lonnie, who co-owned the business and was wearing one of its T-shirts. The man was perhaps in his early fifties, his pale eyebrows and wire-rimmed, almost invisible glasses shaded by a baseball cap with the Blackwater logo on it. He might not be someone you’d choose as a friend, but you wouldn’t mind him as a neighbor. “I shovelled your drive while you were asleep,” you could imagine him saying. “I hope you don’t mind. I just wanted the exercise.”
There was a classroom at the back of the store, and, after seating us side by side at one of the desks, Lonnie took the chair across from us. “The first thing you need to know about firearm safety is that most people are stupid. I don’t mean you folks personally, but people in general. So I have a few rules. No. 1: Always assume that every weapon is loaded.”
Lisa and I leaned back, wincing, as he laid two guns in front of us. One was a Glock something, and the other—the nicer-looking one—was a snub-nosed .38 Special.
“Now, are these loaded?” he asked.
“I am going to assume that they are,” Lisa answered.
Lonnie said, “Good girl.”
I found a gun once while cleaning someone’s apartment in New York. It was under the bed, where the pornography should be, wrapped in a T-shirt, and it was in my lap before I realized what it was. Then I froze, the way I might have had it been a bomb. Eventually, very carefully, I nudged it back into place, wondering what the person who owned this looked like, for I had never met him.
I used to think that guys with beards had guns. Then I realized by asking around that guys with beards had fathers who owned guns. It was amazing how spot on this was. I once met an Asian-American fellow with a very sketchy goatee—no more than a dozen eyelash-length hairs on his chin—and when I guessed that his dad had bullets but no gun he said, “Oh, my God. How did you know?”
This was before beards came back into style and everyone grew one. Now I think that guys who wear baseball caps with their sunglasses perched on the brims have guns, if—and this is important—the lenses of the sunglasses are mirrored or fade from orange to yellow, like a tequila sunrise. As for women, I have no idea.
Lonnie had moved on by this point, and was teaching us how to pick up our guns. Like most people raised with water pistols and dart-shooting plastic Lugers, we automatically reached for the triggers, a no-no in the Big Book of Safety. “These weapons absolutely cannot fire unless you tug that little piece of metal,” Lonnie said.
“They can’t go off if you drop them?” I asked.
“Absolutely not,” he told me. “Almost never. So go on, David, pick up your Glock.”
I screwed up my courage and did as instructed.
“Good job!”
When it was Lisa’s turn, her finger went straight for the trigger.
“Busted,” Lonnie told her. “O.K., now, David, I want you to pick up the .38, and Lisa, you go for the Glock.”

We’d just advanced to rule No. 2—never point your weapon at another person, unless you intend to kill or wound him—when Lisa explained why she was taking the class: “If anyone ever tries to shoot me? And accidentally drops the gun? I want to know how to handle it properly.”
“That is a very good, very smart reason,” Lonnie said. “I can tell you’re someone who thinks ahead.”
Oh, you have no idea, I thought.
Our safety session went a little over schedule, but still allowed us ten minutes of shooting time, which, in retrospect, was more than enough. Seeing Lisa standing ramrod straight with a loaded Glock in her hand was as startling to me as seeing her in front of an orchestra waving a baton. Her first bullet hit the target—a life-size outline of a man—and missed the bull’s-eye of his heart by an inch at most.
Where did that come from? I wondered.
“Good girl!” Lonnie told her. “Now I want you to plant your legs a little farther apart and try again.”
Her second shot was even closer.
“Lisa, you’re a natural,” Lonnie said. “O.K., Mike, now you give it a try.”
I looked around, confused. “Excuse me?”
He handed me the .38. “You came here to shoot, didn’t you?”
I accepted the gun, and from then until the time we left my name was Mike, which was more than a little demoralizing. Not getting the “Wait a minute—the David Sedaris?” I have come to expect when meeting someone was bad enough, but being turned into a Mike, of all things? I thought of the time a woman approached me in a hotel lobby. “Excuse me,” she said, “but are you here for the Lions Club meeting?” That’s the Mike of organizations.
Lonnie didn’t forget my sister’s name—on the contrary, he wore it out. “Good shot, Lisa, now do it with your left eye closed.” “What do you say, Lisa, ready to give the .38 a try?”
“Do I have to?” she asked. The fact was that she was—that both of us were—already bored. Taking my final shot, I thought of a couple I know in Odessa, Texas. Tom repairs planes, so he and Randy live right there at the airport, in a prefabricated house beside the hangar he works out of. One night, late, a large, crazy-looking man who turned out to be an escaped mental patient drove through the high chain-link fence surrounding their property and pounded on their door.
“I know you’ve got my mother in there!” he shouted. “I know you’re holding her hostage, you bastard!”
It was insane, the things he was saying, but there was no dissuading him.
Tom and Randy were on the other side of the door, bolstering it with their bodies, and when it started to come off its hinges Tom ran for his pistol.
“You have a gun?” I asked, surprised, I suppose, because he’s gay.
Tom nodded. “I fired at where I thought his knees would be, but he was bent over at the time, so the bullet went into his neck.”
It didn’t kill him, though. Enraged, the escaped mental patient got back behind the wheel and drove through the massive garage-style door of the hangar. Then it was out through the back wall and onto the tarmac, where he made a U-turn and drove into Tom and Randy’s house.
“Wait,” I said. “This is like a movie where the villain refuses to die.”
“I know!” agreed Randy, who directs his local arts council. “I’m the pacifist in this relationship, never held a gun in my life, but there I was, while this madman was driving past my chest of drawers, shouting, ‘Kill him!’ ”
As Tom aimed his gun, the guy passed out from blood loss, and not long afterward the police showed up. By then, the door was hanging by a thread and had bullet holes in it, the hangar was practically destroyed, and there was a stolen car at the foot of the bed. This, I thought, was exactly why people bought guns. The N.R.A. could have used their story as a commercial.
Who would I want to shoot? I asked myself, looking at the silhouette in front of me and wondering if there was also a female version. Of course, it wouldn’t have mattered who I imagined killing. The bullet I fired was so off the mark, my only hope was that my enemy would laugh himself or herself to death.

At the end of our session, Lonnie pulled in our target and wrote Lisa’s name above the bullet hole that came closest to the heart. Above the one that was farthest away, he wrote, “Mike.” Then he rolled it up and handed it to us as a souvenir. Later, as I paid, Lonnie said that North Carolina had pretty good laws. “We’re a very gun-friendly state,” he said.
I told him that in England a man was sent to prison for shooting a burglar who was breaking into his home, and Lonnie’s jaw dropped. It was as if I’d said that where I live you have to walk on your hands between the hours of 6 A.M. and noon. “Now, that’s just crazy,” he said. Turning to the fellow next to him, he asked, “Did you hear that?” Then he turned back to me. “I’m telling you, Mike, sometimes I don’t know what this world is coming to.”
In the glass case below the counter were a number of bumper stickers, one of which read “ProShots: Pansies Converted Daily.”
“That used to be on their billboard until gay people complained,” Lisa told me as we walked out the door.
I’m not a person who is easily offended. There’s a lot I don’t like in this world. There’s plenty of stuff that makes me angry, but the only things I can think of that really offend me, that truly affront my sense of decency, are cartoons in which animals wear sunglasses and say “awesome” all the time. That, to me, is crossing the line. It’s not because the animal in question—some rabbit or bear or whatever—is being disrespected but because it’s training children to be mediocre. Calling gay people pansies is just “meh,” in my opinion.
“What was that ‘reason for taking the class’ business all about?” I asked Lisa as we crossed the parking lot to her car. “What makes you think that your attacker is going to drop his gun?”
She unlocked her door and opened it. “I don’t know. Maybe he’ll be wearing gloves and lose his grip.”
As we pulled away, I wondered if depressed people ever took the safety class and turned the guns on themselves once they got on the firing range. “It would be more practical than buying your own Glock or .38, and there’d be no mess,” I said. “At least, not in your home. And, seeing as how you don’t pay until the end of the session, it wouldn’t cost you anything. Except, you know, your life.”
Lisa considered this. “I always thought that before I committed suicide I’d first kill Henry.” She was referring to her parrot, who could easily live to be seventy. “Don’t get me wrong, I love him to death. I just don’t want him to be abused once I’m gone.”
“I thought he went to me after you died,” I said.
Lisa signalled for a turn. “You’d just lose interest in him.”

Not long after we took our safety class, Sandy Hook happened. Two months after that, ProShots e-mailed a Valentine greeting. It was a photo of a heart shape made of weapons. There were pistols and semi-automatic rifles. Even hand grenades. I read that, after the shooting, gun sales went up, the fear being that President Obama was going to repeal the Second Amendment. The same thing happened after that guy opened fire in a movie theatre in Colorado, and after the massacre at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in South Carolina.
It’s so foreign to me, wanting to own a gun, especially the kind you’d use in a war. I don’t know why, but shooting just doesn’t appeal to me. I did it that one time with Lisa, and don’t feel the need to ever do it again. People on YouTube blow away bowling balls and old toaster ovens in their back yards, and I just don’t get it. I’ve never thought to stalk and kill my own food. I don’t worry that a race war is coming and I need to arm myself in advance of it. Nor am I concerned that an escaped psychopath is going to break down my front door in the middle of the night. Things like that clearly happen, but I’d just as soon prepare by having a back door. Where I live now, in the U.K., it’s hard to get a rifle and next to impossible to secure a handgun. Yet somehow, against all odds, British people feel free. Is it that they don’t know what they’re missing? Or is the freedom they feel the freedom of not being shot to death in a classroom or a shopping mall or a movie theatre?
Of course, stabbings here are through the roof, but with a knife you’re not going to kill more than a few people at a time. Then, too, there’s not a movement built around bladed weapons the way there is around firearms. I’ve yet to see a bumper sticker picturing a fencing sword and the words “Come and Take It” or “Think Twice. Because I Won’t.” A few days after Sandy Hook, I went online and saw an ad for the Bushmaster, one of the weapons used by Adam Lanza. It was a picture of the assault rifle, above the words “Consider Your Man Card Re-Issued.”

Every school shooting is different but the same. We see the news footage, the crying children, the flowers and Teddy bears in a pile getting rained on. There are reports that the community is “healing,” and then it’s on to the next one. The solution, according to the N.R.A., is for more people to have guns. When, following the mass murder in Parkland, Florida, President Trump proposed arming teachers, I called Lisa, who sounded skeptical. “Wait a second,” she said. “Where did you read this?”
I thought of a dinner a few years earlier. My sister had joined me for a few days in Chicago, and asked my friend Adam, “Are you familiar with a newspaper called the Onion?”
“Of course,” he said.
“I didn’t know what it was, see! Then I read an article claiming that, in order to save money, schools in America were going to eliminate the past tense. After I finished it, I phoned my husband and told him, ‘This is the last straw.’ Because I used to teach, and the way budgets are being cut nowadays this seemed entirely possible to me.”
“How do you save money by eliminating the past tense?” Adam asked.
“I don’t know,” Lisa said. “I guess I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
It’s probably for the best that someone so gullible is no longer in front of a classroom. Still, I couldn’t blame Lisa for not believing the armed-teacher business. Who’d have thought that after all was said and done this would be the proposed solution? A few days later, the Blue Mountain School District, in eastern Pennsylvania, put buckets of river rocks in all its classrooms, the idea being for the kids to stone their would-be assassins.
I think there might be a few who’d reach for a rock, but wouldn’t most of them freeze, or just start crying? I know I would.
Then came Santa Fe, Texas, where, to my family’s great shame, the shooter was named Dimitrios Pagourtzis.
We felt the way Korean-Americans likely did after Virginia Tech.
“Oh, no,” we said. “He’s one of us!”
Luckily, the state’s lieutenant governor was casting blame on the number of exits and entrances the building had, rather than on, say, Greece. “The school that I taught at is now holding active-shooter drills,” Lisa told me. “That’s where the students—and mine were third graders—turn off the lights and hide in dark corners.” She sighed. “I’m just glad I got out when I did.”
When my sister and I were young, during the Cuban missile crisis, we had atomic-bomb drills. You’d think our teachers would have led us to shelters twelve stories underground, but instead we were told to crouch beneath our desks. What were we thinking, kneeling there with our hands atop our heads? Did we believe the bombs might, at the very most, blow off a few ceiling tiles, and that after the attack we’d return to our homes and find everything just as we had left it? Our parents, our pets, dinner waiting with maybe a little dust on it?
Being shot is easier for a child to wrap his head around. If you’ve got a TV in your house, you know what a gun is, and what happens to people when they’re hit with bullets. You may not have a clear concept of death—its permanence, its refusal to be bargained with—but you know it’s bad. The atomic bomb for us at the time, with Lisa in the second grade, and me in the first, was just an abstraction. So when I’d see my sister on the school bus at the end of a drill day—in a dress and patent-leather shoes, her hair just so, looking far more elegant than she ever would as an adult—I didn’t feel relieved so much as excited, the way kids that age are when they’re released into the world at the end of the day. Oh, to be alive, and free. ♦




	David Sedaris contributes frequently to The New Yorker. He is the author of, most recently, “Theft by Finding: Diaries (1977-2002).”
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Running
By Joy Harjo

Audio: Read by the author.



It’s closing time. Violence is my boyfriend
With a cross to bear
Hoisted on by the church.
He wears it everywhere.
There are no female deities in the Trinity.
I don’t know how I’m going to get out of here,
Said the flying fish to the tree.
  Last call.
We’ve had it with history, we who look for vision here
In the Indian and poetry bar, somewhere
To the left of Hell.
Now I have to find my way, when there’s a river to cross and no
Boat to get me there, when there appears to be no home at all.
               My father gone, chased
By the stepfather’s gun. Get out of here.
I’ve found my father at the bar, his ghost at least, some piece
Of him in this sorry place. The boyfriend’s convincing to a crowd.
Right now, he’s the spell of attraction. What tales he tells.
In the fog of thin hope, I wander this sad world
We’ve made with the enemy’s words.
The lights quiver,
Like they do when the power’s dwindling to a dangling string.
It is time to go home. We are herded like stoned cattle, like children for the
bombing drill—
Out the door, into the dark street of this old Indian town
Where there are no Indians anymore.
I was afraid of the dark, because then I could see
    Everything. The truth with its eyes staring
Back at me. The mouth of the dark with its shiny moon teeth,
No words, just a hiss and a snap.
I could hear my heart hurting
With my in-the-dark ears.
I thought I could take it. Where was the party?
It’s been a century since we left home with the American soldiers at our backs.
The party had long started up in the parking lot.
He flew through the dark, broke my stride with a punch.
I went down then came up.
I thought I could take being a girl with her heart in her
Arms. I carried it for justice. For the rights of all Indians.
          We all had that cross to bear.
Those Old Ones followed me, the quiet girl with the long dark hair,
The daughter of a warrior who wouldn’t give up.
I wasn’t ready yet, to fling free the cross
I ran and I ran through the 2 a.m. streets.
It was my way of breaking free. I was anything but history.
I was the wind.



	Joy Harjo is the recipient of the 2017 Ruth Lilly Prize from the Poetry Foundation. Her play “Wings of Night Sky, Wings of Morning Light” will be published in 2019.
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Strays
By William Brewer

Audio: Read by the author.



It was only after waking for the first time in years
beside a stranger, in that gray valley
where morning hasn’t yet taken responsibility,
that I thought I understood at last
why the man from the bar who never spoke
but drank quietly every day at the same seat
for the same hours, and whom I was once
paid to follow home, would sit in his small
living room and call the pound on speakerphone
and ask about a dog that didn’t exist
so that when the receptionist
went walking through the kennels
holding the cordless receiver
looking for the dog-that-wasn’t
you could hear all hell rattling in the cages,
thrashing the chains, could almost sense,
even from where I was standing
outside his window looking through a break
in the curtains, the drool shining on the teeth
bared in the black, dank holes, how
enough abandoned things screaming
could make a sound large enough to find
a rhythm in it, which is to say, something dependable—
I woke next to no one and when she woke
I was no one for a minute, too.



	William Brewer is the author of “I Know Your Kind,” a winner of the National Poetry Series.
Read more »
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The genius of P-Funk’s founder lies in his ability to motivate and collaborate.
By Hua Hsu
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With his bands Parliament and Funkadelic, George Clinton, who will retire next year, sketched out a predominantly black universe of heroes and villains.

Photograph by Andres Serrano for The New Yorker




In the mid-seventies, George Clinton and his band Funkadelic were working on a new song, “Get Off Your Ass and Jam,” at a studio in Los Angeles. At the time, Funkadelic was basically a psychedelic-rock band that took apart soul ballads, and its heavy, sprawling jams felt like an endurance test. If you made it through them, then you tasted true freedom. The musicians were taking a break when, according to Clinton, a white kid wandered into the session—probably “a smack addict,” as he recalled in his memoir, from 2014, “Brothas Be, Yo Like George, Ain’t That Funkin’ Kinda Hard on You?” The kid asked if they would give him twenty-five dollars for a guitar solo. Clinton was sufficiently bemused to agree. He played “like he was possessed,” Clinton wrote. The kid sprayed a delirious, screeching solo all over the track and then walked off with his money, never to be heard from again, except for a few minutes on Funkadelic’s album “Let’s Take It to the Stage,” from 1975.
Clinton has always had an easygoing relationship to paperwork. More than a hundred and seventy people have played in Funkadelic and its alter-ego band, Parliament, commonly referred to together as P-Funk. This doesn’t include the twenty or so bands that have spun off from the core. The true story of the solo on “Get Off Your Ass” is lost to time, and perhaps to a wash of drugs. (The kid wasn’t the only person in the studio who was drawn to altered mind states.) But the anecdote captures something essential about the path that Clinton has forged for his bands. P-Funk’s marriage of spaced-out psychedelia and aggressive, purring funk music came to seem like a life style, a world view. Everyone is welcome.
Clinton grew up in Plainfield, New Jersey, where he gravitated toward the jubilant harmonies of doo-wop. He formed his own band, the Parliaments, as a teen-ager, and in the early sixties the group travelled to Detroit to audition for the Motown label. Though Motown was known for its individual stars, such as Smokey Robinson and Stevie Wonder, it was a collective endeavor, run like an assembly line. In the Parliaments’ early years, Clinton figured that this was what he had to do, and so the members dutifully synchronized their dance steps, polished their harmonies, and wore matching suits. Motown passed on the group but hired Clinton as a songwriter, producer, and arranger. He was a low-key guy satisfied with behind-the-scenes glory.
In 1967, the Parliaments released “(I Just Wanna) Testify” on Revilot, one of Detroit’s many independent soul labels. “Testify,” a shaggy approximation of Motown’s composed swing, was the group’s first hit. But success soured the band. The members didn’t feel that they fit in with their squeaky-clean peers. They were attracted to the Motown sound, that feeling of breezy, compact perfection. But they also liked the bludgeoning release of rock music, especially the way Jimi Hendrix made the amplifier’s squealing feedback sing. They loosened their ties and decided that it was fine to grow their hair out. Clinton realized that you could play soul and gospel music at the sludgy pace of heavy rock, and he rebranded the Parliaments—who were stuck in a messy contract dispute—as Funkadelic.
One day, while watching cartoons, Clinton had the idea that it was far more interesting for the band to masquerade as characters than to be themselves. People got old, but a good character could live forever. Though the split personality of Parliament and Funkadelic evolved from contractual complications, it laid bare the importance of personae. In the early seventies, Funkadelic fell in with the Detroit rock scene, matching the wailing anarchy of proto-punk acts like the MC5 and the Stooges. The band members began dressing in costumes: diapers, spacesuits, martial-arts uniforms, wizards’ robes. P-Funk’s songs and album sleeves sketched out an extended, predominantly black cosmos of heroes and villains. If you surrendered yourself to their music, there would always be a place for you on the Holy Mothership. If you just stood there, with your arms folded, you were probably down with Sir Nose D’Voidoffunk, a killjoy who promises he will “never dance.”
At first, there was no better thesis statement for the woolly, acid-assisted music of early Funkadelic than the title of its 1970 album “Free Your Mind . . . and Your Ass Will Follow.” By the mid-seventies, as the musicians leaned into their identity as the funk proselytizers of Parliament, that title might have been turned the other way around: they wanted you to follow their grooves to a higher state of consciousness. Parliament’s brand of funk was almost obnoxiously up front about its intentions. In a lot of music, bass is an ethereal presence, enforcing a song’s spine in a way that you feel but rarely listen for. Yet Parliament built entire songs around the bassist Bootsy Collins’s squiggly lines, sensual growls, and mighty thumps. The backbone, after all, is connected to the rear.

A few weeks ago, Parliament released “Medicaid Fraud Dogg,” its first album in thirty-eight years. Nowadays, the band consists largely of younger players, including some children of P-Funk stalwarts from the seventies and a stable of singers and rappers. Parliament is currently on an American tour, which Clinton says will be his last. He will retire from performance next year, at the age of seventy-seven.
Parliament’s buoyancy comes from a contrast between highs and lows. There are moments on “Medicaid Fraud Dogg” that are like a highlight reel of the past four decades: the pulsing quasars and insistent strut of “I’m Gon Make U Sick O’Me,” the sleazy ooze and euphoric popping corks of “Oil Jones.” “Kool Aid” wobbles like the P-Funk of old, but with far raunchier descriptions of the posterior. There are certainly patchy moments, owing to the album’s rotating cast, which ranges from rappers who sound a bit too much like Tupac and Kendrick Lamar to posthumous contributions from some legendary P-Funk members, like the singer Robert (P-Nut) Johnson and the keyboardist Walter (Junie) Morrison.
Yet Clinton still provides the pulse. It’s eerie to hear the band’s spirited grooves propping up the new characters Clinton has added to the P-Funk universe. They constantly seem to be suffering in pain, knocked out by pills. Clinton’s voice is just a thin rasp on a wheezy ballad titled “Pain Management.” “ ‘Man up’ is what my daddy used to say,” he sings, the light croak of Auto-Tune giving his vocals an added sense of despondency. Once, P-Funk promised “one nation under a groove.” Its music found politics in pleasure—in dancing, listening, communing together. Now Clinton, who survived a nearly three-decade crack habit, laments the rise of the pharmaceutical industry. He sounds exasperated as he half sings, half raps, “One nation under sedation / Rehab or re-up / Oxycodone for those oxy morons.”

Every generation mines the past for what it needs. In the eighties, as the members of Parliament and Funkadelic were stuck in a limbo of bad contracts and bruised egos, Clinton pursued a solo career. He became a free-spirited funk godfather for younger bands like the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Fishbone. In the nineties, the P-Funk cosmology, which linked the ancient pyramids to distant planets, helped inspire the Afrofuturist philosophy. In more recent years, the band’s dream of collective liberation has become a touchstone for artists like Kendrick Lamar, Thundercat, and Flying Lotus. Childish Gambino’s “Awaken, My Love!,” from 2016, often felt like a dutiful homage to the fluid sexuality of late-seventies Parliament. Last year, a remix compilation called “Funkadelic Reworked by Detroiters” allowed such dance producers as Moodymann and Underground Resistance to show gratitude to their forebears for all those transcendent rhythms.
Like many people for whom Dr. Dre’s “The Chronic” was a gateway high, I first heard Funkadelic as a sample: “Mothership Connection” provided the slow, thrusting foundation for “Let Me Ride.” At the time, I didn’t see the difference between something that was sexually suggestive and something that aspired to be sex itself.
Clinton is one of the most important musical figures in American history. Yet, like many others who have outlasted the revolutions they inspired, it’s easy to forget that he has continued making music, alongside his disciples. Up until his recent sobriety, his choices could seem erratic and strange. But there’s a clarity now. The Mothership prop that Parliament toured with throughout the seventies is part of the collection at the National Museum of African American History and Culture. Clinton barely appears at the end of “Medicaid.” Instead, “Insurance Man,” the album’s penultimate track, is an ode to his influence. “We got the funk ’cause George left us instructions,” a rapper named the Buttress sings. She grows more brazen: “Our beneficiaries will eat for as long as they’re insured with the funk.”
Clinton’s brilliance isn’t necessarily found in his singing or his songwriting. It is in his capacity to motivate, the story of freedom he could tell about someone else’s guitar solo. He engineered Funkadelic’s most stirring moment, on “Maggot Brain,” by sending the guitarist Eddie Hazel to the booth with a simple instruction: play as though your mother just died.
Every community needs someone to wonder what would happen if we went just a bit farther. One of Clinton’s greatest beneficiaries was Prince, who in the mid-eighties gave Clinton, then reeling from drug addiction, a lifeline. In 1997, Prince inducted Parliament and Funkadelic into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. He told a story about the time Clinton sent him a tape of music they were working on together, with a note: “You ‘P’ on it and then send it back to me. And I’ll ‘P’ on it. And then we’ll see what we got.” The audience gasped, but Prince just smiled. He understood exactly what Clinton meant. ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “Clintonism.”[image: ]

	Hua Hsu began contributing to The New Yorker in 2014, and became a staff writer in 2017.
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A Facebook Invite to a French Château
A French count tracked down descendants of an American soldier who bivouacked at his family’s estate in 1944.
By Lauren Collins
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Francis Inserra and Aymeric de Rougé

Illustration by Tom Bachtell




One day in February, Francis Inserra, of Rockville, Maryland, sat down at his computer and found a message alerting him that a French count was trying to get in touch. “My original thought was, Is this a game? Am I being played? Where’s the Nigerian prince?,” Inserra, a federal attorney, recalled the other day. In the message, an old friend described a Facebook post that he’d seen, by Aymeric de Rougé, the proprietor of Baronville—a twenty-four-hundred-acre estate, an hour southwest of Paris, that de Rougé’s ancestor the Marquis d’Aligre had acquired in 1783. “Let’s test the power of Facebook,” de Rougé had written. He explained that he was searching for descendants of an American soldier who bivouacked with his unit at the family’s château in the summer of 1944.
“They are joyful and not too exhausted,” de Rougé wrote, describing the American liberators as his forebears might have seen them. “In a way, they look like they are here to play golf.” One of them, an Army doctor named Frank Inserra, was Francis’s father. He had been particularly kind to de Rougé’s father, Bertrand. (De Rougé appended a photograph that the soldier had taken of Bertrand, showing a twelve-year-old in shorts, kneesocks, and an American combat helmet.) “Frank is most probably gone, but what about his children, and grandchildren?” de Rougé asked. “It would be great to meet them and show them the place their father helped save from German occupation and destruction.”
Francis Inserra messaged de Rougé. Together, they started to reconstruct the story of their fathers’ friendship, which continued after the war. (Frank died in 1990; Bertrand is now eighty-five.) “I hope that you will think sometimes of Baronville, where we were all so happy to see you,” Bertrand’s grandmother wrote to Frank, in an undated but ancient-looking postcard that she signed “Vicomtesse de Pomereu.”
From France, Frank moved with the 487th Engineers to Germany and the Philippines. “I am pleased to know that you have come back to the United States and that you are married,” Bertrand wrote to him in August of 1946. “I felicitate you and wish you much happiness.” He asked his friend to put “several différent stamps on your next letter instead of one stamp of five cents, so to enrich my collection.”
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Bertrand de Rougé, far left, with Frank Inserra, in 1944.

Photograph courtesy Francis C. Inserra




The American doctor and the French teen-ager fell out of touch. The former practiced medicine in the suburbs of Massachusetts; the latter, after working in marketing for Renault’s racing division, claimed his birthright as a chatelain and spent decades restoring Baronville. In the eighties, for reasons that are lost to time, Frank reinitiated contact. “I don’t know how much you remember from the war years,” he wrote to Bertrand, on July 4, 1989. “We first met on property owned by your relatives. My mother had sent me some corn. I was making popcorn in a can when I saw you looking in my tent.” He kept snapshots that he had taken at Baronville: the château, a flock of geese, a field of lilies.
On a recent Wednesday, Aymeric de Rougé was at Baronville, where he manages ventures related to the estate, including a line of champagne. He sat in front of a laptop in the dining room, beneath a huge chandelier.
“O.K., I have you blasted through the speakers,” he said to Francis and his sister Donna. De Rougé had invited them to visit Baronville, but for now they were Skyping.
Francis, dialling in from his home office, was wearing a plaid shirt and sitting in front of a painting of a clipper ship. He said that when his father had spoken of the war he’d always focussed on the civilians. “The rest of it, I thought, he wanted to throw away.”
De Rougé described how, in 1940, a German field marshal requisitioned Baronville as his headquarters; in 1944, the Luftwaffe used the surrounding fields as landing strips. The household’s atmosphere changed with the war. “Before the Occupation, it was like ‘Downton Abbey,’ ” he said. “At noon, you had lunch; you had dinner at seven; at ten, everyone had to be in bed. There was someone in charge of opening the shutters. There were guys in charge of snuffing out candles. In this very organized house, war brought lots of terrifying things, but, for a twelve-year-old, also very fascinating things. It brought spontaneity.”
“My father was not twelve, but this was an amazing adventure for him,” Donna, a journalist in Chevy Chase, Maryland, chimed in. She was calling from her den. She continued, “He came from a somewhat rough-and-tumble neighborhood in Boston, and had three younger brothers, who were all at war. That he would have made friends with your father is not at all surprising.”
Francis talked about his father’s war experience after Baronville. “During the Battle of the Bulge, he ended up doing surgery in a wine cellar. They were behind enemy lines for a week.”
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A postcard of Baronville sent to Inserra by the Vicomtesse de Pomereu.

Courtesy Francis C. Inserra




“Was there some wine in the cellar?” de Rougé asked.
Toward the end of the conversation, Donna, tearing up, said that it had made her feel as if her father were a little closer. Then Francis addressed the Count. “I have to tell you,” he said, “I’m looking at your house—”
“ ‘House’ doesn’t seem like the right word,” Donna said.
De Rougé lifted his laptop so that the Inserras could get a better look at the room’s pistachio-colored moldings. Then he turned around so they could see all the way down the gallery—a two-hundred-and-thirty-foot view.
“Oh, my heavens,” Donna said. “Can you imagine what that would’ve been like for Dad?” ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “Invitation.”[image: ]

	Lauren Collins began working at The New Yorker in 2003 and became a staff writer in 2008. She is the author of “When in French: Love in a Second Language.”
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The writer’s unusual discipline has come close to driving her crazy. The results have been both refined and depraved.
By Ariel Levy
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The female antihero of Moshfegh’s first novel was everything women are not supposed to be: “ugly, disgusting, unfit for the world.”

Photograph by Dru Donovan for The New Yorker






There was an unearthly quality to the atmosphere inside the Frieze New York art fair, like the air in a plane—still but pressurized, with an unsettling hum—when the fiction writer Ottessa Moshfegh visited to speak about her work one afternoon in May. “I hate this fair already,” she said when she walked in, handing her ticket to a very tall, very pale man dressed entirely in black lace. Almost immediately, she was lost in the labyrinth of works for sale: Takashi Murakami’s lurid blond plastic milkmaids with long legs and erect nipples; the words “any messages?” spelled out in neon tubing. It was like an enactment of the world inhabited by the protagonist of Moshfegh’s forthcoming novel, “My Year of Rest and Relaxation,” who works at a gallery in Chelsea, amid objects like a quarter-million-dollar “pair of toy monkeys made using human pubic hair,” with camera penises poking out from their fur. “Did I do this?” Moshfegh said, only half kidding. She sometimes gets the sense that she has the power to conjure reality through her writing.
Though the details of Moshfegh’s books vary wildly, her work always seems to originate from a place that is not quite earth, where people breathe some other kind of air. Her novella “McGlue” is narrated by a drunken nineteenth-century sailor, with a cracked head, who isn’t sure if he has murdered a man he loves. “Eileen” is the story of a glum prison secretary, in the mid-nineteen-sixties, who is disgusted by her gin-sodden father and by her own sexuality (the “small, hard mounds” of her breasts, the “complex and nonsensical folds” of her genitals). Moshfegh’s characters tend to be amoral, frank, bleakly funny, very smart, and perverse in their motivations, in ways that destabilize the reader’s assumptions about what is ugly, what is desirable, what is permissible, and what is real. In her collection of short stories, “Homesick for Another World,” a little girl is convinced that a hole will open up in the earth and take her straight to paradise, if only she murders the right person. These characters share with their creator an intense sense of alienation, which she wrote about in a faux letter to Donald Trump: “Since age five, all of life has been like a farce, an absurd performance of a reality based on meaningless drivel, or a devastating experience of trauma and fatigue, deep with meaning, which has led me into such self-seriousness that I often wonder if I am completely insane. Can you relate at all?”
In the sprawling Frieze complex, Moshfegh found the tented room where she was meant to speak and got settled on a little stage in front of a few dozen people. She told them about the case of cat-scratch fever that she contracted in 2007, when she was working as an assistant and living in Bed-Stuy. A street cat leaped into her arms one night; when she brought him home and tried to wash the fleas off, he clawed her face. Hence “the illness that forced me out of New York City—which was a fucking godsend,” Moshfegh said. “Living in New York as a writer felt really claustrophobic; it seemed like everybody I knew had a similar ambition, and it was to be the standout literary voice of your generation, which I think is an insane ambition to begin with.” Moshfegh, who is thirty-seven, and looks like a skinny, Persian Anne Bancroft, was wearing black jeans and boots, an olive-green shirt, and a gold necklace that resembled an abstract spoon. Her peers back then believed, “Whatever it is that you’re going to do, you can’t just fit into the mold—you have to break the mold, blow people’s minds, do it perfectly, and then not care,” she continued. “Because if you care you’re not cool, and if you’re not cool you’re shit.”
Except for the not-caring part, Moshfegh had just offered a pretty accurate description of what she has accomplished. Her breakthrough novel, “Eileen,” won the PEN/Hemingway Award and was a finalist for the Man Booker Prize and the National Book Critics Circle Award. Scott Rudin bought the film rights. The Times said, of Moshfegh, “You feel she can do anything.” The Los Angeles Times declared her “unlike any other author (male, female, Iranian, American, etc.).” Part of what readers found so startling about the book was its female antihero, who is everything women are not supposed to be: “ugly, disgusting, unfit for the world,” as Eileen describes herself, but also angry, self-pitying, resentful. At the prison for wayward boys where she works, a girl comes in one day to confront her rapist, and Eileen snubs her. “I don’t know why I was so cold to her,” she muses. “I suppose I may have been envious. No one had ever tried to rape me, after all.”
Moshfegh created “Eileen” by being, according to the formula she had articulated, the antithesis of cool; she cares so deeply about her writing that it has come close to driving her crazy. For a long time, she was convinced that producing her best work required a monkish commitment to abstemiousness and isolation. “My life got really, really narrow,” she told me. “It’s not like I didn’t have adventurous experiences—my life had been interesting—but I was, like, No, no, no: not that. Just this. I was psychically tortured.”
In response to a question at Frieze on how she stays motivated, Moshfegh told a story about an ex-boyfriend. “He told me in the middle of an argument that being an artist was something that weak people indulge in, and I made him leave, because I guess what I feel is the opposite of that,” she said. “I think art is the thing that fixes culture, moment by moment. I don’t really feel a reason to exist unless I feel my life has a purpose, which is creating. So I feel—I’m not going to call it pressure—I feel I have a karmic role to play.” In her fictional letter to Trump, Moshfegh wrote, “Do you feel you’ve been chosen by God for a special task to accomplish here on Earth? I do.”

The blocks around Moshfegh’s apartment, just east of L.A.’s Little Armenia, are bedraggled: laundry hangs on a chain-link fence; the yards are yellow patches of dead grass on dust; water drips from an old air-conditioner in a window covered with tinfoil. But Moshfegh’s building, a two-story cluster of nineteen-twenties apartments, sits behind a gate, connected to the street by a walkway lined with roses and spindly purple skyflower. “I like it here,” she said in her living room, a clean, quiet space, which she had furnished with a burgundy couch, a Danish modern coffee table with a porcupine sculpture on top, and books lined up on the floor. She wore sandals and had her hair in a braid; all the windows were open, and the air smelled like rain. “It feels like a retreat.”
The unkempt neighborhood outside recalls the sort of place where many of her characters live. An alcoholic teacher in Moshfegh’s short story “Bettering Myself” begins her tale, “My classroom was on the first floor, next to the nuns’ lounge. I used their bathroom to puke in the mornings.” McGlue is forever “in the mud, drunk and tired and unwatched.” It is likewise the kind of setting where one might expect to find the characters of one of Moshfegh’s influences, Charles Bukowski, the late author of “All the Assholes in the World and Mine,” among dozens of other books, whom Time once called the “laureate of American lowlife.” Moshfegh told me that when she encountered his writing, in grad school, “I was, like, Oh, I can write about that, too.” The underbelly of human behavior and emotion could be literature, if it was approached with sufficient precision and passion. In “Eileen,” the narrator recounts the working of her bowels with relish: “With the laxatives, my movements were torrential, oceanic, as though all of my insides had melted and were now gushing out, a sludge that stank distinctly of chemicals and which, when it was all out, I half expected to breach the rim of the toilet bowl. In those cases I stood up to flush, dizzy and sweaty and cold, then lay down while the world seemed to revolve around me. Those were good times.” Moshfegh once told Vice, which published some of her early work, “My writing lets people scrape up against their own depravity, but at the same time it’s very refined . . . it’s like seeing Kate Moss take a shit.”
Moshfegh had positioned a small desk by the front window of her apartment, and on it she’d stuck a Post-it note, which read “Work hard the rest is a mystery.” She is not the sort of fiction writer who conducts methodical research and then labors to produce a faithful simulacrum of a time or a place. Moshfegh’s source material is her own imagination. “I think I could perfectly conjure 1910, the way it smelled and looked, but I can’t tell you the major world events that happened,” she said. The outside world is a place from which to snatch inspiration, details, feelings. “I just want to see the edge of the building, and then I want to go build it myself. That’s how I feel when I meet somebody: I just want this much.” She has lived in many places in her adult life, but she has isolated herself in almost all of them.
Since graduating from Barnard, in 2002, Moshfegh has moved every few years, which helps explain why her home is as spare as a grad student’s. She went first to Wuhan, China, where she taught English, worked at a punk bar, and lived in hundred-year-old cement group housing. “The walls were red—like really Communist red—and it was all grimy,” she said. “Maybe somebody would think it was ugly, but I thought it was really cool.” She had gone to China with a boyfriend, but they broke up in the middle of the trip. “It was a hundred and twenty degrees every day, and I had lost all my connections, and I felt like I was just wasting my life, dying. At some point, I stumbled on a picture of a dead person on the Internet, and I had an adrenaline rush. It made me feel that life was deeply valuable, and also there was an excitement about seeing something so private—sort of death porn.” She started Googling images of dead people every day. “I just got into the habit. It gave me energy.”
Moshfegh returned to New York City and, at the age of twenty-four, swore off romance. “I did not want to share, and I did not want to get attached, and I didn’t want to have to be responsible for anybody but myself,” she said. “Mostly, I wanted to focus on my work.” She got a job at the Overlook Press, and then another as an assistant to Jean Stein, a former editor at The Paris Review, who hosted literary salons in her penthouse, where Gore Vidal and Norman Mailer once got into a fistfight. They became close friends, and Stein encouraged her writing. But Moshfegh began experiencing strange symptoms. “It started off as intense exhaustion and disorientation. I would get on the subway and get off and I didn’t remember where I was going,” she said. “I would have phone calls with Jean and immediately forget what she had told me. And then I started having numbness in my hands, a twitch in my face, really bad headaches. I would wake up in the middle of the night drenched in sweat, my body clenching.” It took months before she was given a diagnosis of cat-scratch fever. “I could not think straight for a year.”
Hoping to escape the city, Moshfegh applied to the M.F.A. program at Brown, and was accepted. Her time there was productive, she said, but mostly because her scholarship allowed her to write without the distraction of a job. “You have a lot of people who aren’t good at writing yet telling you what to change about the way that you’re writing,” she said. “It’s a lot of mediocrity feeding on itself. So you better be radical, and you better hate everyone. Not that I did personally, but that I had to if I was going to protect the thing in me that I knew I wanted to grow.”
She had been focussed on short stories, but one day she came upon something in the library that shifted her course. “I read an article in a periodical from 1851, in Boston or Salem. It was just the name ‘McGlue’ as the title—already, I was, like, Yes, please. All it said was: ‘Mr. McGlue has been acquitted of the murder of Mr. Johnson in Zanzibar due to having been blackout drunk at the time of the murder and having sustained grave injury to the head from jumping off a train several months earlier.’ And that was it. That was the whole book. It was just handed to me.” What followed was an almost mystical experience of channelling—easy intellectually but difficult emotionally, because Moshfegh was never entirely sure that the spirit of McGlue wanted his story told. “I thought that maybe he was angry at me for betraying him,” she said. “It would give me the chills, and I would cry. There was some kind of resonance, like in a dream.” “McGlue” was selected as the winner of the Fence Modern Prize and published by Fence Books, in 2014.

McGlue is unreliable, intoxicated, and trapped—as are the narrators of Moshfegh’s other two novels. Eileen guzzles vermouth and feels enslaved by her abusive, alcoholic father; she spends much of the novel fantasizing about escaping from her frigid New England home town. The unnamed protagonist of “My Year of Rest and Relaxation” locks herself in her apartment and stays asleep as much as possible, with the help of Ambien, Benadryl, Nembutal, Xanax, and a fictional drug called Infermiterol. “A character facing discomfort or a problem is always going to try and feel differently,” Moshfegh said. “And substance and self-abuse and that kind of stuff always seems like ‘Well, that’s the first thing you would try.’ ” Drinking as an escape never worked for her, though. “I just knew that I was wasting my time and dumbing myself down to be in the company of dumb people because I was lonely,” she said. She turned instead to greater discipline.
After finishing at Brown, Moshfegh moved to Los Angeles, hoping to experience the freeing displacement of the West Coast. She went to Oakland next, after she was awarded a Stegner Fellowship at Stanford University. There she suffered. “I was losing it,” she said. “I wasn’t eating enough. I’d wake up at, like, five in the morning and have a banana, a cup of coffee, and then go to the boxing gym for three hours. I was working on ‘Eileen’ and the collection, and I was having zero fun, and it really started to take a toll on my psyche. It was a time when I was, like, I’m doing this. I’m tough. I’m tough. I’m tough.”
“She had become this kind of weapon,” Bill Clegg, who became Moshfegh’s agent after he read “McGlue,” said. “She seemed not to need anyone or anything. I understood that she had gone under and isolated herself completely in that book.” When it was finished, it was difficult to sell. “There was a lot of hand-wringing,” Clegg said. “People wanting something that was easier, and really being turned off by Eileen, like, ‘I really just don’t like her.’ ”
Eileen lives in a filthy house. She barely eats, but constantly drinks. (At one point, she falls asleep in her car, and wakes up next to a frozen pile of vomit.) She is so horrified by her genitals that she keeps them “swaddled like a baby in a diaper in thick cotton underpants and my mother’s old strangulating girdle.” Her sexuality is a source of shame and revulsion: “I wore lipstick not to be fashionable, but because my bare lips were the same color as my nipples.” But she burns with lust. She fantasizes obsessively about a prison guard named Randy, and watches transfixed as one of the boy prisoners masturbates in solitary confinement.
Despite all the praise that the book received when it was published, in 2015, Moshfegh is still upset by the intensity of people’s reaction to her character’s physicality. “They wanted me to somehow explain to them how I had the audacity to write a disgusting female character,” she said angrily. “It shocked me how much people wanted to talk about that.” Moshfegh intended readers to experience her protagonist as more self-loathing than repellent. “There was nothing really so wrong or terrible about my appearance,” Eileen says in the novel, when, as an old woman, she is looking back over her story. “I was young and fine, average, I guess. But at the time I thought I was the worst.”
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“Denying her sexuality and swaddling her genitals—it is weird,” Moshfegh said. “But I guess I just feel like that is sort of what the message has been to me, or how I’ve interpreted messages: that my sexuality is actually really dangerous and disgusting.” Moshfegh developed severe scoliosis when she was nine, and, just as she started puberty, had to wear a brace for twenty-three hours of the day. “It was called the Boston brace,” she said. “It’s a hard plastic shell—thick—that goes around your entire torso and straps closed with industrial Velcro. I wore it for three years.” Like so many of her characters, she was imprisoned. “The message I was getting was: Your body is growing in a radically wrong direction.” Worst of all, the brace didn’t really work. Moshfegh showed me a recent X-ray of her spine that made me gasp: it curved like a snake.

One hot afternoon, Moshfegh was driving on Route 60 outside Chino, smoking out the window of her battered white BMW convertible, which she’d bought at a used-car lot a few months ago. She is an excellent driver—as precise behind the wheel as she is graceful when she walks, the result of years of physical therapy to compensate for her scoliosis. In conversation, she is definitive, clear, authoritative: in a theoretical discussion about playing a part in a totalitarian regime, she told me that she feared she’d be “uncomfortably high up.” She once told an interviewer, “I’m the most self-assured person I’ve ever met, very arrogant at times, sure. I can’t make a wrong move. I know what I’m doing.” When Moshfegh assesses her talent, she sounds less like a braggart than like a guileless child, announcing what she perceives to be inarguably accurate. “I have heard men much more frequently characterize their own work as superior,” Clegg told me. “I haven’t had that experience with women in the same way—perhaps because society has rewarded men for such assertions and women not so much.”
Moshfegh thinks that biology gives men and women a fundamentally different consciousness. “Men are more logic-centered,” she theorized. “They don’t have the same flexibility of thought, because they don’t have their mind transformed without their consent every month. And women have to see things in different dimensions.” She took a sip of Gatorade as she whizzed past an eighteen-wheeler. “The female genitalia—it’s so primordial, in a certain way,” she continued. “And I feel like, for us to get along and have codes of behavior, we can’t constantly be acknowledging that primordialness. We have adapted to a superficial environment, but I don’t know if the vagina has.”
Moshfegh never identifies herself as a feminist: it would require too much allegiance to a group. “It’s hard when people want to compare me to other women writers,” she said. “It’s like they’re only searching their mind database for women. Flannery O’Connor—I’m happy that they’re making that association, because she’s tops. But I don’t really feel like her. Someone once compared something I wrote to Nabokov, and I thought that was a huge compliment. I didn’t mind that.”
The heroine of “My Year of Rest and Relaxation” is similarly blunt about her assets. Unlike Eileen, she is “tall and thin and blond and pretty and young,” she says. “Even at my worst, I knew I still looked good.” But her looks are useless to her project, which is to sleep for a year, after which, she is sure, she’ll be reborn, healed, cleansed of her cynicism and indifference.
Although she is physically flawless, she is nonetheless an antihero. After she is fired from her job for napping in the supply closet, she defecates on the floor of the gallery. In relationships, she resists every stereotype of the female nurturer. From time to time, her best friend, Reva, whose mother is dying, comes by and disturbs her sleep:
She’d brag about all the fun things she was going to do over the weekend, complain that she’d gone off her most recent diet and had to do overtime at the gym to make up for it. And eventually, she’d cry about her mother. “I just can’t talk to her like I used to. I feel so sad. I feel so abandoned. I feel very, very alone.”
“We’re all alone, Reva,” I told her. It was true: I was, she was. This was the maximum comfort I could offer.

Reva is her only source of anything resembling intimacy. The nameless narrator has sex from time to time with an older guy, but it’s not exactly loving or even pleasurable: “I could count the number of times he’d gone down on me on one hand. When he’d tried, he had no idea what to do, but seemed overcome with his own generosity and passion, as though delaying getting his dick sucked was so obscene, so reckless, had required so much courage, he’d just blown his own mind.”

During her most intense period of solitary work, in California, Moshfegh committed herself to celibacy. Her sexuality “went away,” she told me. “I stopped menstruating. I was really determined: like this is a poison in my mind—lust—and seeing people as ‘What could that person be to me?’ It just seems so delusional. Looking for a boyfriend. Trying to look cute so that some guy’s gonna hit on me—not that that ever happened. Nobody ever hits on me, ever.”
Several years ago, a Vedic astrologer Moshfegh consults—“One of the most intelligent people I’ve ever met, probably one of the top five”—told her that love was inescapable. This struck her as a kind of threat. “The exact thing that the astrologer told me was ‘This is coming for you,’ ” she said. “ ‘If you move into a cabin in the middle of the woods, someone will come knock on your door.’ ”
In November, 2016, just before she published “Homesick for Another World,” a novelist named Luke Goebel wrote to Moshfegh from his cabin in the desert near Palm Springs, asking to interview her. She agreed. “He texted me when he got out of the car, and I came and opened the gate,” she recalled. “I saw him with his dog, and my precise thought was Oh, shit—here it is. Then I kind of surrendered.”
Goebel’s interview with Moshfegh, published on the Web site Fanzine, reads, in part:
Are you a witch? Are you in a cult? Are you an alien?
I hate cults.
Are you an other-dimensional being?
Yes, I am.
Do you want to talk about that?
There’s not much to say. I’m only conscious of what’s going on in this human form.

The interview lasted for twenty-seven days. “We just ate and fucked and slept and talked and talked,” Moshfegh said. On the wall in her living room is a framed copy of the first draft of Goebel’s introduction to the interview, which he typed up at the end of that monthlong meeting. (“I don’t know why he had a typewriter in his truck,” she said.) It begins, “These are the reasons I am now in love with Ottessa Moshfegh: She is arguably the most rapidly expanding powerful voice in American letters and when she speaks of what she believes in, has spent her life working to perfect, a righteous transgressive sensitive force speaks through her which is divinity in rebellion.” As I read it, she gave a little snort. “I wish he still felt that way about me,” she said, and laughed. After their long interview, Goebel went home to Oregon for Christmas, and while he was there his grandparents gave him a very large diamond ring they had, which he used to propose to Moshfegh when they saw each other again.
She wrote about their romance in a piece for the Wall Street Journal: “My man is the most beautiful man on Earth. ‘So handsome I couldn’t look,’ someone said when his back was turned. But I can look. I love to look.”
She also wrote in that piece about a different kind of love. “My little brother, whom I communicate with only telepathically because he is incarcerated, calls three times, and each time I miss his call. ‘An inmate at . . . ’ the messages begin. I tell my man in the desert about him, how he is the brutalized monster inside of my heart, that my heart has broken after each overdose, each jag of being missing, each arrest, each near-death experience. My baby brother.”
Moshfegh’s brother, Darius, died this past November. In her kitchen is a photograph of him as a toddler, asleep, clutching his toys. “We slept in the same bed until it became ridiculous,” she said. “I think I kind of believed that he was for me, because I had asked my parents for a brother. We were very, very close.”
After the funeral, while she was in Newton with her family, she used Darius’s car one day to run errands. In “Eileen,” which is set in the icy darkness of a New England winter, she describes such a day: “By afternoon, the sun had disappeared and everything froze all over again, building a glaze on the snow so thick at night it could hold the weight of a full-grown man.” In her brother’s car, under a pile of papers, Moshfegh happened upon one of his half-smoked Newport menthols. She lifted it to her lips and lit it. She has been smoking menthols ever since.

Moshfegh’s father, Farhoud, has lived all over the world. He was born in Arak, Iran, where his father had grown up in the walled Jewish ghetto and started selling cloth in the bazaar at the age of nine. (He went on to become a wealthy businessman and one of the biggest landowners in the country.) Farhoud left for Munich when he was nineteen, to study the violin, and then spent several years playing in a chamber orchestra in Taiwan. From there he went to Belgium, to study at the Royal Conservatory with the violinist André Gertler. He married a fellow-pupil from Zagreb, Croatia, who returned with him to Tehran—his favorite place of all. They were there for less than a year when the Islamic Revolution broke out. “I got a call that the Committee wanted me to come in and explain some things,” he recalled. Jews and intellectuals were already being executed; a week later, he left. All of the Moshfeghs immigrated to the United States and started over. Farhoud and his wife, Dubravka, settled in Newton, Massachusetts, where they played in orchestras, taught at the New England Conservatory, and brought up three children: Ottessa, Darius, and Sarvenaz, the eldest. They separated more than a decade ago but never divorced.
In April, Farhoud, who is seventy-six, packed a U-Haul with a grand piano, two hundred violins, ten cellos, and some furniture and paintings, and moved across the country, to a town called Mountain Center, an hour from Luke Goebel’s place in the desert. Sarvenaz and her two children are moving in with him soon. Ottessa has inadvertently led her family on a westward migration.
The latest Moshfegh outpost is a tidy house, surrounded by a pasture dotted with slender redwoods. Farhoud, who has a beard and straggly gray hair, was dressed in a muted beige Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts when we visited on a recent afternoon. He was setting out a lunch of ghormeh sabzi, a Persian herb stew, which his sister had prepared and packed for him in empty yogurt containers when she visited recently from Las Vegas. He had cut some lilacs from the yard and put them on the table in a soup can. On the counter was a framed school picture of Darius.
Farhoud pointed out his new kitchen window at his neighbor’s house, in the distance. “This woman has seven horses and twelve goats,” he said. A mountain lion had eaten her dog.
“It’s weird to see all your stuff here,” Ottessa told him. In the living room was a giant painting of Paganini, wearing a look of alarming intensity. “It has a lot of depth,” she said. “I just feel like he might be trying to control my mind.”
“He was known to be very devilish when he played the violin,” Farhoud said. “His fingers were so flexible that he has written music that very few people can play. He died of syphilis.”
“Everybody died of syphilis,” his daughter replied.
Ottessa learned to read music before she could read words, and started playing piano when she was four. Throughout her childhood, she spent her Saturdays at the New England Conservatory. “I was supposed to practice four hours a day, especially if I was preparing for a competition or something. It was a constant responsibility and stress and goal,” she said. “I loved it, but it was also really painful, because, basically, you’re being presented with a work of ecstasy. Now you need to train yourself to play it fluently, and then maybe you can feel the ecstasy. But until you get there . . . ”
There was another painting on Farhoud’s wall of a clarinettist, which he bought at an antique store during a brief period when Ottessa studied clarinet as well as piano. “You were very good at it,” he recalled.
“I would have been very good on anything,” she said. “I don’t think I was especially good on the clarinet.”
“You were.”
“Well, if that’s true, then I had a really, really terrible teacher,” she said. “He is on my list—the list of men that should be snipped.”
Moshfegh studied music intently until her teens, when her allegiance slowly shifted to fiction. When she was fourteen, she wanted to go to a summer music program at Interlochen, in Michigan, but she missed the application deadline, so her mother signed her up for a creative-writing course there instead. “I was pretty tight-assed about being a pianist,” she recalled. “I remember being really pissed off.” She met her first mentor at Interlochen, a writer named Peter Markus, who taught poetry in Detroit public schools. “She was a student who didn’t need a teacher,” Markus told me. “I simply took her seriously.” Every day for the next three years, Moshfegh sent him her writing through the mail, and he returned it with his notes. “I can’t believe he did it,” she said. “I think my mom paid him a hundred bucks a month.” She stopped practicing piano when she decided not to go to music school. “But studying music and playing music, I think, was the foundation for the way that I look at writing,” she said. “Writing, to me, is more musical than I think it is literary a lot of the time—the way that a voice can sound and the way that it leads the reader in a sort of virtual reality, a journey through its own consciousness.”
If a voice is sufficiently compelling, the reader can forget the deranged circumstances that it is relating. The premise of “My Year of Rest and Relaxation”—that a woman sincerely believes she will become a better person if only she can hibernate—is insane, but it is easy to be lulled by the sound of the narrator’s thoughts: “As summer dwindled, my sleep got thin and empty, like a room with white walls and tepid air-conditioning. If I dreamt at all, I dreamt that I was lying in bed.”
Farhoud showed us the back room, where dozens of boxes were stacked, still waiting to be unpacked. He opened one to pull out some of Sarvanez’s paintings—large abstracts, which he unfolded on the floor. Ottessa pointed to one, a big, dark canvas with a kind of flaming tower in the corner, that she used to have in her apartment. “I just didn’t realize it was about 9/11,” she said. “That’s so creepy—it was hanging on my wall for years.” Initially, Moshfegh thought that “My Year of Rest and Relaxation,” which begins in June, 2000, would be primarily about September 11th. Moshfegh decided that Reva would work in the World Trade Center, and she researched the businesses that were housed there, up to a point. “I went so far as to contact Paul Bremer,” the terrorism expert who later administered the American occupation of Iraq. “He offered to talk to me, but I was too afraid.”
As sometimes happens to her, Moshfegh found life mirroring what she had written. “I was going through copy edits, reading the last page of Reva falling, when my friend called to tell me that Jean had jumped.” Jean Stein committed suicide in April, 2017, at the age of eighty-three, by jumping from her fifteenth-floor apartment on the Upper East Side. “My mom said Jean wanted people to know that she was strong—because the guts that must have taken, the height of her penthouse . . . ” Moshfegh told me that she thinks about Stein every day. “She was tough as shit.”
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“Having kids is keeping me young and making me old.”






At night, the desert wind near Luke Goebel’s casita is so ferocious that it is hard to hear a voice. It sounds like the smashing of waves. “I call it the poor man’s ocean,” Goebel said one evening, when he got back from teaching his biweekly composition class at the University of California, Riverside. “It’s actually scary at times. It shakes the house.” Outside his windows the tamarisk trees looked like witches. Timothy Leary used to own a cabin nearby. Goebel’s neighbor is an iron sculptor named Chops. “But in here it looks like the home of a seventy-year-old woman,” Goebel said, accurately. He and Moshfegh had recently unloaded a shipping container of furniture from his grandparents, and now there were tasselled pillows, a Barcalounger, ceramic terriers on the coffee table, paintings of horse-drawn sleighs on the wall. “It’s such a ridiculous set—it’s a total sitcom,” Goebel said. “I think of it as an art piece.”
Like Moshfegh, Goebel lost his only brother, seven years ago. He wrote about that experience in his first novel, “Fourteen Stories, None of Them Are Yours.” The book, he told me, was “highly experimental, complicated. A lot of people can’t follow it—one out of ten, maybe.” Goebel has been working on his second novel for four years. “It’s a total bitch,” he said. “I had no idea how books worked when I met Tess—I just wrote how I wrote. I didn’t have the perspective to be, like, ‘How do you write a book that’s successful, that people actually want to read?’ I just wanted to do my own thing. Now I’m entertaining the question ‘What will a reader go for?’ ”
I pointed out that Moshfegh’s books are pretty weird. “My Year of Rest and Relaxation” is a page-turner about a woman who is almost always asleep. Eileen’s greatest joy is a case of explosive diarrhea.
“I don’t think ‘Eileen’ is a no-brainer,” Goebel said. “But I think when you put it into the context of how artists are also names, and names are also fetishized things, and when you’re winning the Plimpton Prize, and you’ve got a book that works on a level of nostalgia with a strong female narrator and she’s defying some of the mystery-of-womanhood shit that has been unveiled in the last five to ten years, and it’s written dynamite—then, yeah, I think you have a recipe for success.”
“To be completely fair,” Moshfegh interjected, “Luke hasn’t read ‘Eileen.’ ”
“I’ve read the beginning,” he said.
“Is it O.K. if I take a cigarette break?”
He laughed. “So what you’d like to do is just lob a grenade into the room and then walk out for a cigarette?”
Goebel, who is thirty-seven, tall, bearded, with floppy golden-brown hair, was sitting on the countertop in the kitchen; he looked as if he were in a movie from the late sixties. Moshfegh admired him briefly—“He looks good everywhere,” she said—and then returned to the matter of why he’d never finished her book. “You know what I think the real reason is? There’s a mystery that he’s trying to find out in his own book, and he doesn’t want to see how I did it, because maybe it will influence how he does it. I’m always arguing that it’s not the mainstream drivel that he thinks it is, and then he’s like—”
“Um, I never said it was mainstream drivel,” Goebel countered. “But I do think it’s accessible to the masses. Can I come outside, too?”
They went and sat on the patio together, where you could see the veins of snow on the mountaintops glowing blue under the moon. The couple talked about reconciling their opposing approaches to writing and to living—Moshfegh’s rigidity and Goebel’s heedlessness. “I never thought I’d own a home,” Goebel said. “I didn’t really think I was going to be thirty-six, thirty-seven. I lived a very reckless life style. I met you at the moment that my chaos had failed me. My creative process had led me to a novel I couldn’t finish because I needed more structure: I needed to be part of the regular world and put down some roots.”
“I was dealing with how to exist stepping off the path,” Moshfegh said, blowing smoke into the wind. “Then I met you and it was, like, Oh, this is a really smart move: that path was actually just going to loop back. I’d been walking on a wire, and he was—”
“Falling off a wire,” Goebel finished for her. “I drove off a cliff a year and a half ago. Sober. Doing sixty. I should have died.”
“Do you feel like your life is not doing that anymore?” Moshfegh asked. “I’m just wondering—in the last year and a half, like, is this still part of that?”
“No, you have absconded with all of the upheaval,” Goebel said. “All the chaos that used to be out there is now in our dynamic, and out there is just the quiet dark.”
This cracked her up. “We keep each other tethered,” she said. In the car, I’d asked what she found most compelling about her fiancé, and Moshfegh had told me, “He’s very innocent. I mean, that has its own challenges for him, personally, to be so open. He’s somebody who wants to connect a lot, and I don’t think I could be in a relationship with someone who wasn’t that connective.” Without his prodding, Moshfegh could easily slip back into the part of herself that is like her latest protagonist, a woman who relinquishes all the distractions and comforts of the outside world in order to reach her goal.
“What are you thinking?” she asked Goebel, looking at him intently.
“What am I actually right now thinking?” he said. “I am thinking that you’re a genius. That your writing is genius. You’re a genius.”
“Wow,” Moshfegh said. “Thank you. That’s not what I thought you were thinking.” She was quiet for a few moments and then said, “Is it a lie?” ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “Not from Around Here.”[image: ]

	Ariel Levy joined The New Yorker as a staff writer in 2008. She won a 2014 National Magazine Award for essays and criticism, and guest-edited “The Best American Essays 2015.” She is the author of “Female Chauvinist Pigs.”
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War and Peace and Clandestine Influence
Nikolai, Natasha, and Andrei get into the American-democracy-meddling game.
By Cora Frazier
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Illustration by Luci Gutiérrez




Nikolai jumped down from his sleigh, ran to Natasha, and helped her dismount from her horse.
“Natasha,” Nikolai whispered in French. “I’ve made up my mind about the Internet Research Agency.”
“Have you?” Natasha asked, beaming.
“Yes, sister, yes,” Nikolai said. “Maman has bought me a camera, SIM cards, and disposable cell phones. In the spring, I leave for Greeley, Colorado.”
Natasha clapped her hands and turned her rapturous face up to his.
“You’ve done a wonderful thing.”
•

Prince Andrei, having spent his whole life in society, felt he had encountered everything in society, and nothing in society could interest him. Except the Così in northern Illinois, with its sandwich boxes, signature flatbreads, and woodlike surfaces. He held up his camera, spinning around the room. The restaurant employees took no notice of him and said nothing.
He sat on a stool at the counter. He ate another buffalo-bleu sandwich and listened to the old man and woman sitting next to him speaking English in loud voices.
“When will they give us someone good to vote for?” the old woman said.
The old man didn’t reply.
Prince Andrei leaned over his plans, which he had spread out on the counter. He was full of the calm determination that a man possesses before a decisive moment. He knew this could be his Battle of Borodino.
He bent over his papers and wrote, “Satan: If Clinton wins, I win. Jesus: Not if I can help it.”
•

“Why don’t you ask Natasha?” Pierre said. “She’s a lovely girl. The Rostovs are wonderful. And she writes the tweets for more than fifteen Twitter bots.”
Prince Andrei looked across the room at the young countess with the mobile, childlike face who was typing on her laptop and staring at the screen with a concentrated gaze.
If she gets a retweet in the next thirty seconds, she will be my wife, he thought. Then he turned away from the girl, shaking his head, saying to himself, “What made me think that? Stupid.”
He walked over to the bulletin board, where the maps of Virginia’s congressional districts were posted. Prince Andrei knew that his father, the old prince, would disapprove of a match with Natasha Rostov. He was certain the old prince could never understand this high-spirited girl who had so easily adopted the voice of the Tennessee Republican Party.
The phone in his hand lit up. Natasha had dozens and dozens of retweets.
•

On the appointed day, Natasha and Nikolai woke with the sun and took an Uber to Jacksonville Landing. Nikolai stood at the stadium gates. He looked up at the rows of seats and the large advertisements for Coke Zero and Miller Lite, and, for the first time since he had left the comforts of Otradnoe, he understood the full magnitude of their undertaking.
Within an hour, Nikolai and Natasha had run out of signs. Nikolai gazed at the crowd that had assembled, all the red hats bright in the Florida sun, and he felt full of love for the emperor. He began to count the Americans in the crowd, but soon he forgot the number. He knew it was much larger than the R.S.V.P.s to the Facebook event invite.
The afternoon grew hotter. “We want Trump!” people shouted. Natasha glanced at Nikolai. Then she threw off her kerchief, climbed up onto the stage, and picked up the microphone. The large crowd of pink faces hushed.
“See the lovely birch . . . ,” Natasha began to sing. Nikolai closed his eyes and turned his face to the sun as his soul thrummed with the familiar notes of the folk song “In a Field Stood a Little Birch Tree.” His sister had a raw, untrained voice. Behind that voice was all the passion of the young girl’s soul. “Loo-lay-loo, little birch tree,” the countess sang.
People murmured in confusion, asking one another why the woman onstage wasn’t Karyn Morton, the chair of the Republican Party of Duval County, and why she seemed to be singing in Russian.
The tender, mournful sounds continued to pour from Natasha’s body, the crowd began to heckle, and then Natasha stopped abruptly and shouted, in English, “Drain swamp!”
The crowd roared, chanting along with her, and Kid Rock blasted from the speakers.
Nikolai’s eyes overflowed with tears. When had this little countess, brought up by a babushka, assumed the spirit of the Florida air she breathed? Where had she learned these ways, so far from her place of birth? Why did she know, in her innermost soul, the chorus to “Bawitdaba”?
Natasha stepped off the stage and embraced her brother. The crowd cheered into the humid night. ♦
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Lowerline and Café Booqoo Translate Classics of New Orleans Cuisine
At two new restaurants in Brooklyn, the Louisiana natives John Verlander and Matt Pace offer a taste of the Crescent City with po’boys, oysters, and jambalaya.
By Hannah Goldfield
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At Lowerline, in Prospect Heights, po’boy and muffuletta sandwiches are made with crusty hero rolls from a Brooklyn bakery instead of the traditional breads of New Orleans.

Photograph by David Williams for The New Yorker




New Orleans-themed restaurants have come and gone in New York; the infectious charm of the Crescent City hasn’t tended to travel particularly well, often translating into hokey caricature. But as New Orleans, post-Katrina, has seen an influx of transplants from up North, a subtler sort of cultural exchange seems to be taking place. Muffuletta sandwiches are showing up on menus where you wouldn’t expect them. Crawfish are flown in overnight. With new restaurants in Brooklyn, two Louisiana natives are each laying the groundwork for what a New Orleans–New York restaurant should look like.
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Oysters from the East and West Coasts are served supremely fresh, on ice, or dredged in cornmeal and housemade Creole seasoning and fried for a po’boy.

Photograph by David Williams for The New Yorker




At Lowerline, in Prospect Heights, John Verlander—standing every night behind his elegant, polished-wood bar wearing a Mets cap—offers oysters from the West and East Coasts, supremely fresh, on ice, or battered and deep-fried till craggy, as filling for a po’boy. The latter is made not with New Orleans-style French bread but with a sharply crusty hero roll from the beloved Brooklyn bakery Caputo’s. The muffuletta, made with prosciutto, capicola, shaved Parmesan, and olive salad, could easily be mistaken for an extra-spicy Italian combo. (Although, if you want chips with that, there is only one kind: iconic, Louisiana-made Zapp’s, Spicy Cajun Crawtator flavor.) The seafood-and-okra gumbo, its rich, dark roux infused with the distinct mineral tang of the blue-crab shell that lurks in each bowl, is pure New Orleans, a dome of steamed rice clearing the stew’s surface like a volcano in the ocean, sinking slowly as you eat. A refreshing salad of “petite lettuces,” on the other hand, tossed with fresh herbs, radishes, pecans, and a touch of mustard vinaigrette, feels radically light.
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At Café Booqoo, in Carroll Gardens, po’boys are made on bread shipped in from New Orleans, but the fillings incorporate inventive twists. The vegetarian Marigny features deep-fried cauliflower, pickled cabbage, and aioli spiked with Crystal hot sauce, a staple in Louisiana.

Photograph by David Williams for The New Yorker




At Café Booqoo, in Carroll Gardens, Matt Pace ships the French bread for his po’boys directly from Leidenheimer, a historic New Orleans bakery synonymous with the sandwiches. The dining room of his more casual space bears hints of a French Quarter tourist trap, with Mardi Gras beads and jester’s masks slung over a wall sconce. But Pace’s pitch-perfect palate makes for deftly balanced versions of classics like jambalaya and red beans and rice, and he has an impressive ability to incorporate inventive twists into tradition. For a po’boy called the Acadian, he tenderizes Florida alligator, then dredges it thickly in cornmeal; the meat itself remained slightly tough one recent afternoon, but the cayenne in the crunchy coating played beautifully off the jammy strawberry relish and the cool sliced green tomato. Better still was the DDP, featuring another import: Patton’s hot-sausage patties, griddled crisp and juicy, their powerful heat tempered by creamy white rémoulade, crackly shards of sweet fried onion, and a handful of fresh green-leaf lettuce, a recipe for universal appeal. (Lowerline, 794 Washington Ave., Brooklyn. 347-533-7110. Dishes $8-$18. Café Booqoo, 478 Smith St., Brooklyn. 718-858-2358. Dishes $9-$20.) ♦
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An accent wall at Café Booqoo is papered with vintage ads for New Orleans products.

Photograph by David Williams for The New Yorker
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The Borderland Brutality of “Sicario 2: Soldado”
Set along the U.S.-Mexico border, Stefano Sollima’s film seems ripped from the headlines, but its disregard for the plight of refugees suggests that it’s more of its time than its makers realize.
By Anthony Lane
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Josh Brolin and Benicio del Toro star in Stefano Sollima’s film.

Illustration by Paul Lacolley




Bad timing, or a lucky break? Either way, the release of “Sicario 2: Soldado” verges on the uncanny. Stefano Sollima’s film is set in various places, including Djibouti and the Gulf of Somalia, but the main dramatic arena is the border between Mexico and the United States, across which the characters make zealous efforts either to transport other humans or, alternatively, to stop them in their tracks. The minds of many viewers will immediately drift away from the fictional narrative and toward the actual events of recent weeks, along the same boundary, where children have been sundered from their immigrant parents and housed in detention centers. On June 23rd, news footage showed protesters blocking a bus as it left one of the centers, in McAllen, Texas, and chanting, “Set the children free.” And what particular spot do we visit, early in the film? McAllen.
There, we meet a teen-ager, Miguel (Elijah Rodriguez), whose house is next to a border fence, on the American side, and who is recruited into the illegal-immigrant trade. Miguel, with his air of shyness and cunning, is a minor presence in the story, and yet without him it would not twist and turn as it does. The script is by Taylor Sheridan, who wrote the original “Sicario” (2015), and though both tales abound in explosions, he likes nothing better than to light the fuse of a subplot and have it slowly burn. Some of his protagonists from the first film return for duty here: Matt Graver (Josh Brolin), a federal agent whose sacred calling is to do the dirty work of the U.S. government and to clean up afterward; his sidekick, Steve Forsing (Jeffrey Donovan), who commits himself to chaos without removing his spectacles, like a homicidal librarian; and Alejandro (Benicio del Toro), whose last name is never revealed. Everything about him feels classified, to be honest, down to his trigger finger.
One thing we do know is that a drug cartel, led by a guy named Reyes, murdered Alejandro’s family. Hence the sadness engraved on del Toro’s features, which are scarcely jovial at the best of times. Now he and Graver, on the say-so of the U.S. Secretary of Defense (Matthew Modine), spearhead a covert scheme to kidnap Reyes’s twelve-year-old daughter, Isabel (Isabela Moner), and spirit her into America. The abduction will be pinned on a rival cartel, resulting in an internecine war: bring on the worst of times. That’s the plan, anyway, and what’s so grim is not just the laughable certainty that it will go wrong but the sourness of the political cynicism behind it. Where once we might have hoped for a constructive policy, we find only meddling and mayhem. As Graver says to Alejandro, “No rules this time. I’m turning you loose.”
The trouble is that the director cannot resist the mayhem. Far more than Denis Villeneuve, who directed the first “Sicario,” Sollima is enraptured by the lock-and-load mentality of his heroes. Graver, asked why he was allowed to speed straight through a checkpoint, replies, “Because I’m special,” and Forsing hymns the perfection of the day: “Blue skies. Large-calibre weapons.” Some of the armed encounters are suitably spectacular, but, when two dozen Mexican police officers, up against Graver and his team, die in a shoot-out on a dusty road, the movie shrugs them off as collateral damage—awkward for Graver’s superior (Catherine Keener), perhaps, but of no moral consequence whatever. The imposing gloom of the earlier movie is replaced by a breezier attitude: if the world around you, or the nation next to you, seems just too hot and too complex to handle, try throwing a load of military muscle at the problem, and stand back. If it winds up trapped in even deeper complication, tough.
And yet, despite that, “Sicario 2: Soldado” has got something. To be precise, it has an absorbing double act between Benicio del Toro and Isabela Moner, as Alejandro and the captive Isabel—the child of the man, remember, who was involved in the death of Alejandro’s loved ones. So how should he treat her in return? Wreak revenge, or risk a little mercy? They are thrown together in the scrubland near the border, and their relationship is wary and unhurried, with a faint echo of John Wayne and Natalie Wood, as a Confederate veteran and his long-lost niece, in “The Searchers” (1956). Moner is terrific, and her character’s fortunes can be read in her eyes—blazing to begin with, as she scraps with another girl in a schoolyard, but dark and blank by the end, their youthful fire doused by the violence that she has seen. Although Sollima’s film is unbothered, for the most part, by the plight of refugees, it gets one thing dismayingly right: our most significant witness, on the fault line where Mexico and America grate against each other, is a child.

If you are pressed for time this week, and can spare only fifteen minutes at the cinema, spend them at the opening of “Custody.” There’s a scene near the start that is like a mini-movie in itself, tense with foreboding—a tension that the rest of Xavier Legrand’s film does nothing to dispel. He has proved his proficiency in the short form, having earned an Oscar nomination for “Just Before Losing Everything” (2013), which was half an hour long, and upon which “Custody,” Legrand’s début feature, is based. The plot, in other words, was already coiled tight. Now it unwinds and strikes.
The early sequence is a legal hearing, convened by a judge (Saadia Bentaïeb). With a clerk at her side, she considers the case of Miriam Besson (Léa Drucker) and her estranged husband, Antoine (Denis Ménochet), who are there in front of her. What’s remarkable is that, for ten minutes or so, we hear a great deal about the couple but observe them for no more than a few seconds. Clearly, you shouldn’t speak unless spoken to by the judge, who listens first to the evidence submitted by their lawyers. Thus, we learn of the Bessons’ daughter, Joséphine (Mathilde Auneveux), who will soon be eighteen, and her brother, Julien (Thomas Gioria), aged eleven, both of whom are currently living with Miriam. She is claiming sole care of Julien, but Antoine wants to see him every other weekend, by way of a prelude to joint custody. As for Julien’s preference, a statement by him is read aloud, in which he declares, “We’re scared that man will come.” It’s an alarming way for any boy to describe his own father, but in French it’s worse. Julien simply refers to Antoine as l’autre—“the other.”
At last, we get to inspect the parents. Miriam is slender, unblinking, pale to the point of anemia, and so motionless that for a moment I thought the film had frozen. Antoine, the only man in the room, is similarly stiff, and yet, with his thick neck and his brawler’s bulk, he’s like a bull in a stall, reining in his snorts and dreaming of china shops to wreck. He is said to have hit his daughter and threatened his wife—“He wants to hurt her,” according to Julien. What matters, however, is not our quaking aversion to Antoine but his status in the eyes of the law, and that is for the judge to decide in due course. For now, everybody must wait.
The principle at work here, as elsewhere in “Custody,” is that a situation need not be exciting to be suspenseful. Indeed, it can be sedentary, as the characters chivvy us to the edge of our seats without getting up from theirs. Even when they take action—when Miriam and the kids check out a new apartment, say—the dread of the absent Antoine broods over them like a spectre, and from their stunned appearance you might think there’d been a death in the family. Later, there’s another lengthy scene, beautifully sustained, at Joséphine’s birthday party, where she sings to a crowded hall of friends and relatives: a festive occasion, rendered unbearable by the presence of her father, outside. We can guess that people are talking about him, despite the flood of music that drowns their dialogue, and we spy the twitch of terror in Joséphine’s eyes as she performs. It’s that man again.
When a film is entitled “Custody,” and when the child at its heart is fair of face and sensitive of soul, as Julien is, you instinctively brace yourself for a retread of “Kramer vs. Kramer” (1979), in which a mother and father—Meryl Streep and Dustin Hoffman—also tussled over their young blond son. That movie, like a prudent judge, kindly allotted an equal share of emotional oomph to each parent. No such liberal nicety for Legrand. As the tale unfolds, Antoine cuts an ever more feral figure, alienating his parents as well as his offspring, and stamping on any trace of sympathy that the audience might have extended to him in his loneliness. Ménochet is formidably good at conveying the promise of violence, and, when that promise is kept, we are subjected to a final act that, though bereft of bloodshed, is as draining to watch as major surgery. So clinical is the film, in fact, that we are forced to ask: Would Miriam really have fallen in love with Antoine in the first place, given that love, for spouses like him, is an excuse for the brandishing of power? Can life be so cruel in its capacity to delude? Sadly, as any survivor of domestic abuse will tell you, it can. ♦
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Anika Noni Rose’s Star-Making Self-Possession in “Carmen Jones”
In John Doyle’s staging, the forty-five-year-old actress has found someone who lets her play to her strengths.
By Hilton Als
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Rose is so self-assured and relaxed that you’re amused by her amusement in the role.

Illustration by Ben Kirchner




Anika Noni Rose is not a humble performer. She views the audience’s attention as a kind of birthright. When I first saw her, in 2003, in George C. Wolfe’s production of Tony Kushner and Jeanine Tesori’s indelible musical, “Caroline, or Change,” I was struck not only by her self-possession in the role but by her curtain call. “Yes,” she seemed to say without saying it, as she bowed, not too deeply, “isn’t it wonderful that we’re here together to celebrate how great I was?” Divas ranging from Leontyne Price to Aretha Franklin to FKA Twigs have a similar hauteur, and why shouldn’t entitlement be part of their act? Certainly, in order to get their art out there, they’ve had to endure a level of crap that would have crushed more coddled performers. Watching Rose over a period of years, I wasn’t sure if the Connecticut native was a star or just an actress who worked steadily and got some good breaks, including winning a Tony, for “Caroline, or Change,” and landing the voice role of Tiana, one of relatively few animated protagonists of color, in the 2009 Disney feature “The Princess and the Frog.” Sometimes, when I saw Rose live—in revivals of “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof,” in 2008, or “A Raisin in the Sun,” in 2014—or in the 2006 screen adaptation of “Dreamgirls,” my mind turned back to her air of self-satisfaction. Clearly, it had something to do with being black and female in a business that doesn’t particularly value either of those things: when all you really have is yourself, you’d better love that showgirl. But I wondered if there was something else to Rose’s affect. Maybe she just knew she was a star before anyone had come up with the right part to let her shine.
In John Doyle, Rose, who is forty-five, may have found her ideal director, someone who lets her play to her strengths, which include being interested in the drama of a scene, and in her character’s attraction to drama. The vehicle for Rose and Doyle’s startlingly strong collaboration is “Carmen Jones” (at the Classic Stage Company), a revival of the bizarre and politically archaic 1943 Broadway musical, with lyrics and book by Oscar Hammerstein II. Hammerstein based his show on Georges Bizet’s “Carmen,” the 1875 opera about a “fiery” Romani woman who brings down a nice Spanish soldier; working with Bizet’s score, he built his story around the similarly “fiery” and feckless Carmen Jones (Rose), a black woman employed in a segregated factory in the South during the Second World War.
Carmen doesn’t get much work done; she’s too busy flirting with Joe (Clifton Duncan), an Army officer who forsakes the love of Cindy Lou (Lindsay Roberts), a gentle, unassuming woman from his home town, for Carmen, who has red shiny lips and sometimes sports a bright-red rose in her cleavage. Beautiful to look at but dangerous to hold, Carmen loves a man in uniform—that is, as long as she can’t have him. Rose shows us that what excites Carmen is the thrill of the conquest; once she has something, she’s bored, and ready for the next challenge. Carmen’s slightly too knowing gal pal, Frankie (brilliantly played by Soara-Joye Ross), is no disapproving prude; she has plenty of snap and wants to grab onto her chance in life, too. But there are others, like Carmen’s nemesis, Sally (Andrea Jones-Sojola, another exceptional performer in a cast of exceptional performers), who can’t separate from the crowd and insist on going about things the “right” way. Whereas Sally will get by on hard work and good citizenship, Carmen, the libertine with soul, sees men as her way out.
Rose plays Carmen not with the strained sexuality that made Dorothy Dandridge’s characterization in Otto Preminger’s 1954 film version an exemplar of performance hysteria—that is to say, Dandridge gave more than she had as an artist and then gave even more. Instead, Rose is so self-assured and relaxed that you’re amused by her amusement in the part, and by her freedom. She carries the show, but she lets Carmen do the work, and it’s Rose’s investment in the character that illuminates the production from moment to moment. To bring Carmen to life, she channels her own sense of entitlement, wearing it like an invisible bauble. She’s “shady,” but full of light and merriment. Whenever Carmen walks off after a rousing exchange with women who are grudgingly admiring or envious of her—Carmen does nothing to improve relations—she leaves a trail of self-satisfaction behind her. I don’t know if Doyle cast Rose because of that quality, but I can no longer imagine anyone else as Carmen—in part because Rose plays her as what George W. S. Trow, Jr., would have called a flirt. “Not teasing—flirting,” Trow wrote, in a 1980 piece. “Does anyone know the difference? A tease is a con. . . . A flirt doesn’t do that. A flirt does a dance within the context of giving pleasure.”
The musical also gives full voice to Rose’s power as a singer. She’s no belter, though; in her first aria, Bizet’s “Habanera,” now called “Dat’s Love,” she draws out the ridiculous Amos-’n’-Andy lyrics (“You go for me an’ I’m taboo / But if you’re hard to get I go for you, / An’ if I do then you are through, boy, / My baby dat’s de end of you”) and makes them a true expression of Carmen’s defiance, rather than of her blackness. (“Carmen Jones”—and Hammerstein’s notion of race—owes something to the weaker moments of George Gershwin’s “Porgy and Bess,” such as “Buzzard Song” and all that jazz about signs and weather.) Doyle, by treating the text as a kind of sketch and having the all-black cast drop the “dem” and “dose” bullshit, releases the actors from the need to perform blackness; they are characters, who, in addition to being black, are sexual, or jealous, or lost, or all three at once. It’s a relief to see actors of color being allowed to concentrate on acting.
Still, it can take a little while to warm up to the production, especially if you had a bad time with the movie, which was my only experience with the material before I saw Doyle’s staging. Neither the musical nor the film has a shred of reality to it—or, at least, any reality that a black person or a wartime factory worker would recognize as such. The show is a figment of Hammerstein’s imagination, and he is to blame for what’s stupid about it. When the movie came out, it generated a lot of commercial heat, and Dandridge became the first black woman to be nominated for an Academy Award for Best Actress. Carmen Jones still occupies an interesting place in black female show-business fantasies; it’s one of the roles that the young actress in Spike Lee’s “Girl 6,” for instance, dreams of playing—she’s taken with the glamour of it all. And the movie of “Carmen Jones” does have some glamour, albeit lurid glamour. James Baldwin wrote about the film soon after its release. He wasn’t happy with it. One of his beefs was how the black men were handled, or not handled, onscreen, but in Doyle’s production the guys are not the focus. What you want to watch is Rose, who plays with the role in ways that Dandridge did not and could not, given the times. Fragile and stressed, Dandridge was on edge during the making of the film, one of her first starring roles. Comparing Dandridge’s panic with Rose’s centeredness is like watching a split-screen documentary about how “Carmen Jones” has changed as the actress’s relationship to the role has changed—has had to change, in order for us to believe in her.
Doyle doesn’t let us get sentimental about any of this, though. His staging, spare and quick but not rushed—only a great director could have fashioned this tight, ninety-five-minute, intermissionless jewel—shows Carmen as a woman who’s trying to survive. And, when the opportunity comes along to ditch Joe for a sexy and successful boxer named Husky Miller (David Aron Damane), who is fighting in Chicago and not some dumpy little town, Carmen grabs it, thus initiating the tale’s final tragedy, which is caused by her freedom with her body, her ability to say what she wants, no matter the cost to former lovers or to herself. While Carmen perishes, we watch Rose rise out of her extinguished body, like something glistening, like a star. ♦
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Tribeca’s Hydroponic Underground
Chic stems and tender greens thrive deep below Worth Street on the rolling shelves of Farm.One.
By Anna Russell
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Alex Guarnaschelli

Illustration by Tom Bachtell




Hydroponics are a slippery slope. You might find yourself, one Sunday morning, at a Santa Monica farmers’ market, loitering among the apples, say. You come across a bunch of papalo, a leafy herb native to central Mexico, and toss it in your mouth (your tastes are expansive; a papalo leaf is nothing to you) and wham!: a brand-new flavor. Suddenly, you’re up at all hours, watching vertical-farming videos on YouTube, ordering seed packets from eBay, buying rhizomes—rhizomes!—and worrying about spider mites. You get some fennel crowns and a pouch of parasitic wasps, and you’re on your way.
On Worth Street, in Tribeca, deep underground beneath the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary and the Michelin-starred restaurant Atera, lies Farm.One, Manhattan’s largest hydroponic farm. That’s distinct from aquaponics (farming with fish) and aeroponics (farming with air and nutrient-dense mist), explained Rob Laing, a thirty-eight-year-old Australian tech entrepreneur, who, in thrall to papalo, set up the farm two years ago. “We, sadly, don’t have any fish,” he said the other day. “It’s enough difficulty to get the plants to be happy.” A year ago, Farm.One, having overgrown its original home, at the nearby Institute of Culinary Education, was invited by Atera, a client, into the restaurant’s subterranean space. At twelve hundred square feet, the digs are roomier, but, “agriculturally, it’s still pretty tiny,” Laing said.
Laing was standing next to a floor-to-ceiling rack of neatly labelled seed packets, in a small antechamber of the farm. He had on a black smock, jeans, and rubber clogs. The greens were visible through a window next to a pressurized door designed to keep out pests. “We have microgreens, rare herbs, and edible flowers,” he said. He held up a seed packet. “The first seed we ever bought was akatade, which is like a spicy Japanese water pepper. And then amaranth. It’s red, like the grain, but it’s a microgreen.”
Rounds begin each morning at 6:15, David Goldstein, a hydroponicist at the farm, explained. He listed some of the responsibilities: “Planting, harvesting, general upkeep, maintenance of the hydroponic systems, testing the water we use in the hydroponic systems, the cleaning of that water.” Later, the greens are packed into boxes for delivery, by bicycle or by subway, to restaurants around the city (nasturtiums for Jungsik, dianthus flowers for Freemans). In the evening, the foodies arrive for a “sensory farm tour”—a “glass-of-prosecco-type thing,” Laing said.
There’s no earth to commune with at Farm.One per se (hydroponic systems are soil-free), but sometimes chefs stop by to browse. One recent afternoon, Alex Guarnaschelli, a Food Network star and the executive chef at Butter, visited for the first time. Laing handed her a hairnet, shoe coverings, and a lab coat, which she slipped on over a pink sweater. “This is to stop you from bringing pests into our farm,” Laing explained, apologetically.
“A chef gets dressed and undressed twenty times a day!” Guarnaschelli said. The door to the farm opened with a whoosh, and they entered. The plants sat on rolling shelves, like books in a library basement. Everyone applied Purell.
“We have some sorrel here that was planted, like, two weeks ago,” Laing said. He handed Guarnaschelli a leaf.
“I’ve eaten this so many times,” she said. “It’s delicious. You know that taste of stevia that’s good? It has that acrid note, right at the back of your tongue.”
A row of marigolds caught her eye. “The taste of a marigold is one I deeply associate with my first tomato,” she said. She recalled how her grandmother would plant marigolds next to tomatoes because they keep the bugs away.
Laing was collecting a sample from a top shelf. “We’ve seen more people using it for desserts,” he said. “Like with chocolate, even.”
“Oh, that’s so fucking Swedish,” Guarnaschelli said. They moved on. Guarnaschelli ate some anise hyssop. “The thing to note about that is how tender it is,” she said. Laing handed her a curly mustard green, and she praised its stem. “Stems have become so chic. Broccoli stems, cauliflower stems, pesto from stems.”
They tasted micro-dill (“artistry”), mizuna (“the hot chick in the club”), candy-popped mint flower (“imagine that with bok choy!”), and bronze-fennel fronds (“I would sink that into a brick of fat”). Guarnaschelli recalled a chef she’d once had who would create showstopping arrangements of edible flowers. “Everyone in the kitchen would be, like, ‘Oooh! ’ I’m, like, ‘What are you doing? You just mixed eighteen flavors together,’ ” she said. “People are such suckers for color.”
Laing asked Guarnaschelli if she had tried natto, a Japanese dish made of fermented soybeans, which shares a pectiny texture with the nasturtium plant.
“That has the slime,” he said.
She nodded. “Yeah, that has the funk, man.”
An observer remarked that the wood-sorrel flowers were beautiful. Guarnaschelli scoffed: “Forget it, forget it, destroy it with your teeth! ” ♦




This article appears in the print edition of the July 9 & 16, 2018, issue, with the headline “Leafy Greens.”	Anna Russell is a member of the magazine’s editorial staff.
Read more »
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